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  Sometimes Harry felt he’d lost a lot of time, years even. He wasn’t able to say how or where all that time had gone, but every now and then he’d get this paranoid feeling—a sort of nervous anxiety—that he should try to catch up, grab a hold of the minutes, hours, days before they passed him by entirely. On the other hand, at other times and far more rationally, despite the peculiar circumstances of his life (or perhaps because of them), he would simply put it down to the fact that his was a young mind inhabiting a somewhat older body. Which meant, of course, that he really had lost a great deal of time, and that he’d been shortchanged on several years that his current body had enjoyed without him…but that’s another story.


  And sometimes when that weird paranoia was on him—that niggling notion that he was missing something, that time had sneaked by him unnoticed—then he’d stir himself up and go to work on something, on anything, in a burst of frantic activity, filled with frenzied energy in a vain attempt at catching up.


  Harry’s old house by the river was to have been the latest beneficiary of one of these rages. He’d determined to clear out the attic, then to reduce all of the wormy old sticks of broken furniture that he knew were hiding up there to so much ash on a bonfire in his garden. Except that wasn’t how things would work out. For up there under the rafters, under the dusty, cobwebbed eaves, that was where he’d found the money.


  But there’s money and there’s MONEY! And this was money of the latter variety. It was a hoard: quite literally “a treasure trove, deposited in secret.” It could only be, for despite that it was in his attic, Harry knew that he hadn’t put it there…had he?


  And yet, seeming to fit in with some half-formed theory of time lost and events forgotten—or perhaps erased?—his discovery did ring a bell…albeit one whose tolling was quickly smothered, drowned out by his astonishment at the sheer size of his find, the as-yet uncalculated value of all this “loot.” For surely a hoard such as this must be someone’s ill-gotten gains, else why hide it? (And then again, why in Harry’s attic?)


  Great wads of pounds, dollars, and deutsche marks, all in high denominations, stuffed carelessly, haphazardly into two moth-eaten pillowcases like so much old packing paper—and that was only the paper!


  But in that same dark space under the eaves, in four matching, heavy, triple-stitched burlap bags…what in the name of…? Pieces of eight?


  No, no pirate’s hoard this—no Spanish gold here, not in the Necroscope’s attic—but gold nevertheless. And every coin a troy ounce! South African gold: Krugerrands! And morning sunlight coming through the gap where a tile had slipped, striking glorious fire from twin, clunking, chunky piles, as Harry tipped out the contents of the burlap bags onto the attic’s warped old floorboards. For a split second, in the blink of an eye, a scene formed on the screen of his oddly reluctant memory:


  He pictured a hugely sprawling house or fortress, a walled villa or manse on the rim of a gorge. But a manse? Hardly that! How could he have thought to designate a name like that to such a doom-fraught old place? What, that awesome pile—that aerie, glooming with seemingly sinister intent upon some foreign land, and from there frowning out across the very world—that place, the home of…but of what? Of the church? Of monks, ecclesiastics? It didn’t seem right.


  But that was it, that was all. In the next blink of an eye it was over; the picture had dissolved, melted away—likewise the thoughts it had conjured—like a name on the tip of one’s tongue that recedes deeper into limbo the more one tries to remember it. And Harry was alone with his “loot,” the crisp paper and glowing coins…and with his bottom jaw hanging open.


  Those coins: why, there had to be five hundred of them! And despite all of the wonders and horrors of Harry’s life, and the fact that there was very little in the whole world which could actually shock him, still he felt stunned—actually considered the notion that he might be dreaming—as he meshed his fingers through one of the piles, gradually eased them apart again, and let all of that gold settle into a single, solid-seeming nugget that burned yellow as coals in a hearth fire…


  Man and boy the Necroscope had never been wealthy. He’d made a living from what he now thought of as his “ghostwriting,” but that was all. Yet making a few quick calculations—at which he was unusually…well, skilled—he found he was suddenly rich: some two million pounds sterling rich! As for what he would do with the money: no problem. It would continue to fund the wages of all the people he’d engaged to search for his wife and child around the world.


  But that, too, is another story…


  A little way downriver from the house, in a grassy bight where the water stood deep and mainly static, with only the occasional surface swirl to indicate influxes from the central current, Harry sat with his feet dangling over the rim and talked to his Ma. She was down there somewhere, or what was left of her after all this time.


  That last wasn’t a thought that bothered the Necroscope too much; he remembered her as she’d been—through the eyes of the infant he had been—and that’s how she would remain. It’s how most mothers remain, after they’ve gone.


  But in any case they conversed, and of course he mentioned the money.


  Money? she repeated him. Under the eaves? (And he could almost see her raised eyebrow.) I know nothing about that, son.


  “Actually,” he told her, “I didn’t expect you to know anything about it. The notes are crisp, new, fairly recent. And the coins were minted…well, I haven’t checked the dates on all of them, but you were, er, alive then; so they weren’t put there too long before your time. I can tell by their condition: still bright, shining, unused almost. And the only reason I mention it is because I thought you might be able to ask about it among the Great Majority, see if they know anything about it.” And now Harry wished he could change the suddenly dubious subject, instead of so bluntly reminding her of her current condition. But in any case:


  The only one I can think of who might…. She began to answer, then paused before continuing: but he doesn’t have very much to say any more. In fact I haven’t sensed his presence for quite a long time, and I think it’s entirely possible he’s gone now, “moved on,” as it were. For Viktor had no friends here, and he definitely didn’t like being this close to me!


  Harry knew who she meant: his stepfather, Viktor Shukshin, the man who had murdered her, pushed her under the ice when the river was frozen over and the Necroscope was just a child. That was a crime that the Russian spy had paid for some years ago—paid for in spades when he’d died a death as weird and gruesome as any that might be imagined—yet while Harry had been mainly responsible for that, still he loathed the very thought of that man. And:


  “No,” he answered, shaking his head and trying not to growl. “What him, moved on—to a better place? No, I don’t think he can. And anyway it couldn’t have been his money. The time frame isn’t right, and the last time I saw Viktor Shukshin—on the night he tried to kill me, when you, er, intervened?—he looked pretty much down at heel to me. The money could have been up there in the attic, I suppose, but if Shukshin had known about it I’m sure he would have been using it.”


  Now, Harry’s Ma sensed the nervous anxiety in him and knew its source: He was still trying to figure out where all of the time had gone. And assuming that the money in his attic had found its way there during those lost years—that it had been put there by Harry himself—she also knew that it was time to change the subject. There were things Harry would never be able to remember however hard he tried, and she believed it would suit them both better if he didn’t try at all.


  And so, with an ostensibly innocent incorporeal shrug, she said, Anyway, why do you concern yourself so? I mean, if you’re suddenly well off, won’t that make life a whole lot easier for you?


  “Eh?” said Harry, who had fallen into a kind of reverie or more properly a mood of dark introspection, as he recalled the events of that fateful night when his stepfather had gone down in mud and weed and bones—the bones of his dear Ma—down to the riverbed, never to come up again. But now her query lifted him out of it, brought him back to the present.


  What was that she was saying? he wondered, as he resurfaced from the darkness of those memories. Something about life being easier?


  It’s time you had some fun, Harry! she said. It’s time you let go of the past and started to think about the future. Those of us who don’t have any futures—the teeming dead—we can’t help but think you’re wasting your time. I mean, life’s not for being morbid, son. There’ll be time enough for that, er—


  “Later?”


  Yes, later, his Ma answered with a sigh. For we all end up here sooner or later. And right now is your time to live!


  Which was when he decided to forget what was past or lost, forget what couldn’t be recalled, and start to live again. That is, if his search would let him…


  Later, downstairs in his living room, scarcely conscious of the travel show on the TV and occasionally pausing to blink wonderingly at a short stack of gleaming gold on a coffee table close to hand, the Necroscope riffled absentmindedly through a wad of fifty-pound notes. The reality of his find—the opportunities it had opened up—was starting to get through to him now. And as for his original plan: to use this money to fund his search, paying the wages of a great many private detectives worldwide: oh, it would do that all right, and a whole lot more. In fact his Ma was absolutely right: from now on, certainly as far as money was concerned, Harry could do whatever he fancied. Of course there hadn’t been a hell of a lot that Harry couldn’t do before this windfall, but being the soul of honesty and unwilling to use his metaphysical talents outside the law—or outside what he himself considered ethical use—he had had to suffer the same restrictions as any other moral person.


  For instance: he could easily rob a bank—Fort Knox if he so desired—but wouldn’t because he wasn’t a thief. Similarly, despite that Harry had put many men and monsters to death, he’d never considered himself a murderer. And for all that he talked to dead people, the Great Majority, he most definitely wasn’t a necromancer!


  By his reckoning the difference lay in one’s approach; it was the way one saw and did things, a matter of one’s humility, decency, and ethics.


  This newfound wealth: it was tainted, he felt sure of it, knew it without knowing how. But now, by some mechanism unknown to him, it had ended up in his hands. Stolen it most surely had been, but by whom and for what reason, there was no way of knowing. He only knew he could make use of it, and if he made good use of it…then that was all to the good! It was only right and proper, after all—


  —But, at the same time, he knew his Ma was right, too. If he should use just a little of the money for his own personal pleasure, well, what harm in that? None at all that Harry could see. Because for a fact there hadn’t been too much “fun” in his life so far…


  Bright lights attracted Harry’s notice.


  Outside, beyond glazed patio doors, the day was suddenly overcast by unseasonal clouds that painted the mainly untended garden a sickly gray-green. Distant lightning silhouetted hazy Scottish hills, and in a little while there sounded a far-away rumble of thunder.


  The sudden gloom made the moving pictures on the TV screen that much more stark, glaring. For it wasn’t the lightning that had caught Harry’s eye but the flickering colors of a million light bulbs and neons that formed moving pictures, legends, and electrical life in the corner of the room. “The Flamingo Hilton,” said one such legend, in a blaze of pink neons atop a huge illuminated hotel. Then the camera angle swooped down to the entrance, revealing the same legend over an amazing facade shaped like an exotic globular fruit, or flower, or flame, all etched in pink, gold, and orange light.


  Harry’s gaze was now glued to the screen as he groped for the remote, adjusted the subdued sound until it became audible, and picked up on the last few phrases of the commentary:


  “…And that’s it, folks, that’s Las Vegas—called variously the Land of Illusion or Sin City—ultimately a gambler’s paradise and oasis in the Nevada desert. But before we go let’s take a last look at the Strip at night. And here’s a parting thought for you as we say a fond farewell to all the bright lights, the loose slots, and those beautiful leggy showgirls—


  “—Wouldn’t you just love to have the light bulb concession in fabulous Las Vegas?


  “So there you go. It’s been great to have you. This is Joe Frazell, signing off on this week’s Travel Extravaganza…”


  The camera panned across an ocean of colored lights, came to rest on Frazell in an Elvis Presley outfit, standing central in a long straight road—the famous Vegas Strip itself—with his outspread arms and legs forming a stylized Elvis “X” in the midst of this vast panoply of neon dazzle. For a moment the show’s host held the pose, then lowered his arms to his sides, lowered his head to his chest, turned and exited stage left in a pseudo dejected mode. The camera—mounted on a vehicle, no doubt—began to move forward, panning left and right as the casinos lining the Strip commenced flowing by in a luminescent stream, each seeming bent on outdoing the next in garish splendor.


  From the Flamingo Hilton to the Imperial Palace—accelerating toward Nob Hill, Castaways, the Holiday Casino, and the Sands—and farther yet toward the Desert Inn, the Frontier, the Stardust, and Westward Ho—and then blazing on past Circus-Circus and the Riviera, toward El Rancho and the Sahara. A stream of lights, neons and brilliant facades, all fusing together, blurring into a tube of radiance that was so reminiscent of a trip through Mobius time that Harry…that he held his breath!


  Only to slowly expel it as the TV screen faded to black, and the end credits commenced rolling in a comparatively somber white, and finally the channel’s insignia took center screen.


  The End…


  But only the beginning for a thought that was now blooming in the Necroscope’s mind. Fun? Now, that would be fun! Moreover, Las Vegas was a place where he’d never thought to search, where he hadn’t ever imagined Brenda might go. Now, however…well, why not?


  Hadn’t she always loved fairgrounds? And wasn’t Las Vegas the biggest, most magical fairground in the world? Harry didn’t know too much about it—he’d never been to America, let alone Las Vegas—but he knew this much at least: that Vegas was the place to go if you loved fantasy, razzle-dazzle, and the bright-eyed excitement of thousands of thrill-seekers, radiating from them like so much glitter dust, so much magical aether into the Nevada desert nights.


  Such a potent magic, and so very tangible, that Harry had felt it himself—even though it had only come to him via a TV screen!


  But Brenda? Brenda and her infant son, Harry Jr., not five years old as yet, in Vegas? Or were they just an excuse because he would like to go there himself and have some fun? If so, he knew how to reinforce that excuse. When they were kids in their middle teens, sweethearts and even lovers way back then, wasn’t Brenda the one who couldn’t wait for the summer to come around, so that she could drag him down to the Seaton Carew resort with its seafront slot arcades, fish-n’-chip shops, dodgem cars, and wide white sandy beach? Wasn’t she the one who would (if he had let her) roll their last few copper coins down those swiveling chutes onto traveling “win” lines which were almost impossible to hit? She’d actually done that once—used the last of their money—so that if he hadn’t bought return tickets they’d have had to walk home. Harry remembered how he’d tormented her, kidding her along that in fact they only had single tickets, not returns, until it was time to catch the bus. She’d paid him back by turning up half an hour late on their next date. There had been some good times, would have been a lot more if Harry hadn’t been Harry. If he hadn’t been called upon to do the things he’d done. But he was what he was—the Necroscope—and it might even be possible he had been called to do such things…


  Brenda, in Vegas. Was it possible? Surely not—how would she have supported herself? With her hairdressing? She had been very good at it, first class, and you could pretty much guarantee there’d be plenty of demand for good hairdressers in Vegas. And as for a place to lose oneself: what, among all those year-round crowds? Why, Las Vegas would make the ideal hideaway. And you could forget that old saw about a needle in a haystack, for this would be more like looking for a million dollar jackpot in a penny slot-machine arcade.


  In a certain way, that last thought would prove prophetic. But paradoxically, the task it had set wouldn’t prove nearly so problematic…


  Harry went to Las Vegas—he simply “went there,” in his usual, unusual way. He had no coordinates to begin with, but the dead of the Charleston Heights Cemetery were eager to oblige. It was more than worth it to them: the chance to have a few words with the Necroscope, the one man among all the living who could actually speak to the dead.


  And so he homed in on them and talked for a while, because he believed that one good turn deserves another. (And of course at the other end of the scale he also believed in an eye for an eye, that evil deeds should be repaid in kind.) But in a little while it was time to move on.


  “Where exactly am I?” he asked an old silver miner who had been down in the ground here for almost one and a quarter centuries—down in a shallow grave, only inches deep now, in an otherwise empty corner of the modern cemetery—since a time when this land was farmed by a party of Mormon settlers sent here by Brigham Young. The Mormons had given Jack Black (as the old boy was called) permission to dig for precious silver metal here in what was once a stony field. And here he remained to this very day.


  Eh? said Jack. Ye don’t know where ye are?


  “I mean,” Harry patiently explained, “I need directions to the Strip, the bright lights, the casinos.”


  Heh-heh! came the answer. Well, Harry, ’scuse me laughin,’ but it seems to me ye just might be askin’ the wrong one. The name’s Jack Black, not blackjack! And I been down here so long why, there weren’t no Las Vegas the night it rained and my diggin’s done caved in on me! But hey, I knows exactly where ’tis anyways, this bright-lights Las Vegas that ye be lookin’ for. ’Cos old Jack Black and silver, we always did have this—how-do-ye-call-it?—this here affinity. I mean, it draws me, ye know? Even now, arter all these years, still it draws me.


  Speaking like this to the dead—using this weird, metaphysical telepathy—often conveyed more than was actually said, and Harry Keogh was its lone exponent. He knew immediately what the old-timer meant: that lying down there in the cold earth he had actually felt the ebb and flow of money, of silver dollars, into (and occasionally out of) Las Vegas as it grew up into the greatest massed gambling concern the world had ever seen, which was mainly responsible for earning it its name, Sin City.


  A sin? said Jack. Damn right! To think I burned myself out—then buried myself alive—in my search for silver, and all they does with it these days is stick it in machines with spinnin’ reels. But lyin’ here I feel it all, every dollar in every slot, and my bones still ache with the longin’ for it. And naturally I knows the whereabouts o’ the ache, where its a-comin’ from.


  And then, after pausing to point the way: It’s maybe three or four miles, said old Jack. But no more’n that. And if ye’re here to gamble, well I surely wish ye luck, Necryscope. But if ye was to win…


  “Yes?” said Harry.


  …Then ye might just think to come back here and stick a silver dollar piece down in the soil here with the heel of ye’re boot. Sumthin’ for me to feel real close to—to ease the aches I kin still feel in these old bones.


  “It’s a deal,” said Harry. And on an afterthought: “Actually, it makes a welcome change to meet someone who’s drawn to silver as opposed to fearing it!”


  And Jack Black answered, Oh, we knows all ’bout that, Necryscope: yeresel’ and vampires and what-all. So maybe ye’ve come to the right place after all.


  At which Harry felt the hairs stiffening at the nape of his neck. And: “What’s that about vampires?” he growled, his eyes narrowing.


  Calm down, Harry! the old-timer was quick to reassure him. It’s a joke, that’s all.


  “A joke?”


  Sure. About Las Vegas—how there’s more damn bloodsuckers in Vegas than anywhere else in the whole damn world!


  And as Harry took a deep breath and relaxed again, the old man—the dead man, who would never get any older—chuckled in his fashion and then fell silent.


  With which Harry offered his thanks and a silent farewell to the other members of the Great Majority who were buried here (silent because a young woman had come into the cemetery, where she now arranged a wreath on a nearby plot), walked quietly out of the place, and strode off along the road in the direction of downtown Las Vegas…


  It was ten after eight in the morning, and since Harry had departed Bonnyrig at four in the afternoon of the same day, he might now be thought of as being ahead of himself. And the frivolous idea occurred: crossing the time zones instantaneously was a different kind of time travel! As for jet lag: that wouldn’t pose any great problem for the Necroscope, whose trip home could be accomplished as quickly as his trip out.


  He was reminded of a clever old limerick:


  There once was a man called Bright,


  Who traveled much faster than light,


  He set off one day in the usual way,


  And returned on the previous night.


  And Harry wondered—was that the secret of time travel in the Möbius Continuum? For obviously “instantaneously”—the way he traveled—must be faster than light. Was that perhaps the key to an understanding of Möbius metaphysics, the existence of those enigmatic past and future time-doors on the Möbius strip?


  The thought passed as quickly as it had come; right now he was heading for an entirely different kind of strip, and he was supposed to be having fun…


  Behind green lawns left and right, modest plaster-walled, wooden-floored houses stood row upon row, showing no evidence of their proximity to Sin City. This could be any ’50s development almost anywhere in North America: simply a neighborhood, where “ordinary” folk lived, both working and retired.


  But as Harry reached a crossroads he spied in the distance a skyline of glittering, much taller buildings. And always seeking cover, making sure that he wasn’t observed, he commenced a series of rapid-fire Möbius jumps toward that district. So that in no time at all (quite literally) he was standing in Fremont Street, central to the downtown casino area.


  Then, despite that he had eaten that morning, he couldn’t resist breakfasting again on steak and eggs, so-called silver-dollar pancakes and syrup (all on the same plate), and a huge pot of coffee to wash it down; all of which cost just ninety-nine cents! Harry could scarcely believe how cheap things were. But at the same time it just might be a problem, for as yet he didn’t have any American money. He felt a stab of anxiety: all those dollars at his place in Scotland, and he’d been so eager to get here that he hadn’t brought a one with him; only high denomination English paper money and maybe a dozen or so Krugerrands, all from the hoard in his attic.


  He was in a coffee shop just off Fremont Street. It was a little after nine and the place was half-empty. While it appeared that most of the customers were still waking up, there were some who looked like they hadn’t yet been to bed! Harry suspected they’d be all-night gamblers who had managed to save their last dollars for breakfast—with which he felt again that sudden stab of anxiety. And groping in his pocket, his face fell as he began to realize just how serious his gaffe could be.


  For at the same time his huge, white-aproned server approached him and now cocked his bald head on one side. Having noted Harry’s consternation, the man growled, “Is dere perhaps a problem?”


  “Er, no,” Harry answered, handing him a heavy coin. “It’s just that I’ve no change, that’s all.”


  “Oh yeah? So what’s dis?” The other’s brows came together, trapping the bridge of a bulbous nose. “Some kinda foreign coin—and a copper one at dat?”


  “Er, not copper,” said Harry, aware of the server’s shadow looming over him. “That’s gold. It’s a Krugerrand, good money anywhere in the world, and worth quite a few silver dollars.”


  The other’s jaw dropped. “It looks real, and it sure feels real,” he said. “But if it ain’t real…”


  The Necroscope could only offer a helpless shrug. “I don’t know how I can prove it,” he said, “But—” And this time he handed the man a small handful of the coins.


  “Is dat so?” The server jostled the coins, weighing them in his big fat hands. “Ya can’t prove it?” He squinted out of the window, across the narrow street. “But you better believe I can! So gimme ya shoes.”


  “My shoes?” Just for a moment Harry was mystified. Then he followed the server’s gaze and made the connection: there was a pawnshop and currency exchange almost directly opposite on the other side of the street. And while this big fellow checked out the value of the coins—or their lack—Harry wouldn’t be going anywhere without his good shoes! Of course, he could go somewhere, just about anywhere; but the big man didn’t know that, and anyway Harry didn’t intend to run out on him.


  Pouring himself a last cup of coffee, he watched the other dodging the morning traffic and entering the hockshop. Perhaps two and a half minutes later, no more than that, the man reappeared and came running back across the road with Harry’s shoes in one hand and money in the other.


  “Pal, I got ya a wad,” he said breathlessly, as he handed over a folded wad of twenty dollar bills. “I mighta been ripped off, but hey, I only woik here!”


  “I’m most grateful,” Harry replied, giving him back two of the notes. “And if I might ask your help in hailing a taxi?”


  “A cab? Sure.” The server gaped at his thirty-nine dollars and one cent tip. “But…dis is way too much!”


  “Not at all.” The Necroscope waved aside his protests. “I…well, it’s like I’ve had a lucky break, you know?”


  “Jeez!” said the other. “A lucky break? It seems ta me ya musta broke da bank! Tanks a million! And, er—sorry about da shoes.”


  Harry slipped his feet into his shoes and followed the big man out onto the street. There he shook the other’s hand, and a moment or two later seated himself in the back of a limo headed south for the Las Vegas Strip, leaving his new friend standing at the curbside scratching his shiny head…


  Harry didn’t even think about checking into a hotel. Why should he when he’d be sleeping at home tonight? (At about 5:00 or 6:00 in the evening in fact, Las Vegas time of course.) But that was only if by then the adrenalin had stopped flowing, which at the moment didn’t seem at all likely. It was the place; it had this frenzied life of its own, this energy, this enormous electrical heartbeat. And his heart was beating to match it.


  “Fun?” Well, so far so good. Now he could try out his luck. Except this time he wouldn’t have to worry about losing all of his money and having to walk home! Heck, he could lose as much or as little as he wanted and it still wouldn’t matter a damn! And as for walking home—not anymore he wouldn’t! Being the Necroscope had its privileges.


  But the sun was very hot on his back now, and the casinos looked so very cool and inviting…


  It wasn’t as much fun as Harry had thought it might be. He soon discovered how easily he might easily lose himself in the acreage of slot-machine mazes; his money, too, disappearing into the slots as fast as he could feed them. Now and then lights would start flashing from this or that machine on the other side of the floor, where someone—some “winner,” Harry supposed—would start dancing and shouting. But no such luck where he was concerned.


  Attracted by one such clamor nearby, he joined the small crowd of people oohing and aahing at the jubilant punter’s lucky strike. Fifteen hundred dollars for a line of three fives. It didn’t seem so very much to Harry, and this a dollar machine at that! But then again it wasn’t this particular slot’s top jackpot of fifteen thousand!


  Already most of Harry’s American money was gone, so that if he wanted to carry on he would have to exchange some more Krugerrands. He must try to avoid that last if he could. He didn’t much care about the money, but the gold coins might bring him under unwanted scrutiny.


  As he thought these thoughts, however, someone else thought this one:


  The loosest slots are downtown, Necroscope. I can perhaps teach you how to win some jackpots—small ones, maybe—but this place is too classy and the machines are too new. Looking at them through your eyes—seeing and feeling them as you see and feel them, I mean—I don’t even recognize a lot of them! The simplest slots are the best. They’re the ones I understand best—and brother, do I understand them!


  “You have me at a disadvantage,” Harry mumbled (apparently to himself) as he jangled Krugerrands in his pocket and approached the window of a cash exchange booth. He could as easily have thought his answer to the unknown newcomer, but he preferred to speak it…it felt more natural that way.


  Eddy, said the other. Once “Slots” Eddy, the sharpest mechanic in town. But now I’m just Eddy, or “Dead Eddy,” as one or two others call me around here. Huh! Dead Eddy, yeah—or sometimes “The Mechanic”—but whichever, they each have a nice ring to them, right?


  “Mechanic?” Harry raised an eyebrow. One of his newfound friends in the Charleston Heights Cemetery had warned him about mechanics (also known as card sharps) dealing games in the casinos. Avoid the blackjack tables, Necroscope, he’d been told. Some of those mechanics can deal you ten face cards in a row!


  But now: No, I’m not that kind of mechanic! Dead Eddy protested. And I didn’t fix cars either. We’re talking slots here. I was the guy who fixed the slots when they broke down! But I mean, I wasn’t just any guy—I was The Guy!


  “Ah!” said Harry, whose mind was more in tune now. “I know what you mean…I’ve seen such people working in the pleasure arcades in England. Fixing the slot machines, yes.”


  Pleasure arcades? said Dead Eddy. You mean those one-armed bandits like at the seaside? Next to the fortune-telling puppet Gypsy and the roll-a-penny stalls? Well, let me tell you, Necroscope, the principle’s the same—to empty your pockets—but here in Sin City it’s an entirely different ball game. Which is to say, they’re trying a whole lot harder.


  “That’s a fact,” Harry muttered, putting his last three twenty dollar bills down on the counter at a teller’s window. “Trying harder—and doing it a lot faster!”


  “How’s that?” A tiny, bright-eyed, middle-aged lady behind the counter stared hard at him.


  “Did you say something?”


  “Er, dollars please,” said Harry. “Fives…for the slots.”


  “Sure, we can do that,” she said, eyeing him appraisingly as she held one of the twenties up to a light. “Sure, dollars—what else?”


  “Er, nothing else,” Harry answered.


  Amused, the teller shook her head. “No. I didn’t mean what else do you want. I meant, why else would you want smaller notes if not for the slots? It wasn’t a question. An American thing, is all. A Las Vegas thing. Like, the smaller the bills, the slower you lose.”


  Harry blushed, and said, “You’ll have to excuse me. I mean, I’m not an American.”


  “Oh, really?” Grinning wickedly, and just a little sarcastically, she counted twelve five dollar bills and passed them under the curve of her window. “Well, I’d never have guessed.”


  Feeling yet more stupid, Harry nodded. “My accent, right?”


  “That and your style.”


  “My style?”


  “You’re very polite, a gentleman I think. We don’t get too many of them.”


  “Well, thank you very much,” Harry smiled


  And as he moved away from the booth: You’re trying real hard to get yourself noticed, right? said Dead Eddy. And before Harry could answer: I mean, you’re not quite what I expected. I heard you were a tough guy, but from what I’m hearing and feeling it’s more like you’re sort of …what, an innocent?


  “Me, innocent?” said Harry, thinking back in brief flashes to some of the things he had seen and done—telepathic scenes, from which Dead Eddy immediately, abruptly recoiled. And:


  Whoa! Scratch innocent! said the dead man. And then, in a little while, and far more thoughtfully: So, if you’re not exactly innocent, could it be you’re sort of naive, maybe? How about naive in its most basic form? Are you amoral, Harry?


  “I have my own ethics,” said Harry, beginning to feel a little annoyed. “My own morality. Anyway, what’s that to you? Do you always ask so many questions of strangers?”


  Hey, no offense! said Dead Eddy hurriedly. Like I said, I’m here to help you out, Necroscope. I didn’t mean to break your balls! Can we start over? As for being strangers: from what I’ve heard of you, you don’t admit of the notion of strangers in the Great Majority—just friends.


  “I’m friends with those who are friendly,” Harry answered. “People who don’t try to pigeon-hole me but simply accept me for what I am.”


  Well, that’s me! said the other. I accept you for what you are. And if you’ll accept me the same way—for being the best of the best when it comes to knowing slots—then you and I can do each other some big favors.


  “Favors?” said Harry, cautiously.


  You want to have fun…you want to win, don’t you?


  The Necroscope nodded. “That would be nice, yes. But what is it that you want?”


  I only want to play, said Dead Eddy, perhaps guardedly. I only want to do what I’ve missed doing these three years. See, I didn’t simply fix the slots but I loved them, too—I loved studying them, playing them—and that’s how I became the best damn slot-machine player in all Las Vegas! So if we could play together, well, I’d get what I want—the fun of it, the excitement—and you’d get what you want, whatever that is.


  “The same thing,” said Harry. “That’s why I’m here: to try and have some fun, a little excitement.”


  So, what do you say? said Dead Eddy.


  And Harry shrugged. “Where do we start?”


  Attaboy! The other chuckled. Okay, first we find a machine I understand, one I can work with. Then we’ll start small, give me a chance to get my hand in. Like, I can use the practice, you know? Then, if things haven’t changed too much around here, pretty soon you’ll see me prove myself.


  “If things haven’t changed?”


  The machines, Harry. The slot machines! All the time they make new ones: new designs, new gimmicks. In Vegas almost everything is subject to change. Casinos go up, others come down; their names change; the Strip gets longer and longer. Owners go broke, or they get bought out, and Vegas moves on. Likewise the slots: always changing. But as I may have said already, the simple slots were always the best, and I’m betting they still are.


  “Yes, and betting with my money,” said Harry.


  Dead Eddy offered an incorporeal nod. Right. But also with your good right arm, your sharp eyes, and especially your thing with numbers.


  “My thing with numbers?”


  Which should help you to get ahead of the game—but literally! It’s all maths, Harry: being able to recognize certain patterns, and knowing what’s coming next.


  While talking, Harry had allowed himself to wander to the central area of the casino’s vast gambling hall, a region where the massed ranks of slot machines stopped short and gave way to green baize tables. At one of the tables, four or five gamblers stood round a roulette wheel where the ball was even now clicking and jumping at the end of its dizzy chase. Coming to a halt on the double zero, it caused the people at the table to groan as one man. And as Harry stepped forward for a better look:


  Don’t even think about it! said Dead Eddy. Roulette? It’s the Devil’s game.


  “Careful how you use that word,” said Harry. “There really are devils, Eddy—well, devils of a sort—and you don’t want to go invoking something you can’t put down.”


  Sure, there are devils, the dead man agreed. Didn’t I have one of my own? And don’t I still? Doesn’t every addict? Anyway, I know what you mean, Necroscope, and yes: I was talking about Old Nick but not the real Devil. Just this peculiar superstition, is all. One that goes with the roulette wheel. Any one of these croupiers—these dealers—could tell you about that. But who needs them when you’ve got me?


  Harry was interested. “So tell me about it,” he said.


  Well, said Dead Eddy, to start with we have these numbers from one to thirty-six. Do you know what they add up to?


  Harry did a rapid mental calculation, a matter of just a few seconds, and said, “Six hundred and sixty-six.” And then, after a brief pause to think about it: “Oh! I see what you’re getting at. 666: the number of the Beast in Revelations.”


  The very Beast, yes, said Dead Eddy. And then there’s the colors. Red for blood and black for darkness. And if you care to follow the flow of the red numbers from one through thirty-four, you’ll see they make the snake in the Garden of Eden.


  “But all superstitious nonsense, of course,” said Harry.


  Dead Eddy shrugged. Sure. Utter nonsense. And here’s you talking to a dead man, right?


  Harry didn’t pursue it but headed out of the central area and back toward the marching rows of slots.


  Sitting at one such row, a long line of little old ladies yanked on the metal arms, watched the reels, fed the slots and yanked again. They all had plastic buckets, some near full but most near empty. Occasionally a little old man would put in an appearance, checking on how his particular little old lady was doing.


  See those faces? said Dead Eddy. Come back tonight, maybe even tomorrow, you’ll see most of ’em again. This is what they do. It’s all they do.


  “Addicts,” said Harry.


  Sure, Dead Eddy agreed. But they don’t know it until they can’t afford it anymore. That’s when it starts to hurt. And I should know, ’cos me—I was an addict’s addict!


  Harry was passing an area where three or four slots in a row stood unoccupied. And:


  Whoa! said Dead Eddy. Now, there’s a machine I recognize.


  The Necroscope knew which one Eddy meant: the one that he was looking at, obviously—the one Eddy was seeing through his eyes. “But that’s a twenty-five-cent machine,” he said. “And I have only twelve five-dollar bills.”


  So go to the cashier, Eddy told him. Change some of those tokens for quarters. And Harry, we don’t call ’em twenty-five-cent coins. We call ’em quarters. Quarter dollars, right?


  “Right,” said Harry, feeling stupid again, and more than a little frustrated.


  And having followed his dead friend’s instructions, on his return to this worn, weary-looking machine, as he slipped a quarter into the slot and reached for the handle—


  —Three, said Dead Eddy.


  “Eh?”


  Three quarters! What are you, cheap? Play three coins, Necroscope. That way if you win it’s a minimum of three times the payout.


  “Are you sure you know what you’re doing?” Harry frowned, discovering that he really didn’t much like being ordered about like this. Also, there was this over anxiousness—this hard-to-define eagerness—about Dead Eddy. “I mean, it’s not just the money, but—”


  I do know what I’m doing, yes, Dead Eddy snapped—and at once apologized. I’m sorry, Harry, but my nerves are jumping. I feel like a guy who’s hooked on cigarettes: it’s a new day, and I really need that first drag. I mean, It’s such a…oh, hell, such a long, long time since I was this close to a slot! And do you know how bad I’d feel—or how much worse you would feel—if you should hit a jackpot with only one miserable coin in the slot? That’s what makes it all worthwhile: hitting the big ones! It’s the difference between six hundred coins and two thousand! It’s what keeps the old ladies sitting there like they were hypnotized, with their watery old eyes hanging out. Because you can bet your life that every single one of those grannies has had a jackpot or two in her time.


  “Addicts?” Harry nodded. “And now they’re back for more.”


  Absolutely, said Dead Eddy.


  “Just like you, through me,” said Harry.


  But it’s not hurting me like alcohol, cigarettes, or dope, the other answered desperately. Nothing is hurting me anymore, not where I am. This is…it’s just for the memory, just for fun. So do me—us—a favor and play three coins, will you?


  So Harry did as he was told. Spent three coins. Again, and again, and again. And on the fifth spin—the fifteenth coin—he was rewarded with a bunch of cherries on the first reel, for which he got back just five of his fifteen quarters!


  “This isn’t my lucky day,” he said then. “Frankly, I can’t see the point of this.” But:


  Keep playing, said Dead Eddy. We only just got started and already the patterns are forming.


  Can’t you see them? Hell, you can’t stop now—not when I’m excited as all get out!


  “Patterns?” Harry fed the machine yet again, albeit reluctantly.


  Okay, said Dead Eddy patiently. I’ll play with your eyes, your arm, and you’ll play with my mind. That way you’ll see the patterns. I mean, like use your numbers thing, Necroscope!


  Harry let go of physical things, concentrated on the metaphysical, and yanked on the handle. And now Dead Eddy was more surely in control. Now, too the Necroscope felt the thrill that the dead man was feeling—and also something of Eddy’s talent. For sure enough he did have a very real talent.


  And certainly there were patterns. They were in the reels, the combinations; in the whirling, drifting, strobing effect of the bells, bars, and cherry symbols, all sliding down the machine’s bottomless triple chutes.


  And indeed the patterns if not the bells rang a bell. For in their way they were akin to Möbius equations, those constantly mutating mathematical formulae with which Harry conjured the Möbius Continuum. The main difference being that he couldn’t stop them, couldn’t bring them to a halt. Only the machine itself could do that—couldn’t it?


  But you can read ’em, Dead Eddy told him. You can line ’em up—fix ’em in your head—make ’em appear to stop spinning! Do you know what I’m saying? Like the spokes in the wheels of a speeding auto, when they seem to stand still or turn backward?


  Yes, of course Harry knew what he meant. But not this time. Already the reels had snapped into immobility, one, two, three: another losing line. And:


  Again! said Dead Eddy. Again, Necroscope—again!


  And again and again. By which time Eddy had got his thing working, and Harry’s was working in tandem. If he concentrated hard enough he could “fix” the symbols on the central, winning line, and read them almost as well as if they were stationary. “But what’s the good of that?” he wanted to know. “I mean, it still doesn’t determine the end result.”


  But it does give you a forecast of what’s coming. See, the way I play, I can tell by the spinning symbols—the ones that I “fix” on the win line—what’s coming up in the next dozen or so spins. It’s practice, that’s all. And brother, I’ve had more practice than anyone else in the world!


  “You mean like this,” said Harry, as he focused his eyes, staring hard, intently at the win line.


  I mean exactly like that! Dead Eddy gave a whoop, as three “wild” jackpot symbols, all blurred and wavering, tried hard to firm up behind the slot’s glass window. And: You know what that means, Harry? he said. That means that in the next dozen, maybe two dozen spins, we’re in line for a jackpot!


  “You’re sure? But I still don’t see how it works.”


  Well me neither, said Dead Eddy. But who cares, as long as it does work. Just trust me, Necroscope.


  Harry did trust him—for now, anyway—and kept playing. And with every spin the winning symbols in the window lost more and more of their blurriness, until Harry, too, could feel the jackpot just around the corner.


  But it didn’t take two dozen spins or even one dozen. Just ten more. And in the few brief seconds of that spin—even as the reels whirled in their dizzy round—somehow the Necroscope knew that this time was the time. The “wild” symbols were holding firm on the win line; so firm that as the slot clunked one, two, three times, Harry could scarcely accept the fact that the reels had stopped spinning and the game was over.


  Oh, they’ve stopped, all right! said the dead man, triumphantly. And yes, it’s over—and we just hit a jackpot! Now you have to face the music.


  “Music?” said Harry, slightly alarmed.


  With which a light started flashing on top of the machine, and coming loud from somewhere inside the thing there commenced what sounded like a jaunty, organ-grinder’s version of “We’re in the Money.”


  Music, said Dead Eddy. Sweet music!


  “So that’s where it’s coming from,” said Harry. “Every now and then, a burst of ‘We’re in the Money,’ or maybe that marching number I keep hearing.”


  That’s right. (Eddy’s incorporeal nod.) Happens every time a slot hits, which lets all the other punters know that another jackpot’s gone down. It’s great advertising for the casino, and it keeps the flagging gamblers going—gives even the shy guys an incentive to try their luck. Let’s face it, Harry, if no one ever won nobody would want to play!


  Harry glanced at the machine’s tally board, and the legend said that three “wild” symbols were worth two thousand coins.


  Five hundred dollars, yeah. But Dead Eddy didn’t seem too impressed. Nothing to write home about, but it’s a good omen.


  Was that all? Harry thought, while keeping the thought to himself. Just a good omen? Well, maybe, but the fact of it was that he was excited as…”as all get out,” as Dead Eddy himself would have it.


  “And we can do it again, right?” said Harry, looking left, right, and all around, trying to catch the eye of an attendant. That shouldn’t be a problem, for already a small crowd of oohers and aahers was gathering.


  Oh, we’re going to do it again, said the dead man. But not here.


  “Not here? But why not?” said Harry. “I mean, just looking around I can see plenty of models of this selfsame machine. The same name, make, everything. So why not here?”


  Because, er…because this is a high-class joint, and we can’t be too conspicuous, the other replied, albeit vaguely and unconvincingly.


  The Necroscope might have said as much—might have asked if there was something Dead Eddy wasn’t telling him—but just then he saw a uniformed slot attendant wheeling a narrow, boxed-in trolley in his direction. And:


  Quiet now, said Dead Eddy (relievedly, Harry thought). You don’t want to be seen talking to yourself do you?


  The attendant, a small, pockmarked man glanced at the Necroscope, then at the machine, and nodded. “Nice!” he said. And: “Are you staying here, sir?”


  “Er, no,” said Harry. “Is that a requirement?”


  “No, sir, not at all,” said the other. “It’s a house rule, is all. We like to keep a check on the winners. Helps sort out the comps at the end of their stay, you know? That’s if they’re staying here, of course.”


  “Er, of course,” said Harry, who hadn’t understood a thing he’d heard.


  Comps? he thought at Dead Eddy, while the attendant opened up the front of the machine and did things to its innards.


  Complimentary cash-back, free meals, nights on the house, the dead man explained. The more you play, the better they take care of you. Especially if you’re a high-roller.


  Harry understood high-roller. But: Even when you win their money?


  Sure, said Dead Eddy. And then, less definitely: Er, most of ’em, anyway. It’s like I said: very good advertising for the casino.


  The attendant was locking the machine again, so Harry told him, “Er, she hasn’t paid out yet.”


  “She doesn’t, not on jackpots,” said the other. “That’s my job. The slots only pay on the smaller stuff.” And then, glancing again at Harry, curiously this time: “You’re kind of new to this, right? Are you English?”


  “Er, yes,” said Harry. “To both questions.”


  The other nodded his understanding. “Beginner’s luck.” And with that he counted out five one-hundred dollar bills into the Necroscope’s hand, then got him to sign for the money.


  “Thank you,” said Harry.


  “Not at all. Don’t mention it. And now maybe you’d do something for me? Put a coin in and pull the handle. Let’s bury the jackpot or no one else will want to play this machine.”


  Harry obliged and the attendant went off with his trolley.


  Watching him go, Harry asked, “So what now?”


  Now we go upmarket, said Dead Eddy.


  “To the dollar slots?”


  And then to the five-dollar slots, yeah!


  “But not here?”


  I said up market, said Eddy. And up is down—downtown, to you.


  “But downtown is where I came from,” Harry answered, as he headed for the rest rooms.


  “And not too long ago at that.”


  Good. So you know the way, said Dead Eddy logically.


  “I know some coordinates, yes,” Harry nodded, (apparently to himself) as he conjured Möbius equations. “Do you think you can stay with me?”


  Well, if not I can catch up with you there, said Dead Eddy. I’ll find you easily enough, Necroscope. Huh! Like the proverbial moth to a candle’s flame. Hell, you’re the only warm thing around here!


  Following which Harry walked into the men’s rest room and passed through two doors simultaneously. One of them—a solid door—accessed a toilet cubicle; the other, totally invisible to anyone other than the Necroscope, opened into the metaphysical Möbius Continuum…


  At 11:10 local, the Necroscope stepped from the Continuum onto the corner of First and Fremont. Normally he would have been more discreet—he’d have chosen a more suitable coordinate, a less populous exit point—but excitement had made him careless. Not the cold, morbid excitement which had been such a regular feature of his previous existence but the excitement of Las Vegas: a lust for life as opposed to a battle with undeath.


  This time he was fortunate: no one noticed his abrupt appearance on the now busy corner; no one collided with him or had to sidestep.


  He felt Dead Eddy’s presence, and asked, “Do you recognize the place?”


  Yeah, said the other. Couldn’t possibly forget it. Nothing has changed too much around here.


  But we’re at the wrong end of Fremont.


  Now the Necroscope detected a definite edge to Eddy’s dead voice, more than a tinge of tension—or perhaps apprehension? And so, as he moved in the direction indicated, he said, “Maybe we should talk as we go. I mean, considering we’ve become partners—well, of a sort—I still don’t know too much about you. In fact, you know far more about me.”


  Is that surprising? said the other. Heck, everyone down here knows about you! But me? I mean, you’d like to hear my story…?


  “Why not?” said Harry. “A friend of mine has a coffee shop just along here. You like coffee, don’t you? You can talk while I drink, and maybe you’ll get something of a taste.”


  Then…he could almost hear Dead Eddy smacking his lips. And: Now that is an offer I can’t refuse! said the dead man…


  “Hey!” said the massive, bald-headed server, grinning a welcome as he wiped his brutal hands on his apron. “Back so soon? Well, I knew da food in dis joint was good, but—”


  “Just for coffee,” Harry told him, and silently added, for two.


  “Coming right up,” said the other. “On da house.”


  I’m impressed, said Dead Eddy. Do you always make friends this easily? But then, as he remembered certain scenes he’d glimpsed in the Necroscope’s mind earlier: Er, not always, right?


  ‘Not always,” Harry agreed, nodding. “But it’s usually fairly easy to get folks to talk about themselves—er, usually.” He put a lot of emphasis on the last word.


  Okay, you win, said Dead Eddy. But where do I start?


  “How about at the beginning?” said Harry. “Like, when you first came to Las Vegas?’


  Sure, said the dead man, why not? And this is the story he told…


  I came here in the early 60s. But even before that I was a wanderer and a gambler. Yes, and some would say a welsher, too. It wasn’t an easy life I’d chosen, but honestly, in a way I was an innocent, more often ripped-off than ripper. I played some bad hands with some awfully bad people—people who’d take your teeth if there was gold in ’em—and on those several occasions when I made a run for it, it was usually to save my skin. When my debts got too heavy I would simply move out from under them. Not so much a welsher as a survivor.


  But you have to understand, this was all cards. Those days I played cards, and did it well. If the deck was clean I’d win, but as often as not it was dirty. I would lose heavily—which meant time to move on. And horses…? Well, yeah, it’s true: sometimes I played the gee-gees, too. But as for slots—


  Slots didn’t enter into my life till I came to Las Vegas, and even then not immediately. I had somehow managed to get myself married to Mary-Jane; I didn’t want to put her through the hell of up-and-running whenever I hit a losing streak; I had to get a job and settle down.


  Now, I’d always had this thing with machines…not just slots but any machines. Even when I was a kid I could take a watch to bits and put it together again, and if it wasn’t working when I started it would be when I finished. Sewing machines, typewriters, Hoovers, locks and clocks—if they had cogwheels, batteries, springs and/or levers in any combination, I could fix ’em!


  One night I was in the Sands—the casino, that is—and I was down. I’d been working, doing a little rewiring on a set at Circus-Circus, but that was finished now and I didn’t have a job; didn’t know how I was going to tell Mary-Jane either. She was doing this and that: some typing, a little desk work for an auto rental outfit—nothing that was going to buy us too much.


  Anyway, maybe I’d dropped in to get a drink under my belt, I can’t remember. Or it could be I was looking for a program, a souvenir from the Copa Room. Hey, now I remember! It was the fall of ’63, and Frank Sinatra, Dean Martin, and Sammy Davis Jr. were headlining right there at the Sands. When those guys were in town it was like all Hollywood was here! You never knew who you’d bump into.


  Me, I bumped into a guy with his head in a machine and all I could hear was his cursing. He was fixing the slot—supposed to be, anyway—but it had him beat. When he came up for air I said he should let me try. He might have argued but right then Jack Entratter (he was one of the Sands’ big bosses at the time, probably the biggest) was passing by. And he told me, “Go ahead and try.”


  Two minutes and the slot was working perfectly. So I had a little oil and grime on me—so what? I had a job! And Entratter was so pleased he paid to have my clothes cleaned and gave me a bunch of free passes to the show. Me and Mary-Jane, we actually got to see the Rat Pack in action three nights in a row!


  And that was the start of it. I became a slot mechanic, or the slot mechanic, at the Sands Hotel and Casino. I didn’t know it then, but as I was getting under the skin of the slots, (well, so to speak,) so they started getting under mine, but a lot deeper. And to cut a long story short, it wasn’t very long before I was giving half my wages back to the house—then three-quarters—then…


  But need I go on?


  And dammit, I’d never been hooked on slots! Cards? I admit to my failings, yes, at least where card-schools were concerned. But slots or the casino tables? Not me! It was—I mean, it had to be—the proximity, Necroscope! I was just too close to those one-armed thieves! But hell, they were my job! There was just no escaping them. For in Vegas…they’re like everywhere!


  You’d think I’d know better, eh? Me working in a joint like that, knowing the score, the odds, and still drawn to play those bandits like some kid in short pants in a penny arcade? I was a clown, right? But there were bigger clowns than me. A lot bigger! Did you know that Frank Sinatra and his pals were doing the same dumb thing? Do you think Dean Martin—or Dag, as Sinatra called him—was just kidding around when he cracked jokes onstage about losing his salary on the tables? Yeah, and Sinatra too, and even more so for that matter. And would you believe it, Frank actually owned a piece of the Sands!


  “Everyone’s a winner in Vegas,” is what they say, Harry—but as a certain song disagrees, it ain’t necessarily so…


  I started to steal. Not much at first; enough to balance thing out, is all. Mind, I didn’t think of it as stealing; hell no! I was just getting back what the slots were stealing from me! I’d do my thieving at the Sands: a dip into this or that machine while I was fixing it (when often as not I’d be fixing it to go wrong again,) and the very rare, er, sleight of hand occasion, if I had to top up an empty slot with coin. But of course by then I was part of the furniture and nobody was watching me too closely.


  At least, I didn’t think they were…


  After a while, though, someone must have noticed, got suspicious or something, because whenever I had to do work on a machine there always seemed to be one of the pit bosses around. Pit boss? That’s a guy—usually a big guy—who watches the dealers and croupiers at the tables. And believe me, Harry, they don’t miss too much.


  I had been at the Sands quite some time by then, and obviously I had to stop playing the slots there. I mean, that would have been really stupid; sooner or later it would have given the game away, you know? What, a guy who fixes slots but also spends all his spare time playing them? On his wages? Not likely…or very likely if he’s also ripping them off!


  No, I’d do my, er, “gambling” downtown. The slots seemed a lot looser there, and anyway by then I had this new thing going for me. That’s why I emphasized “gambling,” because really I was just milking the slots—which in its way was a gamble anyway! And with my life at that! But this new thing: I remember how it got started it got started, so let me go back a-ways. And excuse me for jerking you around like this, okay?


  I was still working at the Sands—or you might simply say I was working the joint—when it started to happen. As I was fixing the slots I’d have occasion to play them just to try ’em out; the way you might switch on a flashlight after fitting it with a new battery: a trial run, so to speak. And finally, after all the time I’d spent working with those babies, I suddenly discovered this knack of mine, found that I could forecast the big jackpots by concentrating on the spinning reels. By doing that, concentrating, I could see what was coming—just as you saw back there on the Strip.


  But by then too it was fairly common knowledge that I was, er, taking liberties with house profits. Not big stuff, no, but definitely against the rules. It was early September 1967 when I was told I was getting the push: told not so gently that it was time I left…and would I please empty my pockets first?


  It might have been bad for me but just then Jack Entratter was in a very good mood. I guess he’d made a pile of money when he and the other owners sold the Sands to Howard Hughs, who was buying up most of Vegas right then. So I got off real light, and along with a “fatherly talk” Entratter actually gave me a great reference. Could be that now he was out of the casino racket he figured fuck ’em—or maybe he just liked me? I really don’t know.


  Anyway, I didn’t get another job immediately but honed my talents in off-the-Strip back-street joints where my face wasn’t too familiar. And to make sure it didn’t become too familiar, I took to wearing various disguises.


  Years went by, (I mean literally,) and I somehow managed to stay ahead, but only just. Oh, I’d cracked the machine thing—cracked it wide open, the way you’ve seen—but I was also back to playing cards, playing the horses, playing the fool. I fact what I was winning on the slots I was losing on the other shit. I was gambling again, but big time!


  Well, Mary-jane knew about it and threatened to leave me. I wasn’t so far gone that I was about to let that happen, so it was time to rein back, stop gambling—er, as opposed to this other thing I did—and get a job again. Which I did, downtown.


  After that…there’s not much to tell. My skill with the slots was fully developed; I stockpiled a little money in Mary-Jane’s name—not a lot but she wouldn’t go hungry if anything happened to me, which as it happens it did—and from then till the very end I was a mechanic again…


  When it seemed Dead Eddy was finished Harry said, “The end? The very end? That sounds sort of ominous.”


  An accident. The other offered an incorporeal shrug. Hey, accidents happen, Necroscope. We’ve all got to die sometime. My only regret: I should have left the horses and the cards alone; should have concentrated on my slots thing. Like, maybe I could have spread it around. Atlantic City, Reno, anywhere where they have high-roller slots. See, in those days, I mean when I first started out, a man had to be very careful. The Mob ran Vegas in those days, in the ’60s and early ’70s before the joints went legitimate, and the fact is there are still a few wise guys around, even today. And no one steals from the Mob—not even when it isn’t stealing! A guy who knew the machines and hit too many jackpots—hell, it wasn’t at all unlikely he’d get hit himself!


  And then, hurriedly, as if the conversation had suddenly become too morbid for him:


  Anyway, that’s it. You wanted to know about me, so now you know. Dead Eddy in a nutshell. Once king of the slots—tarrah! But alas, the king is dead. Long live the king. Huh!


  “You had an accident?” Harry mused almost to himself while letting Dead Eddy guide him into a shaded side street. “Can you talk about it? What happened, Eddy? Did you get hit by a car or something?”


  Or something, said the other. Hey, do you mind if we don’t go into the details? I mean, dead is dead, right? And for too many years since then I’ve been dead. You wouldn’t want me to relive the how of it—to re-die it—would you? Anyway, we’re there.


  The dead man had steered Harry in through the smoked-glass doors of a casino before he’d even had time to read the name on its electronic facade, but he saw at once that the place was by no means typical of its Strip counterparts. And while Dead Eddy had asserted that they were going “up market,” it was obvious to the Necroscope that this was a reference to Eddy’s own state of mind, relating only to the way he viewed his ability to control the slot machines.


  And his formless companion agreed. You can say that again, Harry. Unless there’ve been some big changes around here in the last three years, this joint has some of Vegas’s loosest slots. That is, er, if you know how to play them.


  Looking the place over, Harry observed that: “It also has some pretty poor decor, badly stained, cigarette-burned tables, worn carpets, and a generally sleazy atmosphere.”


  Yeah, you got it in one, Dead Eddy agreed. But at the same time it covers both ends of the spectrum. Its cheap and cheerful, sure, but while you’re looking at those beat-up nickel-and-dime slots in the corner there, you might also like to consider the five-dollar babies up those steps in that roped-off area on the central dais. Likewise the table games: this joint has minimum bets that range from quarters on one table to ten bucks on the game next door. No fiscal discrimination here, Harry. Money—be it in large bills or small coins—is all that counts in this joint!


  “I don’t see too many people in here,” said the Necroscope. “And those I do see look a good deal different to the people on the Strip.”


  Right, the dead man agreed. That’s the difference between tourists and locals, wannabees and has beens, amateurs and pros. Up on the Strip everything’s glitz, it’s all for show. But down here—and more especially in a joint like this—it’s the real thing. It’s all about money, gambling. Oh, sure, they’ll relieve you of your loot at both ends of town, but on the Strip they’ll at least smile at you while they’re doing it. But here…well, they don’t so much pretend it’s all for laughs. The “complimentary” drinks are watered, the machines are fixed, and these guys dealing cards are… well, a whole lot cleverer than I ever was! Like, they’re still alive!


  And sensing the bitterness in Eddy’s voice, the Necroscope inquired, “Why do I get the feeling you’re not just having fun, Eddy? What is it makes me think you’re out for revenge?”


  For a moment there was no answer, until Dead Eddy said, Let’s put it this way, Harry: in this case fun and revenge are two sides of the same coin. Fun for you and—if you insist—revenge for me. It’s payback time, is all. And anyway, I don’t want to be the one who breaks the golden rule.


  “The golden rule?”


  The one which you discovered for yourself, said Dead Eddy. That in death the Great Majority will continue to do what they did in life. I was always trying to take money off these slots and the rich, frequently crooked bastards who owned them. Well, I still want to. So come on, why don’t you admit it, Harry? So do you.


  “And that’s it?” Harry answered, admitting nothing of the sort. “There’s nothing else to it? No ulterior motive?”


  Again a moment’s silence from the dead man. And then: You and I, we believe in much the same things, said Dead Eddy. You like to feel you’re on the side of right, right? Well, believe me, Necroscope, if you and I cleaned this joint out—which we can’t, because even the two of us together don’t have the luck of that guy who broke the bank at Monte Carlo—but if we did somehow manage to strip this place to the bones, that would be honest-to-God justice. It would be just, and it would be very, very right!


  Harry saw that he wasn’t going to get to the root of this, and so: “Okay, since we’re here I’ll do this for you,” he said. “But you’re wrong about one thing, Eddy: I’m not interested in the money. So I’ll be doing it for…well, for fun, yes. And then I’ll think about what to do with our winnings.”


  Let me make a suggestion, said Dead Eddy. Give it to Mary-Jane. Let’s face it, you don’t need it and I can’t use it. But whatever she’s doing now, she’ll probably find it very useful.


  Harry nodded. “It’s a deal. So then, where do we start?”


  We start with the quarter slots, said the other. And if he had been a live man, then Harry might have thought he heard him sigh. Those ones over there in the central floor area.


  Harry made his way to the cashier’s window and changed one hundred dollars into quarters, then proceeded to the slots that Dead Eddy had indicated. And en route he gave the casino a somewhat closer inspection.


  The place wasn’t nearly as big as the massive complexes on Vegas’ famous Strip, but then again it wasn’t a hotel. It was just a casino. And since there were no guests there was no need for a restaurant. It had bars, certainly—three that the Necroscope could see—and snack bars with a limited amount of seating at both ends of the long main gambling hall. But there were no show bars tucked away in the corners here; there was no gift shop or ornate theater foyer; and there was definitely no night-club or carnival atmosphere, not in a place where even the cocktail waitresses were dowdy and, to be a little cruel but truthful, much too long in the tooth.


  Cheap and cheerful sure, said Dead Eddy. But didn’t I say so already? However, I’m sure you’ll note the one thing it does have in fair measure.


  “Floorwalkers,” said Harry, with a curt nod. “Big fellows, all of them.”


  Yeah, and nearly twice as many as in most downtown joints, Dead Eddy concurred. To keep an eye on the, er, clientele. You see, most of the punters in here are down-at-heel addicts: slots, blackjack junkies, no-hopers, Necroscope. They’re all losers—but losers on their last legs can sometimes get a little, er, shall we say restless?


  “They can cause trouble?”


  Sure. You’d be surprised how many of these slots—expensive items, Harry—get thrown down on the floor and jumped on. Or you’ll get the drunk who insists on betting his Rolex on one spin of the wheel, then says he was robbed when he loses. Well, the chances are he was robbed, but in a joint like this—


  “—Who’s keeping score?”


  Exactly. And if these people can’t take your money one way…well, there’s always the other way, right? And if you should even think of fighting back… (But there the dead man came to an abrupt halt, just a little too late to conceal the unmistakable venom in his voice.)


  “I think I may be starting to understand your anger,” said Harry, whose mind had now definitely accepted a revenge motive. For Dead Eddy must have wasted a good many years of his life in “joints” like this. And the Necroscope wondered—how often had Eddy considered that he himself was being robbed? And hadn’t he admitted it was payback time? But…was that all there was to this thing? A niggling doubt persisted in Harry’s mind.


  You believe you understand my anger? Good, said Dead Eddy. So should we start by taking some of it out on these here machines?


  And with that Harry—but in fact both of them—began to play…


  Fifteen minutes later:


  Sy McMahn, a squat, cauliflower-eared torpedo of an Irishman, got his boss, Joey Randazzo, on his belt walkie-talkie. Sy was at one end of the floor between-floors—which is to say in the workspace over the main gambling hall—and Joey was in his office at the other end.


  “Yeah, what now?” Randazzo growled, annoyed at being disturbed, just as he and his accountant were managing to “balance” the casino’s books for the last quarter. “Here’s me in the middle of delicate financial adjustments, and people keep calling me with this or that dumb question or problem. Who the fuck is this anyway? Is that you, Sy?”


  “It’s me, yeah,” McMahn replied. “What, are you working on the books or something? Well, I’m involved with a little financial shit of my own. Believe me, Joey, the books’ll look a hell of a lot worse if we get too many guys like this one.”


  “Eh?” Randazzo grunted. “Eh? What guy? Are you scoping on somebody?”


  “Guy on the slots,” McMahn answered. “I’m almost directly on top of him. He’s bagged two jackpots in ten minutes.”


  “What?” Randazzo snapped at his walkie-talkie. “Have you fucking lost it that you should call me about this? So there’s some lucky fuck down there, so what?”


  “I’ll tell you so what,” said the other. “Those books that you’re balancing, they ain’t nearly as balanced as these slots. Joey, this guy is doing the impossible, winning jackpots out of machines that can’t pay jackpots!”


  “He’s doing what?”


  “He’s hitting on slots we had fixed. Two spayed slots down there, and the bitches just gave birth! The occasional winning line—a couple hundred dollars now and then—we accept that, it’s like peanuts. But nobody takes jackpots out of these machines. They’re fixed, weighted. Yet this guy’s winning jackpots! Only the smaller ones, sure, but they’re still jackpots. What’s more, he’s just changed his quarters into dollars, so it appears he’s looking to up the ante.”


  “He won on the weighted machines?” said Randazzo, scowling at his handset. “So…maybe a weight came loose. That’s happened before, right? Sometimes a weight shakes itself loose.”


  “What, on both machines at the same time?” If nothing else McMahn was logical. “I mean, those are very long odds, Joey!”


  Slamming his ledger shut, Randazzo almost shouted into his handset, “So who is this guy? We seen him before? Is he tooled up or what? How’s he fucking doing it?”


  “Never seen him before in my life,” McMahn answered. “But if this is breaking and entering, then he’s got to be some kind of Houdini. You’re asking how does he do it? He puts his money in, yanks on the fucking arm! No magnets, jimmies or mechanical aids of any kind. Not that I ever heard of, anyway.”


  Puffed up almost beyond endurance, with rage and frustration both, Randazzo snarled, “Okay,”—and to himself, You dumb fuck Mick!—“I’m on my fucking way.” Then, slamming the walkie-talkie down on the desk he jerked to his feet, kicked his chair away, and headed for the door.


  His accountant, Arnie Goldstein, a round-faced bulge of a man with several quivering chins, asked, “Trouble?”


  “What?” Randazzo grunted, glancing back at him from little piggy eyes. “Trouble? Shit, no—I’m always this fucking color! Just fix the books, will you?”


  Then he was through the door, slamming it behind him…


  Harry (and Dead Eddy) had moved just a short distance, to a row of dollar slot machines. There were one or two other players in that area but there was very little noise—a distinct lack of coin clatter—from the machines.


  Just one look at their faces, said Dead Eddy, and you know there’s been no action worth mentioning around here in a while. Yeah, but now that we’re here all that’s about to change.


  Harry seated himself at a slot clear of the other players, and commented, “This is the same make of machine that we played on the Strip, right?”


  Right, said the other, but not quite the same. I mean, you can actually win on those slots in the big Strip casinos.


  Harry almost stood up again. “What are you saying? That we can’t win on this one?”


  Oh, we can win, Dead Eddy answered. Of all people, you and I can very definitely win. Absolutely! It’s just that we’re not supposed to, is all. His words conveyed more than he’d actually said.


  “The machine is fixed?”


  In this place that’s fifty-fifty, said Dead Eddy. About half of these machines are fixed, or at least they used to be. We’re about to find out if this joint is under the same management as when I was last here.


  But once again something in Dead Eddy’s voice, incorporeal though it was, had given the Necroscope cause for concern. “The management? What have they got to do with us?”


  I mean, er; if these slots are fixed, said the dead man, hurriedly, then we’ll know that the selfsame people are running the show. But don’t get me wrong, Harry: they’re not all crooks in downtown Vegas. On the contrary, there are very few wise guys left here. It’s just that in this joint, er, there used to be.


  Harry had started to play at three dollars a shot. “You’re saying the Mob owned this joint—er, this place?”


  They owned most of the casinos, once upon a time, the dead man answered. But legitimate concerns gradually bought or drove them out, like when Howard Hughes was buying up the place. That was something, eh? A guy so rich he could make the mafia offers that even they couldn’t refuse!


  “But they owned this place?” The Necroscope was insistent. “Years ago, maybe, but in your time?”


  Yeah, they did! Dead Eddy almost spat the words out, would have if he’d been flesh and blood. A guy called Randazzo—Joey Randazzo—ran the joint. He probably still does. But so what? Then, as if realizing he had been snarling, and abruptly changing the subject: Hey, how about giving me a hand concentrating on these reels, Harry? Shit, will you look at these “wild” symbols slipping all out of sync! That’s because you are slipping, Necroscope! I mean, it’s like I could use some assistance here, partner!


  “Dead Eddy,” said Harry grimly, “as soon as we’re through playing here there’s something you’re going to tell me. In fact you can start right now—by explaining why I keep feeling the urge to look all about me. It’s got to be you doing it, because I am not normally this nervous. What are you looking for, Eddy? What are you expecting? And why is it I feel that I, or we, are under close scrutiny?” But:


  Look! the dead man shouted. They’ve lined up! Harry, she’s going to hit any time now! So do me a favor, will you? For the next two or three spins stop breaking my balls and concentrate, okay?


  Harry tried to look deeper into the other’s mind…would have tried even harder if his eyes hadn’t been attracted to the reels—where sure enough the blurred “wild” symbols on the win line were rapidly firming into stroboscopic solidity.


  And a moment later:


  Click! Click! Click! Followed by Dead Eddy’s cry of, Jackpot! A fifteen-hundred dollar jackpot this time, Necroscope!


  To corroborate that fact the slot’s light started flashing, while a raucous if tinny rendition of “We’re in the Money” commenced playing deafeningly from within its mechanical heart.


  But did you notice that third reel, Harry? Dead Eddy inquired. How the last “wild” symbol really fought against dropping in? That’s because the reel’s been weighted and the slot fixed. Oh, yeah. But we’ve unfixed her! And now the man’s on his way.


  “The man?” Harry repeated, sharply.


  The guy with the money, said the dead man. He’ll be arriving any time now. The quarter slots were able to pay out all by themselves on smaller jackpots, but when these big ones go down the machines stop dead and then its people who come running.


  Harry glanced through the milling forms of a half dozen or so oohers and aahers—but harder, more cynical, less obligingly or “agreeable” types than the gamblers he’d seen on the Strip—to where a casino employee came trundling his wheelie cash trolley in Harry’s direction.


  And: Fifteen-hundred dollars! Dead Eddy chortled. You know what that means, Harry? At fifteen dollars a throw, that’s another hundred spins of the reels! Not that we’re going to need that many. “What’s that?” The Necroscope’s eyebrows shot up. “Fifteen dollars a throw? What on earth do you mean? Has the thought of all this money driven you crazy or something?”


  Crazy, me? Hell, no! said the dead man. You see those five-dollar slots up there on the high-roller dais? Its three five-dollar tokens for each yank on the handle if you intend playing hardball with those babies! Which I reckon is only fair, considering that their big jackpots are worth fifty thousand dollars!


  “And of course we do intend to play,” said the Necroscope, just knowing it was so and wondering where all of this was leading him.


  For fifty thousand dollars? You’d better believe we intend to play! said Dead Eddy. So go ahead and tell me, Harry: is this “fun” or is this fun?


  Harry didn’t answer him. The payout person was almost upon him; the small crowd of onlookers were dispersing; several large, unlovely, shirt sleeved floorwalkers had gathered seemingly out of nowhere. For the moment these dealers and pit bosses, casino employees in general, just lounged there, keeping their distance and hardly seeming to notice Harry at all. But he thought differently. It would be completely impossible to remain inconspicuous, unnoticed, beside a slot that was flashing its light and singing its head off!


  The man with the cash trolley had come to a halt in order to answer his walkie-talkie. He was only a few paces away when he began speaking into his handset, and Harry thought he heard him say something about ID. Just a moment or so later, however, the man had turned his face away and was now mumbling into the handset in lowered tones. Occasionally, while he continued his furtive conversation, he would cast curious glances in Harry’s direction.


  What’s going on, Eddy? (Harry spoke now in the dead man’s own medium.) It seems to me that something’s wrong here. And:


  Necroscope, tell me something, Dead Eddy came back. Is it really true what they say about you? Like, you can handle yourself in just about any situation?


  Now Harry was genuinely alarmed. Eddy, I think maybe you’d better tell me now. Am I in some kind of trouble? Have I made a mistake, done something wrong here? What’s going on?


  Stay cool, Necroscope, the dead man answered. What are you worrying about? The guy’s checking if its okay to pay you out, is all.


  Why wouldn’t it be okay to pay me? I won—er, didn’t we?


  But the payout person—a tall, thin man with slicked-back hair, bushy eyebrows, and a hawk nose—had taken two more paces forward and was now speaking directly to Harry:


  “Your lucky day, sir! Three jackpots in a row. I don’t see that too often.”


  “Likewise,” said Harry uncomfortably. “It seems I’ve been, er, extremely fortunate.”


  “You can say that again.” The other smiled a tight smile.


  Hey, Necroscope! What’s with all this polite conversation? Harry’s dead companion seemed eager to get on with things. Tell this guy you want most of your payment in hundred-dollar bills and tokens. And don’t worry about all the goons—I mean the muscle, the pit bosses—among these onlookers…they’re just curious, is all. Most of these people won’t even know these slots are fixed. And the fewer who do know the better…from Joey Randazzo’s point of view, that is. See, Las Vegas has laws against this kind of shit.


  In for a penny, in for a pound…or fifty thousand dollars. And Harry did as Eddy had asked and said to the payout man, who was opening the front of the slot to reset it and turn off the music, “Er, could you possibly pay me in bills, hundreds? Oh, and a few tens and fives for the slots on the dais up there?”


  The man had finished resetting the machine. Locking it, he looked at Harry, and said, “Give me a moment and I’ll check that out for you, okay?” And stepping aside a few paces, he used his walkie-talkie again.


  Harry waited, and so did Dead Eddy, who for once had nothing to say. Then:


  “Sure,” said the payout man, “Fifteen hundred? No sweat—that’s just fine. But let’s first get rid of this jackpot, then we’ll go get your tokens from the cashier. Hundreds, and fives and tens, eh? So now you’re gonna push your luck, right? Why sure, and if your luck’s in—why not!”


  Harry put a single coin in the slot and yanked on its arm. But this time he averted his own—and therefore Dead Eddy’s—gaze and concentration from the win line.


  Then, as the Necroscope and the payout man headed for the cashier’s booth: You see, said Dead Eddy, Nothing to it, Necroscope.


  Well, maybe so—but Harry could have sworn he’d heard the dead man sighing his entirely empty relief into the equally metaphysical aether.


  While up above, on what was euphemistically called the observation deck:


  “What’s up, Joey?” Sy McMahn was fascinated by the change that had come over his boss, the ex-wise guy thug called Randazzo, while the latter had watched Harry Keogh playing the dollar slot in the gambling hall below. Even now Randazzo’s eyes were rapt upon that unknown figure on the CCTV screen, as the Necroscope, in the company of the payout man, went to the cashier’s booth and collected his winnings. “I mean, aren’t you going to check this guy’s ID? He just won big, and that’s taxable money he’s taken off us. Also, that’s three no-win slots he’s busted the fuck out of. Shit, we really need to know a lot more about this guy, Joey!”


  Randazzo frowned, squinted his piggy eyes at the screen and shook his head disbelievingly. Finally he grunted, “You’re right: There’s…there’s something about this guy,” he finally agreed, his normally gravelly voice so faint it seemed he spoke to himself “Something…something about him, yeah. And maybe I’m crazy but I think…I think it’s something I may have seen before.”


  “You know the guy?” McMahn leaned forward and touched his boss on the shoulder where he sat hunched before the black-and-white screen, causing him to start. But instead of snarling at this intrusion—a reaction which the big Irish bouncer might well have expected from a man like Randazzo—the other merely hissed his irritability and shrugged him off.


  And presently: “No,” Randazzo answered, with a slow shake of his head of greasy, jet black hair. And in that totally uncharacteristic near-whisper, “No, I don’t know him. But I once knew someone with—I don’t know—similar mannerisms, style, talent? Someone just as nervous and shifty-eyed, always looking around like he was up to something. Yeah, and I sure as hell knew someone who played the slots like him, who won on machines where he wasn’t upposed to win.”


  “Yeah?”


  “Yeah,” Randazzo breathed his confirmation. “Oh, it was years ago—before your time here, right? Or maybe not…you’ve been here a long time. Do you by any chance remember Eddy Croker?”


  “Eddy Croker?” As McMahn searched his memory, so his scarred brow wrinkled up and his eyebrows came together in a frown. Then: “Yeah, I remember Eddy,” he said. “But only just. I never got to know him too well. You took me on maybe two, three weeks before he moved out. He was here…and then he wasn’t. He was a mechanic; he fixed quirky slots, right? Yeah, sure I remember him—‘Slots Eddy.’ But we was like, you know, ships that pass in the night.”


  “Yeah,” the other whispered. And under his breath, not quite inaudibly nor even derisively, “Shits that pass in the night, yeah.”


  If McMahn had heard he would have preferred not to. And so he ignored Randazzo’s comment, and said, “So what’s this guy got to do with Eddy Croker?”


  Randazzo’s customary growl was back in his voice as he sat up straighter, glared contemptuously at McMahn, and said, “Don’t you ever fucking listen to anything, Sy? Haven’t I already told you the guy reminds me of somebody else? Well, that somebody was Eddy Croker. Eddy who fixed the slots, yeah—fixed them so he could win!”


  “Really? He did that?” McMahn’s eyes opened wide. “Is that why you got rid of him? I don’t remember you being mad or nothing.”


  “Oh, I was mad all right!” Randazzo nodded, his piggy eyes returning to the CCTV screen, while his stubby but expert fingers controlled the ceiling camera whose lens tracked his quarry, keeping the Necroscope onscreen where the latter was now carrying a bucket of heavy five-dollar tokens toward the dais with the high-roller slots. “I was as mad as could be, as mad as hell.”


  There could be no mistaking the menace in his voice, which caused the Irishman’s jaw to drop at about the same time as the penny. “So that’s why he…why he wasn’t here no more. That’s why…why he went away!”


  “Right,” Randazzo grunted. “That’s why he went away.” Then, feeling the big bouncer draw back from him:


  “What’s wrong, Sy? Squeamish, are you? Listen, Eddy Croker was a lousy cheating thieving degenerate gambling rat-fuck! The guy got caught with his nose in the trough when he shoulda been fixing the slots. And like I said, he was fixing the slots but only so he could beat the fucking things! I mean, he knew stuff about certain slots that nobody else knew. But I wanted to know and gave him plenty of opportunity to tell me, a whole world of opportunity. Huh! Well, at least he deserves some credit in that respect: whatever his secret was, Slots Eddy took it with him.”


  McMahn had now accepted the fact of Eddy’s fate. “The fink didn’t cough, right?”


  “Oh, he coughed some,” Randazzo answered. “Coughed, cried, gasped, choked, threw up, and bled. But if you’re asking did he talk—no, he didn’t talk except to lie. Lied his fucking head off. Said he was the only one who could do what he could do, as if it was magic or something.”


  “But of course, you didn’t believe him.”


  “Didn’t I tell you he was a lousy liar?” Randazzo snarled. “No, I didn’t believe him. And whatever it was that Eddy knew—even if I had believed him, that he had this special talent—I couldn’t take the chance that he wouldn’t pass it on to someone else, now could I? Hey, am I a responsible Las Vegas citizen or what? I mean, think about it: what something like that could do to a town like Vegas.”


  “I’m thinking,” said the other.


  “Right,” said Randazzo. “Apart from which—my civic duty and all, and the fact that when I had him checked out I learned he’d been scamming every casino up and down the Strip for years—well, apart from that, I was more than somewhat pissed off at the thought that this stupid little shit had the balls to steal from me!”


  “I can see how that would annoy you,” said McMahn, his eyes drawn to the screen, where Harry Keogh had just now sat down in a swivel chair in front of a five-dollar slot. “And now there’s this guy.”


  “Yeah,” Joey Randazzo muttered. “Now there’s this guy. And while he isn’t Eddy Croker—while he couldn’t possibly be Eddy because there is no Slots Eddy—still there’s something about him, something weird that reminds me of our ex-pal. So maybe the cheating bastard had an apprentice after all. But you know what, Sy, there are only so many casinos in the world and eventually this new guy, whoever he is, was bound to turn up here.”


  “And where there’s one,” (McMahn was beginning to catch on now) “there could be more, right? Is that what’s bothering you, Joey?”


  “Right,” Randazzo growled. “ ’Cos like I said, I get pissed off at the thought of bums stealing from me. So you and me, Sy, we’re gonna watch this one. Like cats on a nest of mice, we are gonna watch him. And then—if he really is what I’m beginning to think he is—well, you know what happens to the little mice when the big cats move in, don’t you, Sy?”


  In answer to which the bouncer said nothing at all but simply backed off another pace…


  When the big one hit, the Necroscope didn’t leap to his feet but simply sat there watching the jackpot prize—a massive fifty thousand dollars—flashing on and off on the slot’s front panel. The illuminated legend, the signal light, the music: all the razzmatazz of the Big Win, a high-roller hit, washed over him without really meaning anything. Because he knew that he—Harry Keogh, Necroscope—hadn’t had anything to do with it.


  Oh, he was responsible for bringing Dead Eddy in here, but in fact this was Eddy’s show. Eddy was the one with the talent, even though he’d only been able to use it through Harry. And it wasn’t that he could see or control the future, not at all. But it was that he could control the reels. Eddy wasn’t a precog or a seer—no way, because the future will be as it will be, immutable as the past, which nothing and no one can ever change—but he was telekinetic.


  Harry knew that now for a certainty, because this time the Necroscope had deliberately abstained from exerting any kind of influence over the slot machine—yet still the winning symbols had fallen neatly into place! So that once again the golden rule was holding true: that whatever a person did in life—be it a habit, hobby, vocation or avocation—then frequently he or she will continue to pursue it in death, and that over time it will be perfected. Alas, that all the knowledge that’s in the ground or gone up in smoke can’t ever be realized; that there’s no way the Great Majority may ever reveal their secrets to the living. Or rather, that there was no way before the Necroscope.


  The dead man had “heard” Harry’s thoughts, and said, What’s that? It’s all me? Is that what you’re saying—or thinking?


  “It’s all you, Eddy,” Harry answered, out loud, because as yet he was still alone on the dais. “In London there are people who harness talents like yours. That’s a fact. I know because I worked with them…for a while, anyway.”


  So, you’re saying I didn’t need you?


  “Only in order to bring you here. And now that you’ve done what you wanted to do, why don’t you tell me the whole story? I know you haven’t told me everything, Eddy.”


  “What’s that?” said the payout man, who had come upon the Necroscope unnoticed, causing him to start. “Did you say something?”


  “Er, I was talking to myself,” Harry lied (but not really, for of course there was no one else there).


  “Well, you’ve really hit it big this time,” said the other, whistling his appreciation. You’re gonna be something of a celebrity when they get finished with you upstairs.”


  “Upstairs?” Harry stood up and looked questioningly at the payout man.


  “Yep,” said a third voice, that of a heavily built, flustered-looking man in a dark suit, the uniform of a pit boss, who had just now climbed up onto the high-roller dais. And with his ham like hand on Harry’s shoulder, in a vaguely Irish accent, Sy McMahn continued, “We’ll be paying you by check, sir, and naturally we’ll be wanting your photograph for our, ahem, ‘rogue’s gallery’—ha, ha! Just for promotion purposes, you understand. It’s casino policy, is all, so we can place a framed picture of you on the wall with our other big winners. Real good for business, you know? Also, you get to meet the boss—er, the owner, that is.”


  The Necroscope found himself being led away, and no reason whatever why he shouldn’t go. As for the money: he’d have the check made out to Mary-Jane Croker, per his arrangement with Dead Eddy.


  Hearing his thoughts, the dead man said, Thanks, Harry…but first we’ll have to collect the check. His voice came over so bleak—like a cold draft in an empty old room—that Harry might well have queried his meaning. But by then they were into the elevator, and Sy McMahn had turned a special key in a metal panel to bring the cage to a halt on the floor between floors.


  After that it all seemed to happen very quickly.


  When the elevator jerked to a halt and the doors slid open, Harry found himself whisked through the low-ceilinged but otherwise spacious observation level from which Joey Randazzo’s team of watchers kept electronic surveillance on the gamblers in the casino below. Noting the many CCTV screens in the various rooms and partitioned areas, through which McMahn hurried him toward his boss’s office, Harry couldn’t help but wonder if his image, too, had appeared on-screen during his and Dead Eddy’s assault on the machines downstairs. But even if that were so, so what? For while Harry himself would have been visible on the screens, Eddy Croker certainly wouldn’t. At which thought:


  Harry, said the dead man, his mental voice nervous, hushed, and hurried, ask the big guy where he’s taking you. And ask him who you’re going to see.


  The Necroscope took Eddy’s advice and spoke to McMahn. “Er, you say I’m to have my photograph taken up here? Well, fine, but just exactly who will I be speaking to? Who runs the place, and what do I call him? And for that matter, what do I call you?”


  “I’m Sy,” the big bouncer told him. “And the owner of this place—the guy you’re gonna see—is called Joey. Yeah, Joey Randazzo.”


  Harry, said Dead Eddy at once, it seems nothing’s changed around here. That’s the Randazzo I told you about. But I didn’t tell you all about him, or about anything else; but hey, you’ve already worked that out for yourself. So now I’ve really got to ask you: are you all they say you are? I mean, if I didn’t know better I’d simply describe you as a young guy who talks to dead people. Maybe a little bit cold deep inside but, well, a humble guy, really. I haven’t sensed any kind of tough guy in there at all! So what I’m asking you is this: can you really, truly look after yourself?


  That’s the second time you’ve asked me that, said the Necroscope, feeling his skin prickling. But why? What is it you’re worrying about, Eddy? Is it this Randazzo fellow?


  Yeah, said the other, his dead voice pitching close to hysterical now. Yeah, it’s this Randazzo, er, “fellow.” ’Cos just in case I forgot to mention It—and if you’re not much good at taking care of yourself—then you really don’t want to be meeting up with Joey Randazzo!


  Now, listen, Eddy, said Harry…a single moment before Sy McMahn twisted his arm up behind his back, put a forearm across his throat, and almost lifted him in through the door of Randazzo’s office.


  But the dead man had already cut the Necroscope short with: No, Harry, that’s not just any Eddy you’re talking to, it’s Dead Eddy. And I’m really sorry, Harry—and now you know why!


  Almost as a reflex action Harry’s mind had already reached out—to the coordinates of an old friend in a cemetery in England all those thousands of miles away. And without pause, ex-army PTI Graham “Sergeant” Lane answered his call:


  No problem, Harry. I’m right on it! Just let me handle it my own way.


  Harry relaxed his body to let Sergeant in, heart and soul—but mainly soul. And under Sergeant’s control Harry’s head and right elbow slammed back in unison with pile-driver force, the first striking McMahn’s nose and mouth, and the second sinking nine inches into his gut, driving all the air out of his body. And using his hip as a pivot and McMahn’s arm and wrist as the lever, Harry (or Sergeant) threw the bouncer like a huge, powerless rag doll against the makeshift wall, caving it in.


  Behind his desk Joey Randazzo sat up straight at the sight of this modestly built young man throwing Sy McMahn around like a sack of straw, his bottom jaw falling open and his eyes standing out like marbles—but standing out in rage, not fear. And now those eyes glanced off to one side as Randazzo gave the nod to someone who stood out of sight, behind the door.


  Naturally, because Sergeant “saw” through the Necroscope’s eyes, he could only see what the Necroscope had seen. And fortunate for the ex-PTI, he couldn’t feel what Harry felt: the vicious smack! of a lead-weighted cosh that brought the world crashing down on his mind, along with an implosion of darkness that snatched Sergeant out of his mind, back into the even greater darkness of his grave.


  And for a little while Harry was out of things, too…


  When the Necroscope came to he found himself tied to a chair in the same office; that was made plain by the sight of the caved-in partition wall, plus the figure of a bruised and bloodied Sy McMahn slumped in another chair in one corner of the room.


  Harry’s regaining consciousness hadn’t been a natural awakening; the sharp, choking sting of smelling salts was almost as painful as the lump now rising on the back of his head. And the warm trickle in that same region informed of the skin of his scalp having split where he’d been coshed. As for his being trussed: when movement and the pain in his head allowed—which is to say a minute or so after opening his eyes—Harry discovered that in fact movement wasn’t allowed, or only a bare minimum. Whoever had roped him to the chair was an expert.


  And as his eyes focused more yet, again he saw Joey Randazzo, now chewing on a slender cigar, blowing smoke rings where he sat behind his desk. And from close behind Harry, the shadow of a third person fell upon him where he sat. This would be the one who had administered the sap and then the smelling salts.


  Gradually, with his head clearing of all but the stings of his injury, the Necroscope tested his bonds again, only to discover that his best efforts were worse than useless…much worse, in that they’d attracted Randazzo’s attention.


  “So, our boy’s awake,” the thug said, rising from his chair and coming round the desk to stand in front of Harry. “Mr. Magic is awake and hurting, and is going to hurt a hell of a lot more if we can’t come to some kind of agreement.” Grinning a shark’s grin, he blew cigar smoke in Harry’s face.


  Harry’s mouth was dry as tinder, but somehow he managed to mumble, “A…an agreement?”


  “Yeah.” Joey Randazzo nodded and offered an expansive wave of his cigar. “You agree to tell me how you do it and where you learned it—the trick of it, so to speak—and I agree not to kill you but merely break a few bones as a reminder to you that you’re never gonna do it again, especially not to me!”


  “How I do what?” Harry asked, knowing full well what Randazzo meant, but trying to give himself enough time to think his way out of his predicament. And think he did, as quickly as the hurt in his head would allow.


  Dead Eddy was no longer with him; like Sergeant, he’d gone back where he belonged, to a local graveyard…at least, that was Harry’s assumption.


  Reasonable advice he might—but probably wouldn’t—have got from Eddy; in any case he didn’t need any kind of confusion right now. For it was obvious to him that the reason he found himself trussed up had a lot to do with Eddy and his telekinesis. Randazzo’s comment (the fact that the wise guy boss of the casino knew that Harry had a system to beat or cheat doctored slots, if not what that system was) more than hinted of previous meetings between himself and good old Slots Eddy. And anyway Eddy had admitted as much himself. It was only a pity that he’d left it so late.


  At which point Harry stopped thinking, or at least stopped trying to order his thoughts, because a scowling Randazzo had bent over him and yanked on his bloodied hair until he looked up directly into the hoodlum’s threatening piggy eyes.


  “Hey, guy!” said Randazzo. “What are you, trying to test my patience or something? Well, let me tell you something about my patience—I don’t have any! So don’t you go asking me what I’m talking about. Don’t you play innocent with me—asking how you do what. You fucking know how you do it ’cos I was watching you do it!” He let go of Harry’s hair, dragged heavily on his cigar until the tip glowed red, shook warm white ash into Harry’s lap, and continued.


  “Okay, last chance. Only now I’ll try to be more specific. How come you fucked with my slots? Maybe you learned a trick or two from Eddy Croker, right? He had a way with him, Slots Eddy, which got him in trouble. Fact is, you seem to have the same knack. A coincidence? Well, see, I don’t believe in that kind of coincidence. So talk.” Looking beyond Harry, he jerked his head to indicate that someone should come forward. “Slim?”


  The tough behind Harry’s chair stepped into view. He was a spindly, chalk white man with sloping shoulders and pockmarked, hollow cheeks. And slapping his cosh into the palm of his hand, he said, “You got no paperwork, no driver’s license, no IDs, no nothing but these.” He put the cosh away, dug in his pocket, and held out a slender handful of heavy Kruggerrands. “You’re English, which is as much as we know about you. But no one saw you come in here and no one needs to see you go out. So whoever you are, we really do think you should talk.”


  Meanwhile, Harry had considered his options. He couldn’t rock the chair enough to topple himself through a Möbius door. He could perhaps create a door directly beneath him, but if he did that the chair would go with him into the Möbius Continuum. Still unable to free himself—and uncertain as to whether he could control his movements or direction through the Continuum while fastened to a chair—it wasn’t a pleasant thought that he might find himself tumbling end over end, endlessly through Möbius space-time! So that was out.


  Or he could talk. In which case he’d have to lie, because the truth just wasn’t believable.


  “Nothing,” Randazzo growled. “I’m not hearing anything at all. Well, you know something, guy? Even a yelp would be better than nothing at all.” And leaning closer: “Is that a dimple in your chin? Well, shit, I think a dimple would really suit you.”


  He reached toward the Necroscope’s shining face with his cigar, and as Harry instinctively inched his head back, the thin thug grabbed his ears to hold him still. And snarling his sadistic pleasure, Randazzo pushed his cigar into the cleft in Harry’s chin until the hot tip was forced back into the wad of tightly coiled tobacco leaves.


  There was a barely audible crackle of burning stubble, and its thin but acrid stink, before the Necroscope yelped his pain and outrage. And as Randazzo withdrew his instrument of torture Harry talked, or rather babbled:


  “I’d gladly tell you how I did it,” the words tumbled from his dry lips, “except it wasn’t me but Dead Eddy. Eddy used me, but he’s the one who did it!”


  A bad choice of words. An error. But would a lie have been any better? And it wasn’t as if he was ratting on Eddy, because Eddy had paid his dues and was beyond all that. Beside which he had dropped Harry right in it.


  Randazzo’s jaw had fallen open again. “Eddy Croker did it? Slots Eddy? But Eddy Croker’s croked! Except…did I hear you say ‘Dead’ Eddy? How come you’d know about that? I mean, nobody knows about that!” And pushing his face close to Harry’s again, so close that the Necroscope shrank from his tobacco, beer, and cheap, dubious-lobster breath, he whispered, “Who the fuck are you, guy?”


  Harry began to struggle, fighting like crazy against ropes that hadn’t an inch of give in them, until Randazzo’s hand shot out and grabbed his throat. By now the flesh of the thug’s face was so screwed up, so twisted into a livid mask of hatred, that his eyes showed only as evil, blackly shining slits. Then:


  “Fuck you!” Randazzo spat the curse into Harry’s face. “It really doesn’t matter who you are, because you know too fucking much! Slim.” And once again he gave the nod to the man with the cosh.


  Even knowing what was coming, Harry hadn’t enough time to squeeze his eyes shut before the world caved in on him a second time. But it made no difference, for in just another moment his eyes were only too pleased to close all by themselves…


  Harry, wake up! Dead Eddy was going frantic in the Necroscope’s mind. For God’s sake—and mine, and yours—wake the fuck up, while you still can!


  “What—ulp?” Harry tried to mumble, finding it hard to do because of all the dry soil that was trying to push itself into his mouth and the weight of the stuff on top of him. Dirt below him and his jacket above, and maybe an inch or so of air squeezed in between. But that was all, because each time he breathed the lining of his jacket got sucked into his mouth. And the air was stale because he’d already breathed it more than once.


  Are you awake? Dead Eddy sounded louder, closer than ever before. So close that his shouts were actually hurting. Or maybe it was everything else that was hurting—Harry’s whole body! And then there was the darkness, the dirt, the weight pressing down on him, the fact that no matter how hard he sucked…he couldn’t…any longer…breathe!


  He was lying facedown, flat out—flattened out!—with his jacket riding up over his head. But still he should be able to breathe. Why couldn’t he breathe?


  For the same reason I couldn’t breathe when they did it to me, Dead Eddy was screaming at him. It’s because you’re buried, Necroscope! It’s because they’ve fucking buried you!


  It was the only explanation, and it hit Harry like a triphammer, harder than any cosh! But that purely physical pain was shrinking away now, his thoughts gathering, running true as the reality of the greater horror hit him. He tried to breathe again, got a mouthful of dirt and jacket lining, and knew it was the last breath he’d be taking in this place—but not his last breath.


  With no time to spare he used a familiar metaphysical formula to conjure Möbius equations. Then, as mutating mathematical symbols coalesced into a door that opened inches beneath him, he let gravity do the rest. Along with a ton and a half of sand, soil, and pebbles, he fell into the Möbius Continuum—and almost at once fell out again at well-known coordinates, in the gloom of late evening, on the grassy bank of a Scottish river.


  Nevada desert, dry dirt and dust rained down on Harry, at least until he drew breath, coughed his lungs out, and blew plugs of soil and snot from his nostrils. Finally he thought to collapse the Mobius door, then simply lay there panting, feeling sore, sucking on the sweet night air—


  And getting angry.


  Very angry…


  Dead Eddy Croker was sobbing—still sobbing—all of twenty-four hours later. That was because the teeming dead hadn’t let him in on the fact that Harry was alive; their way of teaching him a lesson. For when Harry had exited his shallow Nevada desert grave through the Möbius Continuum, all Eddy had sensed was his absence, the unbearable but inescapable fact that the small warm flame of Harry’s being had been extinguished. He couldn’t know that it hadn’t gone out but simply moved away, beyond his sphere of reception.


  So that when Harry returned—


  Eh? Who? Whazzat? said Dead Eddy; abrupt, startled questions that hovered in the psychic aether as his sobbing gradually subsided. I mean, is someone…someone there?


  “Yes,” Harry answered, gruff but not entirely unforgiving. “Yes, I’m here, Eddy. I’m here mainly because the Great Majority can’t take anymore, because we could hear your sobbing from halfway round the world! Well, that’s one reason I’m here, anyway.”


  Harry? said Dead Eddy, his astonishment—and sheer burgeoning joy—sounding loud and clear. Necroscope? Is it really you? But how can it be? I thought…I thought that you…


  “I know what you thought, Eddy,” Harry told him. “You were very nearly right, too. If you hadn’t managed to get through to me when you did…well, I might still be down there with you, or if not with you, right alongside you. So it seems I’m in your debt. Mind you, I don’t feel I owe you anything; it’s more like you owe me—an apology. So that’s the second reason I’m here.”


  Just a moment ago Harry had arrived back in Nevada via the Möbius Continuum. It was mid-afternoon and the sun was high and hot. Harry stood in a shallow declivity, the bed of an ancient, long-since dried-out stream, an arroyo. In the distance, a range of mountains was silhouetted purple against an aching blue sky; while in the opposite direction, along the length of the arroyo …was that distant silvery glint a reflection from the gleaming metal spire of some tall building, perhaps a casino? Or was it the high window of an airport’s control tower? Probably the latter, because high overhead a passenger-carrying airplane was creating a vapor trail as it descended in that same direction.


  An apology? Dead Eddy was beside himself with relief, with joy, with emotions he hadn’t known since he was alive, and then only rarely. I should say I’m sorry for what I did to you—for what I didn’t tell you? You mean you don’t already know exactly how sorry I am, why I feel like I’ve been breaking my heart for days now, ever since the moment I thought that you…that you were dead? Well, then, I’m sorry, Harry. I’m really, truly sorry. But you know—


  “No ‘buts,’ Eddy,” Harry cautioned him, looking around and examining the area more closely, noticing tire tracks and footprints in the dry soil.


  No, you’re right. No buts. Of course not. Only remember: I did try to check it out. I really did try to make sure that you were the toughest of tough guys, and that you were up to it.


  “No, that’s not good enough,” said the Necroscope, shaking his head. “You conned me, Eddy. You tried to avenge yourself by using me. But I’m flesh and blood. They could have poisoned me, shot me, knifed me. Any one of those methods and a hundred more would have worked. They could have broken my bones, or—”


  —They actually did break my bones! Dead Eddy interrupted. They broke my good right slots-playing arm—broke it in three places, to remind me not to use it like that again. It was Randazzo. He didn’t need to cause me that kind of extra pain, ’cos he’d already decided to kill me. But, well…that’s how it was with Joey Randazzo. And obviously how it still is.


  For a second or two Harry said nothing, simply stood there letting Dead Eddy’s words sink in; their mindless brutality, and the brutality of the man whose actions had prompted them. Until finally he asked:


  “How was it for you, Eddy? Was it really as…as—”


  —As bad as all that? Dead Eddy’s voice was painfully cold now, as cold as his memories of the day he had died. Yeah, it was as bad as all that. Dying is never easy; who’d know that better than you, Harry? But I think I could have done without the, er, additional complications.


  “Complications?”


  The beating. Dead Eddy shrugged. The broken arm, and probably half a dozen ribs—done with a hammer. The getting kicked in the face when I was trying to crawl out of my shallow grave. The lying there only half-conscious, listening to Joey Randazzo laughing as his boys heaped dirt on me. The noise their shovels made slicing soil, until my ears got blocked so I couldn’t hear it anymore. Then trying to breathe dirt—if only to get enough air to belt out one last scream. Eddy shrugged again. The complications, you know?


  Harry stood there with his bloody chin, where the big burn blister had burst; his sticking-plastered head, with its twelve stitches in the back of his scalp; his headache, which a doctor had said was due to concussion, and that he should take it easy for a day or two. He stood there and nodded, and said, “Well, I know about some of that. Especially that last bit. So I suppose we’ll accept your apology and let it go at that.”


  We?


  “Me and the Great Majority. But really, it would have been better if you’d just been straight with me.”


  I realize that now, said Dead Eddy. But since I was—you know—like a sneaky bastard in life, how could I expect to be any different in death? I was hardly the salt of the earth, now, was I?—even if I am now! And I mean like really! No, I was just following the rules, Necroscope. And if I had been straight with you, would you have done anything about it?


  “That’s academic,” said Harry, “because the Great Majority have now seen fit to vote on it, and I’m with them all the way. You see, while we mightn’t much care for your methods, Eddy, we like Joey Randazzo’s even less.”


  Which is what I wanted all along, said Dead Eddy, except I went about it the wrong way. But you should know, Necroscope, I can tell from the way you said It—your tone of voice—that your last “we” should have been an “I.” It’s you who wants revenge on Randazzo now, right?


  “Can you blame me?” said Harry. “But where I was your tool before, now you’ll be mine. That way we’ll both get some satisfaction.”


  Eh? Me, a heap of bones down here in the ground? Dead Eddy was mystified. What can I do for you from down here, Harry?


  “From down there, not much.” Harry had to agree. “Which is why I brought this along.” And he tossed down a brand new spade onto the dirt and pebbles. “But on second thought…well, who knows? We may not need it.”


  Dead Eddy saw what was in Harry’s mind without him having to spell it out, and said, You really think I can do that?


  Harry nodded. “Sure. What you did with those slots doesn’t even come close to your full potential. It’s telekinesis, Eddy. You can move things with your mind. And as we saw in Randazzo’s casino, you do it better now than when you were alive.”


  But still I’ll need your say-so.


  “You’ve got it,” said Harry. “I give it gladly. I call you up, out of the earth.”


  As easy as that? But I’ve always believed no pain, no gain.


  “Oh, it will probably cost you,” Harry told him. “Getting mobile again is no easy thing, or so they tell me. But for you, with that talent of yours…maybe it won’t be so hard. It all depends how badly you want it.”


  How badly I want it? You’re kidding! When do I start?


  “Any time you like,” said Harry, and he looked down at the earth under his feet. Nearby, he saw a rough hole in the ground six feet long by three wide by three deep. This would have been his grave. The dirt that had once filled it was now lying where it had fallen from the Möbius Continuum, on the bank of a Scottish river. While directly underfoot—Eddy’s grave was barely perceptible, an oblong depression where the earth had settled a very little. He and the Necroscope had lain only four or five feet apart. Small wonder Eddy’s “shouting” had been so loud!


  Here goes, said Eddy, as Harry stepped aside.


  A layer of dust blew away from the surface of Eddy’s grave and settled elsewhere. It was followed by a fistful of pebbles, rising up and moving aside, then plopping down onto the earth.


  Then, a moment’s pause before Eddy said, Harry, this isn’t easy.


  “I didn’t say it would be,” said Harry. “Moving is likely to be harder still—but there’s a long way to go before that. Try again with the dirt.”


  Two fist-sized rocks wobbled into the air and tossed themselves aside. And:


  Phew! said Dead Eddy.


  “You want some help?”


  Nope, said the other determinedly. I got myself down here and I’ll get myself out.


  “Okay, but that’s going to take you some time. So I’ll go away now and leave you to it. I’ll take my doctor’s advice and rest up awhile. But tell me, when is Joey Randazzo’s place at its quietest?”


  Two in the morning, said Dead Eddy. It’s, er, pretty dead around then.


  “Then that’s when I’ll be back,” said Harry. “But are you sure you don’t want any help? Maybe you’d like to quit now and lie still? Maybe it isn’t worth it. Do you want to quit, Eddy?”


  Over my dead body! said Eddy, as the shovel picked itself up and made a tentative stab at the earth.


  The Necroscope smiled, and nodded. “Well, I have to admit you’ve got guts,” he said, admiringly.


  Once upon a time, for sure, said the other. And this time, amazingly, he chuckled—however grimly…


  A few minutes before 2:00 a.m. Las Vegas time, it was just as Dead Eddy had said it would be: only a handful of die-hards propping up the gaming tables or playing the slot machines in Randazzo’s downtown casino. All of the out-of-towners—the tourists, the people with the money—were in the flashier places up on Fremont Street; the places with mobile, illuminated facades and smiling late-shift dealers, and long-legged cocktail waitresses serving free (slightly watered-down) booze to thirsty punters. And this was also the hour when Joey Randazzo had used to call it a night and make for home, or a sneaky piece of ass, or a joint with straight tables where he might do a little gambling of his own.


  But not tonight.


  Tonight there was something in the air—a feeling of apprehension: some tension left over from the unsettling events of yesterday, perhaps? A certain expectancy like the calm before a storm. Randazzo’s nose for trouble, which had saved his gangster’s hide on several previous occasions, had him sniffing the air, wondering if he should put the bent slots in for “repairs” and change the rigged roulette wheels before investigators from the gaming commission dropped in on him—that kind of feeling. Randazzo had been expecting something to happen, but never in a million years could he have foreseen what was coming.


  Finally, as he gave a wry snort and tried to shrug off the feeling of impending…well, impending something—as he prepared to vacate the premises, leaving the night shift to his pit bosses and Sy McMahn—that was when it happened.


  Pausing in the doorway of the main CCTV room, where McMahn was at his post with his eyes rapt on the view-screens, Randazzo saw from the hunched condition of the Irishman’s shoulders, his frozen attitude, that something wasn’t right. And McMahn’s battered, recently patched-up face—his gaping mouth and bulging eyes as he sensed Randazzo’s presence and spun his swivel chair toward the door—confirmed that fact.


  “What?” Entering the room, Randazzo spat the word out like a bullet. “You dumb fuck Mick! Stop gawking, will you, and tell—me—what?”


  But McMahn could only point a stubby finger at the central screen and say, “That—that’s what, Joey! So tell me I’m nuts, but don’t I recognize that guy?”


  Randazzo’s florid face turned white in the several seconds it took to skid to a standstill and glance at the screen. Then:


  “Holy fuck!” His jaw fell open to match McMahn’s.


  “Me and Slim,” McMahn’s voice was a hoarse whisper, “last night we spent two, three hours digging this hole for that guy. Then we tossed him in, and let the truck’s tailgate down—just like you told us to—and used it like a blade to sweep the shit back in on top of him. Slim knew what he was doing… Hey, this wasn’t the first time for Slim! So, Joey, this guy—”


  “Holy fuck!” Randazzo breathed the blasphemy again, as if it were indeed holy; and he ignored the Irish bouncer as if he wasn’t even there.


  “—This guy playing the slots down there,” McMahn continued, “it isn’t, it can’t be him! It has to be his twin!”


  At which point Harry hit the jackpot and looked up at the CCTV camera angled down on him. And now Joey Randazzo—and Sy McMahn, too—saw that it was indeed “him,” the selfsame man. They couldn’t mistake that ugly, weeping burn on his chin where a Band-Aid had come loose, or the wad of sticking-plaster like a small white skullcap at the back of his head.


  And calm and almost expressionless (but oh so cold-eyed), Harry Keogh, Necroscope, stared back at them—not seeing them but guessing they were there—while he waited for the payout man who was already approaching, trundling his trolley as fast as he could go.


  “W-what?” The payout man’s eyes stood out like organ stops. “Y-you again? A-another jackpot? J-J-Jesus, I didn’t expect I’d be seeing you again!” No, of course he hadn’t—because he must have suspected at least something of what was waiting for Harry upstairs last night, and more especially after the big bouncer Sy McMahn showed up. Also, he’d been in receipt of instructions from Joey Randazzo, who he’d spoken to on his walkie-talkie.


  “Oh, I’ll bet you weren’t expecting to see me,” the Necroscope answered, snatching the man’s walkie-talkie from his belt and hitting him with it. (Except it was Graham “Sergeant” Lane, not Harry, who did the actual damage.)


  And as the man went down, clutching a bloodied ear: “Good grief, Sergeant!” said the Necroscope. “I hope you haven’t damaged this thing.” Harry needn’t have worried; the walkie-talkie was a heavy-duty model; now he examined the buttons on its call pad, and saw that one of them was marked “Sy.” Pressing it, he held the receiver to his ear.


  In the CCTV room overhead, McMahn and Randazzo saw what he was doing, heard the bleep from McMahn’s walkie-talkie where it lay on a console. Randazzo snatched it up, and said “Yeah? What can I do for you this time, creep?” And to one side, behind his hand as he listened to Harry, he whispered, “Sy, get Slim while I keep this bastard busy. You know what to do.”


  “What you can do for me?” Harry repeated him. And thinking back on yesterday: “Nothing much, Joey. Actually, it’s what I’m doing for you—and for this entire stinking fleapit. You see that?” He pointed to a brown paper parcel—a six-inch cube—where it was wedged between two slot machines. “That’s a bomb, Joey. Enough plastic to reduce this place to rubble. And this”—now he reached into his pocket and produced a TV remote, but Randazzo didn’t know that, just like he didn’t know the bomb wasn’t a bomb—“this is the trigger I’ll press just as soon as I’ve walked out the door and left the stench of this joint behind me. That is, unless we can come to an agreement.”


  “Agreement? What fucking agreement?” Randazzo was sweating now.


  “Something better than the one you offered me,” said Harry. “I want your apology, Joey.” (He wanted no such thing.) “I also want the Krugerrands you stole from me, and thirty-five grand’s worth of winnings. I’ll wait right here for all three, but only for three minutes.”


  Where are my fucking pit bosses? Randazzo wondered—just a moment before Harry said:


  “Oh, and if you’re wondering where are all your heavies”—he put the remote away and cupped a hand to his ear. And coming faintly over the walkie-talkie Randazzo heard glass shattering, followed at once by the howl of fire alarms—“a mutual friend of ours has just taken care of them. One: they didn’t much like the look of him, and two: it’s in the SOPs—standard operating procedures, to you, Joey. Everybody has to vacate the place—except you, me, and the bomb. Oh, and by the way, they all know about the bomb, too, because of the note I left at the cashier’s booth.”


  “Fuck!” Randazzo snarled. And then, but grovelingly: “Now listen, wait. I’ll need more than just three minutes. The money and those gold coins—I’ll have to go down to the vaults, the counting room.”


  “So maybe I’ll give you four minutes,” said the Necroscope reasonably. “But that’s all.” And smiling a cold smile into the CCTV camera, he drew back his arm and smashed the walkie-talkie down on the floor, then stamped on it until it flew into little bits and pieces…


  Fuck the money and the krugerrands! Descending in the elevator, Randazzo slapped a full clip into his piece. This English fuck won’t be pressing any buttons with a bullet in his head, and he won’t be digging himself out of his grave a second time, that’s for sure! For by now Sy McMahn and Slim would be on their way—They’d better be—and fuck the SOPs, too!


  But the big bouncer and Randazzo’s hit man were not on the way, because they’d now seen who—or what—the pit bosses and a good many others in the casino had seen: Harry and Randazzo’s “mutual friend.” Combined with which the threat of a bomb blast and a fire had provided all the incentive they’d needed to make a run for the safety of the streets. It seemed kind of obvious, especially to McMahn and Slim, that this time Joey Randazzo had made himself one enemy—or maybe two—too many.


  Meanwhile:


  Harry had positioned himself where he could remain out of sight yet still see Randazzo coming. And from the same location he’d been able to keep an eye on a door marked PRIVATE that led to the vault. Just a moment ago, the last of the casino employees, three men in rolled-up shirtsleeves, had made a confused, bumbling exit through that door, locking it behind them. Good!


  As for the vault itself: the Necroscope had memorized its coordinates direct from Dead Eddy’s mind; and now, as the elevator doors hissed open and Joey Randazzo hurtled into view, he conjured a Möbius door and used the Continuum to go there. For Randazzo was no longer Harry’s problem—


  —But he remained someone else’s…


  Four or five paces outside the elevator, Randazzo skidded to a halt. Now what the…?


  There was no sign of Sy McMahn or the sadistic thug known only as Slim, and at the far end of the long gambling hall the last handful of patrons was fleeing the blaring alarms, vacating the casino. A minute more and the place would be empty.


  But if the place was empty—and from what Randazzo could see, it was or soon would be—then who was playing the slots? Who was playing a hell of a lot of slots, and more of them moment by moment? What crazy shit was going down here?


  Fumbling his automatic from its underarm holster, Randazzo started forward again, very slowly at first, his pace gradually gathering speed as he drew near the first triple-ranked bank of slots on the perimeter of the central area’s gaming tables. And there, once again, he skidded to a halt. There was no one at the machines, but they were playing—playing themselves! Their metal arms yanking, their reels spinning, small winnings tinkling into their trays, and all accompanied by the hypnotic, idiot burbling of their machine noises!


  Randazzo’s bottom jaw fell open and his piggy eyes opened as wide and wider than ever before. He gurgled obscenities that went unheard, as suddenly—slot after slot, and row after row, in a domino-like procession—all of the machines began hitting jackpots, and the multiplied, amplified fairground cacophony of out-of-sync versions of “We’re in the Money” set the casino’s cheap chandeliers dancing on their flexes.


  “What the…?” Randazzo started forward again, his weapon held out before him, aiming it here, there, and everywhere without finding a target. And the sound of the music, and of dozens of lesser jackpots emptying their guts into metal trays, became deafening as finally he reached the spot which Harry had occupied on the CCTV screen.


  But it wasn’t the Necroscope who was waiting for him.


  Randazzo saw the thing standing there—this rotted thing of white bone and flaps of brown leather, this entirely impossible dead thing with crusts of earth plopping from its skeletal frame—and knew without being told, without guessing, and without the slightest shadow of a doubt, exactly what it was.


  Not an “it” but a “who,” for there was no mistaking Eddy’s right arm—broken in three places and fallen from his mouldering shoulder—whose bones came creeping over the polished floor in Randazzo’s direction!


  Everything that had happened in the last day and a half—all of the anomalies, suspicions and forebodings, and not least this evening’s weird atmosphere—it had all been a prelude to this: Eddy Croker’s revenge!


  Randazzo’s dizzily whirling thoughts righted themselves as best they could and fled back to yesterday’s meeting with Harry Keogh. What was it that the British fuck—that guy who should be dead now but wasn’t—had tried to tell him? That it wasn’t him but Eddy, “Dead” Eddy, who’d done it to the slots? Well, so it had been…because he was still doing it!


  “Shit!” said Randazzo, finally finding the strength to aim his weapon and squeeze the trigger.


  Chips of white bone flew, but in the next moment something else was flying. Silver coins were flying, out of the slot machine trays! Dimes and quarters and dollar tokens—all gathering together and whirling in the air in a mad spiral of silver like a glittering dust devil. More than one hundred thousand dollars worth of minted metal disks—each and every one of them balanced against gravity by Dead Eddy’s telekinesis.


  And just a moment later, all of them directed by that same vengeful force…


  Harry read about it in a local newspaper the next day: how when the bomb squad had finally entered the casino they’d found Joey Randazzo dead and buried in a heap of coins that had apparently suffocated or squeezed the life out of him. But the police were still looking into one other as-yet unexplained—and incredibly macabre—feature of Randazzo’s death.


  Harry also read how Francis “Slim” Avigliano and Sylvester McMahn, “former associates and employees of Mob-connected Randazzo,” were under arrest and being questioned about the affair. This last hardly surprised the Necroscope: his anonymous letter to the law had supplied them with a detailed description of the location in the desert where they would find evidence of recent exhumations…which would further explain—or at least help to explain—how come they had found a human skeleton close to Randazzo’s corpse. (For of course the Necroscope had known that when the sinister arroyo was investigated the police would discover the same footprints and tire tracks which he had seen on visiting Dead Eddy.)


  Since then, having done all that he could, Harry had let things work themselves out; which they had, most satisfactorily. And a fortnight later he contacted Eddy again, tracing his new coordinates to the Charleston Heights Cemetery where his adventures in Nevada had begun and where Eddy Croker’s mortal remains had at last been laid to a decent rest.


  But before talking to Eddy he went to see Jack Black, that oldster who had once mined silver here, however unsuccessfully. And: “Jack,” he said, “I’ve come to say I’m sorry.”


  Eh? (Half-deaf in life, Jack Black’s hearing showed little improvement in death.) Is it you, Necryscope? What in hell have you got to be sorry about?


  “Nothing in hell,” said Harry. “Just a promise I made you: that I’d come back here with a silver dollar, and shove it down in the earth where you could feel it.”


  Oh, well. The old boy sighed. I suppose it fits the story. I never did find too much of that good stuff in life.


  “No, and not even now,” said Harry, “since silver dollars are sort of scarce now, even in Las Vegas. But I’ll tell you what I do have, if you think it will serve instead of silver. I have a solid gold piece, Jack—if that will suffice?”


  Did you say a gold piece? In Harry’s metaphysical mind the old man’s amazement, his childlike joy, was like the sun emerging from behind a cloud. And did you ask if it would serve? You bet it would, Harry! Why, I was never so rich in my whole damn life!


  “Then it’s all yours,” said the Necroscope. And he drove a stick into the earth to make a hole, dropped a Krugerrand in, and scuffed everything over with loose soil.


  And finally he walked over to Eddy’s grave…where oddly enough there were fresh flowers! But not really surprising, not after Harry thought it through. Something else that had been in the local papers: Eddy’s identity, checked against dental records—which was why Mary-Jane Croker had had him buried here.


  Necroscope, said the dead man when he sensed Harry’s presence, you can’t know how pleased I am that you’ve remembered to come back and visit. And I can’t wait to hear how it all worked out on your side of the divide.


  “Much as planned,” Harry told him. “Your killers have been charged with Randazzo’s and your murder, though the police are still working on that; your wife found a sack of paper money from Randazzo’s vault on her doorstep, maybe fifty thousand dollars, as I reckoned it; and it looks like, er, ‘someone local’ has seen fit to look after your grave. Might I hazard a guess that it was Mary-Jane?”


  Dead Eddy offered an incorporeal sigh, and said: Oh, I knew it was her right away. She felt almost as warm as you, Harry.


  “So all’s well that ends well,” said Harry. “She found you again, even if I didn’t find the ones I was looking for.”


  Oh? said Dead Eddy. You didn’t say anything about that.


  “Well, it’s sort of personal,” said Harry. “Let’s just say that everything else has worked out well.”


  Except for Sy and Slim, said Dead Eddy. Oh, and Joey Randazzo, of course.


  Harry frowned. “Yes, Randazzo. It was a very—er, what?—unusual sort of way to kill him, right?” He was thinking about that last “unexplained feature” of the gangster’s death, which the police were still working on.


  Eddy shrugged. That crazy man. He tried to fill me full of lead! Hah! Me, a heap of bones! And so I—


  “—You filled him with silver!” Harry finished it for him. “His intestines, guts, lungs, and windpipe—every cavity in his body—crammed with silver from the slots.” And thinking about it the Necroscope (even Harry Keogh) felt an involuntary shudder drilling through his body. “But what prompted you to do that, Eddy?”


  Oh, I dunno, the other mused, with an invisible shake of his head. Maybe it was the music.


  “The music?”


  Yeah, all that music from all those slots, said Dead Eddy. You know—”We’re in the Money”—Joey’s favorite tune? It seemed ironic to me, ’cos this time all the money was in him! As much as it took, anyway.


  In answer to which, the Necroscope said nothing at all…


  The Möbius Murders


  Returning from Las Vegas and his adventure with Dead Eddy, the Necroscope Harry Keogh experienced a disturbing, extraordinary thing. Most extraordinary, even for the likes of Harry Keogh.


  The metaphysical Möbius Continuum was Harry’s, or so he had always thought; the fact of its existence and the means of calling it into being, into use, belonged to him exclusively…at least among living men. For to be more precise it also belonged to the man who had first discovered and used it—after he had died: the brilliant German mathematician and astronomer, August Ferdinand Möbius, whose name Harry had seen fit to bestow upon it and who, for several years now, had used it to go…elsewhere, probably exploring alien galaxies! And in addition there had been a brief period when the Continuum belonged to at least one other, a mere child…but that is a tale already told.


  Yet now—in the space of a few “moments” that only seemed to pass in the otherwise timeless Continuum—as the Necroscope sped between Vegas and Edinburgh in silence, impenetrable darkness, and utter weightlessness—now it appeared that someone else had discovered a means of invading Harry’s domain.


  The vague figure that went hurtling momentarily across his path emitted a blue glow, the pure blue of a human being; which in itself wasn’t bad, despite that Harry’s being able to see it was a strange new experience. Had it been red, that would have been very bad! It would have indicated the presence of a dreadful creature in the Möbius Continuum: a vampire, and as such a deadly foe!


  Previously, Harry had not been aware of this ability: to be able to discern another’s passage through the Continuum. He had known that he gave off a faint blue radiance in what to him was the more familiar region of this mathematical dimension, but except for his irregular visits to parallel but entirely separate Möbius time-streams he had not realized he would be able to observe the presence of anyone else; at least, not at a distance. And the reason for this was simply because the opportunity, or contingency, had never before arisen.


  But that aside, this interloper had been in a hurry. His or her headlong rush had managed to convey not only the impression of great haste but also a pin-wheeling and impotent flailing of spastic limbs; so that his panic-flight had seemed entirely uncontrolled. And such was Harry’s astonishment, the abrupt shock of this unheard-of invasion of his territory, that for a moment (where there were no moments except in his own mind,) thrown into confusion by what he had seen, he simply continued along his way. And by the time, the merest blink of an eye, it had taken him to appreciate the fact of this unique occurrence, the anomaly had passed beyond his visual range and disappeared: a blue meteorite across the ultimate, infinite void of the Continuum.


  Also and stranger still, there had been sound: a snuffling, a whimpering, a soft sobbing. As if the interloper had not been aware that in the Continuum the softest whisper has volume, and even thoughts have weight that makes them “audible.” As for the latter, however: the Necroscope had “heard” nothing—though it now dawned on him that he had sensed, however briefly, a nerve-tingling rush of terror! For this strange traveller in what was an even stranger metaphysical medium, he or she had been totally terrified!


  Harry willed a change in direction, tried to match the path of the unknown other, went plunging after him or her, whomever. But no use; the unhappy, possibly helpless interloper had gone. And on the furthest rim of the Necroscope’s awareness he sensed the blue glow extinguished, a human life appearing to blink out as its owner departed from the Continuum and returned to normal space-time.


  Then, on the off-chance that he might be able to follow it to an earthly destination, the Necroscope brought himself to an abrupt halt at coordinates calculated as being as close as possible to the location of the disappearance, where he also exited from the Continuum—


  —To emerge into grey daylight and bitter winds that whipped at his clothing somewhere over the drab North Sea, where in the near-distance but far below the mist- and rain-blurred outlines of an oil rig’s legs reared their platform from a choppy ocean!


  Obviously Harry had miscalculated; he was either completely mistaken or the unknown other had been bent on self-destruction, suicide! Half a mile high but instantly falling, spinning face-down in classical sky-diver mode, the Necroscope half-shuttered his eyes against the sting of damp rushing air and scanned what lay below him: nothing but low scudding clouds and a thin mist on the turbulent sea.


  The Necroscope let himself fall—through clouds and mist both—until the waves were clearly visible and their jostling audible. A wasted effort; all he saw was the vast sprawl of the bitter ocean with neither living being nor floating corpse anywhere in sight, though it was barely possible that in his singular mind he sensed the chill silence of a watery grave…


  That last however was unlikely. For normally there would be at least an echo of bewilderment and even disbelief, until finally the reality of a continuation of sorts—even after death—formed in the incorporeal mind of someone suddenly no longer alive.


  Harry might have tried to make contact—to see if in fact there was someone there, sinking in the depths of the sea—but with mere seconds to spare he was obliged instead to conjure a Möbius door directly beneath his hurtling body. Darkness formed and he fell into it, through it, and back into the Continuum.


  And then, perplexed and disturbed as rarely before, he took the shortest route back to his lonely house west of the City of Edinburgh…


  Several years ago, at a time when Harry had been a mere novice in Möbius matters, when defending himself against the agents of a foreign power who had intended to capture or kill him, he had consigned an evil man to an eternity of hell in the Möbius Continuum. Well perhaps not to eternity, which is a very long time as men understand it; but in the Möbius Continuum time—if it exists at all—is of an entirely different order. And if that unfortunate Counter Espionage Agent of the East German Grenzpolizei, if he yet remained in the Möbius Continuum—if it hadn’t rejected and ejected him, like an especially injurious irritant from the mind of a god—then by now he must surely be a raving madman in his impossibly vast, dark and empty and utterly incomprehensible cell.


  But…the Mind of God? Since that time Harry had frequently pondered that question. Was the Möbius Continuum the region in which God had ordained light—the Big Bang, perhaps?—at the beginning of space, time and an ever expanding universe? If so, then in the Continuum itself time had remained conjectural. Perhaps the genius Albert Einstein had sensed something akin to this when he remarked that “The distinction between past, present, and future is an illusion, although a persistent one.”


  The Mind of God.… And now Harry pondered it again.


  Was the very subject blasphemous, he wondered? Surely not, for if it was then why was he allowed entry, with his esoteric, open sesame mathematics? Still, and remaining on the safe side, while he often thought about it he had always left the thought unspoken. And anyway, who can control his thoughts?


  But all of that was when the Necroscope was unique, before his infant son had inherited the Continuum, finally using it to steal away with Harry’s lost love, Brenda, the wife who couldn’t abide the transition that Harry had suffered; also before this latest occurrence: the coming—and going—of some possibly suicidal or misadventuring interloper.


  And now Harry’s mind was back on track.


  But this was how it was with him: always, in confrontations with the weird and mysterious, the Necroscope’s mind would spin off in every direction in search of hidden answers. And he knew that this time it would be the same, that this was important, a mystery he must either solve or suffer for long and long—and not being much for suffering, already he was impatient…


  Harry called Bonnie Jean Mirlu, his love of loves—a beautiful moon-child or werewolf—at her wine bar in Edinburgh. For she would probably be expecting to see him tonight and he might not be available.


  “Bonnie Jean,” he said, when finally she answered the telephone. “It’s Harry, and I’m sorry to disturb your beauty sleep. Not that you need it.”


  “Flatterer!” she at once replied. “And anyway, I’m just up. We’ve a party tonight in B.J.’s. A private party—after hours, ye ken—and there’s stuff I should be attendin’ tae.”


  A private party? Harry breathed a quiet sigh of relief. She didn’t like him around when they had a party going. He believed he knew why…but that was a line of thought he couldn’t continue—could never investigate—because a deep-rooted post-hypnotic command, implanted by the she-wolf herself, always got in the way. And anyway there were things he really did not want to know; or so he told himself, blind to the fact that his easy acceptance was also a part of what she’d put in his head.


  “Well then,” he replied, “that works for me because there’s business I must attend to also.”


  “Oh aye? And what sort o’ business would that be, Harry?”


  “Just business.” He shrugged and knew she would sense it.


  “Wi’ they special friends o’ yours in London, perhaps?”


  “Possibly. I’m looking for the answers to something—but nothing you need worry about.”


  “A clue tae the whereabouts o’ yere wife and child, maybe?”


  “No, B.J.” He shook his head, knowing she would sense that, too. “I’m tired of searching for them. Oh, I would if there was anything promising to go on, but there isn’t. And you know, the only reason I look for them at all is that I can’t help feeling responsible. I just want to know that they’re okay, that’s all, and not in need of anything. The baby is mine, after all.”


  “Yes, I know.” B.J. dropped the Edinburghian accent and her low, husky voice took on a more sober and serious tone. “You’re a very responsible man, Harry. So then, when should I expect to see you?”


  “Oh, soon, I’m sure!” he at once replied. “Possibly as soon as tomorrow night…that’s always assuming you won’t be at it again. Partying, I mean.”


  She chuckled, and her accent immediately returned. “No, not tomorrow, Harry. Not unless we do some partyin’ o’ our own, you and me, once the bar’s closed and my girls are off home.”


  “Is that a promise?” He allowed himself a rare grin.


  “Be sure it is,” she answered , her voice a low growl. “More than a promise, it’s a guarantee! After the nicht the moon will be on the wane, and I’ll be mainly free o’ all urges. Well, except for that yin: yere pale sweet body entwined wi’ mine. Then we’ll ride like the wild wind ’til we’re spent, so we will!”


  Harry’s voice was likewise husky when he replied: “I’m sure of that. But B.J., watch what you say, else I’ll be getting off this phone with a hard-on!”


  “Oh, aye?” she laughed. “Well just leave yeresel’ alone, ye hear? Save it for me, Harry. Save it for yere Bonnie Jean…”


  It was just past midday, and the Necroscope sat in an old easy chair looking out through open patio doors into his wildly overgrown garden. Beyond the garden gate a path, also rank, and beyond that a bank over the swirls and eddies of a gently flowing river. The scene was serene, but it hadn’t always been that way. For this was the river which had taken Harry’s dear Ma, drowned under the bitter ice at the hands of a maddened Russian husband, murdered by Harry’s stepfather.


  Harry had been a child then, but as a man he’d returned and evened the score. His first kill, which hadn’t seemed like murder at all. Since when there had been—oh, many kills, perhaps too many—of men and monsters, and by men and monsters alike. But suicides? Never a one that he could remember. And certainly not in or by way of the Möbius Continuum. If it was suicide.


  But if not suicide, what then? Misadventure? Somehow Harry didn’t think so. Neither suicide nor misadventure.


  He thought back on the sighting:


  It had been so very brief, and yet had seemed to convey so much more than its brevity allowed for to Harry’s metaphysical mind. The flailing of useless spastic limbs; the soft sobbing; the gradual dimming like a flame guttering, before finally going out, dying. And now at last he remembered: that indeed the blue glow of the stranger’s track across the infinite vault of the Möbius Continuum had been a fading one, so much so that at the point of egress it had actually blinked out, died!


  And its owner with it…?


  The Necroscope had often seen just such darkenings or dimmings before; not in the more familiar Continuum, as previously explained, but along the parallel Möbius time-streams.


  And what were those myriad, incorporeal blue threads flowing and expanding along the future time-stream? Nothing less than the psychic echoes of people in the “real world,” which inevitably blinked out where they terminated in accidental death, fatal diseases, war fatalities, or simple old age—


  —Or suicide, or murder, of course.


  It might be considered morbid, Harry supposed, to be secretly privy to the aging and decline and passing of so many fellow members of humanity. But maintaining a balance, the Möbius time-streams were even more filled with beginnings. He had witnessed the blindingly brilliant blue star-bursts of thousands of brand new lives in the births of future generations. And suddenly inspired, uplifted by that thought—also with an idea in mind—he determined there and then to pay another visit to the Möbius time-streams.


  Getting up from his chair he stepped out through the patio doors into the afternoon garden, and for a moment bathed in the wan sunlight. It was good to feel Sol’s warmth on his face, for the sun and its softly glancing beams were his friends; but the moon and the night were even more so. So the Necroscope had come to believe since meeting and falling for B.J. Mirlu. It was all part of her allure, of course, similarly implanted in his mind. For the moment, however, he must put thoughts of her aside. She had her own agenda, always, and right now so did Harry.


  The making of Möbius doors—of bringing such into being, neither unseen nor acknowledged by anyone but himself—had long since become a matter of utter simplicity, no longer an effort worth mentioning. The Continuum’s esoteric and to anyone else highly conjectural mathematical formulae were ever there, barely submerged in the Necroscope’s percipience, as if just waiting for him to summon them up.


  Summoning them now, he opened a hole in the otherwise impenetrable surface of the four-dimensional universe, and without further pause stepped through it.


  Darkness—timelessness—weightlessness! But to Harry it was simply familiar. And fearless, he sensed it surrounding him and felt entirely at ease. The Möbius Continuum was his and his alone among living men. Or rather, it had used to be.


  Eager to get on with his investigations, he called into being a door to the past time-stream, and just for a moment gazed out through it before entering. And once again, as ever before, as the Necroscope floated on the threshold of the open door, he was transfixed by the awesome wonder and beauty of what lay beyond it—


  —The dazzling, brilliant evolution of all humanity, lit by myriad blue life-threads: a vast whirlpool of light, narrowing down in its centre, distantly and finally (or originally?) converging, coming together maybe two-and-a-half-million years ago in a sapphire core that was mankind’s beginning. And with those countless living souls (for that is what they were) approaching the past-time door, passing it by and hurtling on out of sight, the Necroscope felt a certain disorientation, as if he was falling into the heart of some alien galaxy.


  His jaw had fallen open as he gazed and listened. There was nothing of actual sound, but yet he listened! It was like standing on a dark hill on a warm summer night, miles from the light pollution of town or city, watching meteorites “sizzling” across the sky. They didn’t actually sizzle—of course not, at least not audibly—but only seemed to; for the hiss of their blazing destruction, occurring in the uppermost atmosphere, was all in the mind.


  Similarly and mercifully, these speeding souls were silent; even the thought of the deafening babble of all the voices that had gone before was terrifying! But just like the imagined hiss of the aerolites, so they seemed to emit a certain almost mystical sound—the sighing resonance of an angelic chorus, an interminable, orchestrated Ahhhhhhhhhh!—whose single continuous note existed solely in the Necroscope’s fertile imagination and sounded only in his metaphysical mind…


  After a brief yet timeless moment, recovering from the spell of the incredible swarming vista that lay before him, Harry concentrated on the task in hand. One of the blue life-threads beyond the past-time door was his own: the trail he had left and continued to leave in times past. It was also the trail he would be obliged to follow—which he couldn’t possibly leave because it was him, his immutable past—if he was intent upon time-travel. Which of course he was.


  He launched himself through the door, mentally reeling himself in along his past-time thread, knowing that what he’d seen in the Möbius Continuum some few minutes less than an hour ago would be mirrored here. And in a few short moments of reversed time there it was, emerging as if out of nowhere on the rim of the Necroscope’s perceptions. That was where the stranger (for Harry no longer considered him an interloper) where his thread had faded and died in the moment before he vacated the Continuum high over the North Sea. But now, reversing that occurrence, the thread came alive in a faintly azure glow.


  This was not the pure, shining, somehow innocent blue of a newly born child; it was the dull, washed-out blue of a fading soul, an expiring life. Yet here it appeared to gain something of colour as it extended itself and sped further back in time. And as Harry controlled his velocity in an effort to match the other’s, so the stranger’s thread became yet more recognizable by virtue of its skittering, irregular, even hag-ridden flight: by analogy, a “mirror-image” of its performance as witnessed by the Necroscope in the Möbius Continuum proper.


  Then with a huge effort of will—and enormous faith in his own extramundane skills—Harry achieved something which he had never before so much as attempted: he flexed his own past life thread, wielding it like a living whip across the skein of time past and laying it down parallel with the erratic track of the other! And now he sped forward (or rather backward!) and barely “in time” caught up with the whirling thread at the coordinates where its corporeal counterpart had entered the Continuum. This was precisely what Harry had desired to discover: where, and if possible how, such an entry had occurred.


  At which moment something else happened, something he might even have anticipated, when entirely unbidden mutating mathematical equations began scrolling down the screen of his innermost mind: fluxional symbols that duplicated almost exactly the Necroscope’s own formula for calling into existence a Möbius door! Indeed, the formulae were so similar that he was almost tempted to believe that somehow, however involuntarily, subconsciously, he had brought these continuously mutating equations into being himself! Almost tempted to believe it, but not quite. For there were subtle differences.


  Harry knew instinctively that unless he found time to study this new formula more closely, he might well be hard pressed to pin these differences down; but right now, sensing that a door was about to open, there was little or no time for that!


  As best he was able, before the foreign formula took effect and shrank back into whichever mind had conjured it, Harry took mental note of its apparent irregularities and attempted to fix them in the back of his own mind. Hopefully he would be able to recall these anomalies as and when required. But now the door—an “alien” door, as he considered it—was warping into existence to one side of him and almost within touching distance.


  It formed into being, an interface between the “real” world of three dimensions and the Continuum’s time-streams, but by no means any kind of exit. And anyway, Harry would never attempt a departure from a previous time into the real world, for if that were at all possible it would mean duplicating and perhaps annihilating one or both of himselves! But he believed he might be able to use such a door more properly as a window on times past, which was precisely why he had taken such pains to be here. And in another moment it became apparent that he was not mistaken.


  Beyond the door, as viewed through a tenuous mist, the Necroscope saw two male figures, the closest with his back to the door—as if unaware that it was there—and the other facing the door but somewhat obscured by the first figure, whose owner was perhaps physically disadvantaged; he was leaning heavily to the right, and shuffling from side to side in order to keep his balance. Small and slim, this one’s rather ragged clothing appeared to hang loosely on him. The other was tall, fat and pale-faced, with red, receding hair and flabby chin; his plumpish fingers were visible where they grasped the seemingly disabled figure’s slumped shoulders, apparently holding him steady.


  They were engaged in conversation; the fat man’s lips were moving, but Harry could hear nothing. He took note, however, of a poster on the corner of a brick wall directly behind the disparate pair: an advertisement for the Edinburgh festival, which was due to commence in a week’s time. All of which was seen but dimly, made vague and nebulous by the flux of time on the Necroscope’s side of the door; whereas on the far side time ran true.


  But as Harry narrowed his eyes, to focus more surely on the scene beyond the door, what happened next was anything but nebulous and he saw it all too clearly.


  The fat man wasn’t holding the other steady after all; his fingers suddenly tightened on the thin man’s threadbare jacket, taking a firmer, preparatory grip on him—and without further warning those fat hands pushed!


  In no way suicide, but murder most foul!


  As the disabled man staggered backwards through the Möbius door, he instantly morphed from a human figure to a blue luminescence, his parallel life-thread in the time-streams: a thread that was already fading, pulsating and wavering, and—but what the hell was this?—even shrivelling, as it began to die out!


  There in the silence of past time Harry could hear nothing at all, not even a thought. But as the doomed man’s life-thread went plummeting from sight, snatched off into a brief, terrible future by the time-stream, he recalled only too well the whimpering and sobbing he had heard previously in the Möbius Continuum proper, and his blood ran cold…


  At that moment the Necroscope could have let go, could have stopped holding his position in time and followed on behind, if only out of pity…which would have changed nothing, achieved nothing, since he had already been there and the immutable past was over and done with. But now that his view of this fat murderer and the scene of his crime was no longer obscured—except by the mistiness caused by the temporal tide on Harry’s side of the door—there was more he desired to learn; not only of the killer himself but his location in the real world. For example, there was that poster on the corner of the brick wall.


  Harry believed he’d seen that poster before, in fact a good many of them, along with banners and colourful bunting, decorating Princes Street in central Edinburgh. Now he saw that he was correct; for beyond the wall’s corner the massive volcanic rock of Edinburgh Castle’s shrub-clad base was totally unmistakable. The murder had occurred in broad daylight, perhaps no more than an hour ago, right there in the city’s bustling centre!


  But there was more.


  Concurrent with the weird shrivelling of the victim’s life-thread, the fat man’s pale unhealthy face had seemed to thrive; it had suddenly developed a florid complexion, a reddening much deeper than a blush, and a totally evil aspect—an expression of monstrous, malignant satisfaction! And though the murderer’s features remained out of focus, indistinct, still in that self-same moment the Necroscope felt he could well be looking at the face of the Devil himself!


  Then once again, as Harry drifted closer to the door, there came that variant formula, this time in reverse, scrolling down the screen of his mind. Voided by the fat man, the door was now closing. But even as it collapsed, so the murderer’s expression abruptly changed, and he gave a massive start as at last he saw or sensed Harry there beyond the threshold!


  And the last thing Harry saw was the man’s bottom jaw falling open in a silent gasp, and his piggish eyes starting out in disbelief, as the door “slammed” soundlessly shut…


  The Necroscope went home, had a meal he barely tasted, showered and took to his bed just as the light began to fade. Somehow he felt drained, as if he too had suffered some kind of depletion, a sort of shrivelling. He dreamed, nightmared, and jerked awake. He slept again, dreamed, nightmared, came shuddering awake in a cold sweat. It was like that all night; he would no sooner fall asleep than he was there:


  Back in the Möbius Continuum or its time-streams: mathematical dimensions full of crumpled bodies, souls as flat as burst balloons, and whirling fleshless corpses whose coronas were lit by the ghostly, flickering glimmer of rotting toadstools rather than the steady blue glow of healthy life-threads!


  It wasn’t unusual for Harry to have nightmares—such as he was that was unavoidable—but his dreams were rarely as vivid or as monstrous as this! And morning’s light couldn’t come soon enough…


  He woke up yawning, reaching out over his bed, fumbling for the comforting presence of Bonnie Jean—who of course was not there. Nor would she be—not until he’d dealt with this thing, or at least investigated it to the best of his ability and perhaps set it to rights. He knew that the teeming dead, the Great Majority, would want it that way.


  After breakfast and a pot of coffee, he called Darcy Clarke at E-Branch HQ in London.


  Harry had worked in E-Branch however briefly (the “E” stood for ESPionage,) and he thought of Darcy as being foremost among only a handful of friends—even a close friend, or as close as most living people could ever get to the Necroscope. Harry knew that he owed the man one or two favours, but also that E-Branch owed him a far greater number. By E-Branch standards, however—considering the Branch’s “normal” line of work—the favour he was about to ask was only a very small one.


  But first there were the various security protocols, as the Head-of-Branch activated scrambler devices in his office, monitoring Harry and confirming his identity. Until finally:


  “Harry?” came Darcy’s voice down the wire. “What a pleasant surprise—I think! We don’t hear from you any too often these days—not often enough, anyway. But having said that, whenever we do hear from you I get these…oh, I don’t know, these nervous twinges? Telling me like maybe I should run the hell away? If you know what I mean…”


  Harry smiled, however wryly. He knew exactly what the other meant, for Darcy was a deflector. Like everyone at E-Branch HQ, he had his own peculiar talent; in his case it stopped him getting into trouble, deflecting him away from anything that might prove to be dangerous. Probably unique and largely inexplicable, the thing was Darcy’s personal parapsychological guardian angel which, since the Branch handled cases that were decidedly weird and usually dangerous, made him the perfect man for the job. It was obviously of great benefit to him…but on the other hand he had no control over it, was only fully aware of the thing on those none-too-rare occasions when he gazed either deliberately or even unconsciously directly into the face of danger.


  “Yes, sure I understand,” Harry finally replied. “But don’t let it bother you, Darcy. This time all I want is information.”


  “Damn!” said the other. “I was hoping you were going to ask me for your job back—or even my job, except I know there’s no way you’d take it…er, is there?”


  “I couldn’t take it, Darcy,” said the Necroscope. “All that paperwork and so forth; being in charge and responsible for all you mind-spies; having the Minister Responsible forever looking over my shoulder and breathing down my neck—it just wouldn’t work for me, or for E-Branch. I have my own things to do and my own way of doing them. And anyway you know why I left…why I had to leave.”


  “Yes,” Darcy answered. “Brenda and the child. And I’m guessing you haven’t found them yet, that you’re still searching for them? Any luck, Harry? Everyone here would like to think so. We know how much it means to you.”


  “How much it used to, you mean,” Harry corrected him. “I’ll tell you something, Darcy. You know that old saw about absence: how it makes the heart grow fonder? Well, it doesn’t—not my heart—not when the absence drags on and on, year after year, apparently endlessly. I search for them out of a sense of…I don’t know, duty? That’s all it comes down to now, duty. And if I should find them, then what?”


  For a moment Darcy was silent—didn’t know how to answer, found himself in a quandary—until finally he said, “You think maybe we should stop searching for them, too?”


  “No, by no means!” Harry at once replied, perhaps a little too harshly. “And who told you I’d stopped searching? I didn’t! I only said I was tired of it all, worn down by it, or words to that effect.” In the next moment, however, as he sensed Darcy’s dismay, he let him off the hook by changing the subject. “No, I don’t want you to stop searching for Brenda and the baby, but I would like you to research something else for me.”


  Darcy sighed his relief. “Anything I can do for you, Harry, you know you only have to ask. What’s the problem, and how can we help?”


  “Simply put, the problem is murder!” The Necroscope replied. “At least one really weird murder. I can tell you what I’m looking for but can’t go into any great detail, not even on a scrambled line. I don’t want to compromise myself…my skills? But you know what I’m talking about.”


  “A really weird murder,” Darcy repeated Harry thoughtfully, cautiously. “And you’re worried about compromising your abilities, your ’speciality?’ Harry, please tell me we’re not talking about—”


  “About a vampire?” Harry cut him short. “No, not that.” But at the same time he was thinking: Not that kind of vampire, anyway. But some sort of big fat leech, that’s for sure!


  “Well at least that’s a relief!” said Darcy. “So okay, I’ll press you no further. But how can E-Branch help? What is it you want us to research, Harry?”


  “I’m correct in thinking you use a clipping agency, right?”


  “Yes, several. And not merely clipping agencies. In fact we have fairly comprehensive access to almost everything that goes down, especially the weird stuff. And if we don’t have it there are other Security Services that do. We can dig into almost anything that’s been of special interest to us as far back as—I don’t know—way back in the middle ’60s when Sir Keenan Gormley first got E-Branch on its feet.”


  “Good!” Harry nodded—if only to himself. And after a moment’s pause for thought: “This murderer I’m looking for, I have reason to believe his crime or crimes are of a sort that end up in the police’s unsolved files, so-called cold cases. And while of course there will be ‘missing’ people, there may not be many bodies or identifiable victims, without which it’s difficult to prove anything. Do you follow?”


  “So far so good,” Darcy replied. “Go on.”


  “So what I’m asking for is a list of people who’ve suddenly gone missing, and especially from the Edinburgh area, let’s say in the last six months or so? Because apart from the one I know of, there may have been others. You see, I think my murderer is probably a serial killer. I think murder—his particular kind of murder—is something from which he derives a weird sort of benefit. It isn’t money or revenge, at least I don’t reckon so, but something I can’t put my finger on just yet. And I’m sorry, but that’s it; I can’t be more specific than that.”


  Darcy mulled it over, then said, “Harry, have you any idea how many people go missing from the Edinburgh area, or any city of a comparable size, in the space of six months?”


  Harry chewed his upper lip. “Quite a few, I’m sure.”


  “Dozens!” Darcy came back at him. “Maybe as many as a hundred! Usually they’re kids, runaways. And let’s not forget the itinerants: wanderers in search of work, or maybe escaping from work, or just running from whatever problems they can’t face up to. There are criminals on the run from the law, and from other criminals; wives escaping from brutal husbands, and vice versa! There are a hell of a lot of reasons, other than murder, Harry, why people go missing.”


  “Of course,” said the Necroscope. “But the reason for this missing person is murder—bloody awful murder! I know, because I saw it! So, can you help me?”


  “Absolutely,” Darcy replied. “When do you need your list?”


  And now there was another avenue of inquiry available to Harry: his dear drowned Ma and her contacts among the teeming dead. Of course, the Necroscope had his own contacts, dead friends among the Great Majority; but impatient as rarely before, he intended to busy himself with other matters while his mother looked into that side of things.


  It was still mid-morning when he walked along the riverside path to the bight in the bank where the river swirled in a backwater, deep and murky. Harry’s Ma was down there—her remains, at least—and this was the best place to contact her. He might have used his unique talent to talk to her from a distance, but that was not the Necroscope’s way. Whenever it became necessary to converse with the deceased he preferred, if at all possible, to do it at their convenience. That way, in close proximity, he knew they would sense his corporeal presence and living warmth: a reminder that in their absence the world they had known continued, and that as well as a past there would be a future, when finally they could “move on” out of the darkness to a promised, better place. Harry’s mother should have moved on long ago, but she preferred to remain behind as counsel to her only son whenever he might need her.


  Seated on the riverbank, his feet dangling over the slowly rotating water, the Necroscope had no need to announce himself; sensing him like a candle’s glow through the dank and the dark, his Ma immediately acknowledged his presence:


  Harry? But it’s been a while, son, and I’ve missed you!


  He at once felt guilty and neglectful; she sensed that too, relented and told him: Still, I know how very busy you’ve been. The teeming dead are full tales of your adventures—related and passed on by those who have been touched by you—and I am so very proud of you!


  His dear Ma—a revered figure among the Great Majority—and Harry thought: If only I could feel your warmth as you feel mine. Just for a moment he had forgotten that his thoughts were deadspeak, and that she would hear and doubtless answer them.


  But that’s not how it is, son, she comforted him, her disembodied voice low but composed, resigned in Harry’s mind. We are the Great Majority, true, but great in numbers only—no longer quick, no longer…warm.


  But then, on afterthought and more vigorously, as if having given herself a shake: Now tell me, Harry: why are our conversations so frequently morbid? We’re lucky after all; for despite that I’m no longer there , still I am here! And we can always be together, if only like this.


  “And we always will be, until you decide it’s time to move on.” Harry now spoke out loud, as was his custom when there was no one nearby to see him talking ‘to himself,’ as it were. “But some among the quick and the dead are less fortunate, undeservedly so. I’m thinking of one in particular who was incapable of defending himself. He was murdered, and recently!”


  Ahhhh! And that’s why you’re here. You want answers—from the teeming dead!


  Knowing that she would sense his nod, Harry answered: “Yes, for as things stand right now the victims—the murdered man or men themselves—are probably the only ones who know the answers. If I knew how to find their poor dead bodies, I could perhaps ask them myself…or there again, perhaps not. For there are lots of places where even I can’t go, and the deep blue sea is only one of them. But I know that with the help of the Great Majority you will be able to discover their whereabouts so much faster and put me in touch with them no matter where they are!”


  A terrible murder, or murders…she mused. Then went on:


  But there are many murders, Harry; there always have been. What makes this one so important that you’ve decided to investigate it personally?


  “Ma, I have no choice!” he replied. “I must investigate it, because it’s entirely possible the murderer could jeopardize my own talents and bring them into disrepute, even among the teeming dead! Also because I experienced something of it, and found it strange and monstrous…”


  And then Harry told her all about it, everything in detail; for unlike his conversation with Darcy Clarke, there was little need for security or scrambler devices here.


  When he was done his Ma assured him: You can leave it with me and the Great Majority, Harry. For if there’s anything to be learned you can be sure we’ll find the answers for you.


  “I don’t for a moment doubt it,” said the Necroscope. “But right now, Ma, there are matters I can look into for myself. So if you’ll excuse me, I promise that from now on my visits shall be far more regular. And maybe next time our conversation won’t have to be so morbid…”


  That afternoon, at around the same time as yesterday’s “incident”—more properly the unknown victim’s murder: his violent forced exit from his three-dimensional life and his subsequent death in the Möbius Continuum—Harry took a taxi into Princes Street to see if he could locate the actual scene-of-crime.


  It was surprisingly simple; remembering how the Castle-on-the-Rock’s base had appeared from his time-stream viewpoint, he quickly positioned himself accordingly in a cobbled, dog-legged and generally unfrequented alley toward the northern extreme of the street.


  There, in the shade of the wall with its Edinburgh Festival poster, Harry began to feel something of a psychic chill at the unpleasant fact that he was now standing on the very spot where a terrible, predetermined and completely unconventional killing had taken place.


  Unaccustomedly dizzy and leaning against the brick wall to counter the sensation, the Necroscope shivered, hugging himself to stay warm—as if the chill on his soul was a physical thing rather than spiritual. And closing his eyes he waited for it to pass.


  But unbidden behind his closed eyelids—entirely unsanctioned, yet nevertheless etched deep on the screen of his memory—he pictured once again the fat murderer’s face: that look of malignant satisfaction as those heavy features reddened, bloating into an unnatural, florid mask of evil!


  For a single moment frozen, in the next Harry started massively when a hand fell on his arm!


  Then as his eyes jerked open and the awful face was driven from his mind, a gruff but concerned voice inquired: “‘Ere, are ye all right, ma friend? Leanin’ on the wall like that? Needin’ a wee fix, maybe? Or hae ye perhaps had too much a’ready?”


  Recovering quickly from the shock, Harry shook the speaker off, straightened himself up and said, “What did you say? Do I need a fix?” But then, as understanding dawned he snapped: “No, I don’t need any kind of fix!”


  The man stepped back at once and said, “Ah see the noo that ye dinnae. But them that normally gets taegether here, they usually do. So what are ye? The polis maybe?” And then, hurriedly: “Mind ye, ah’m no dealer ye ken! Just a concerned citizen.”


  Now Harry inspected the other more closely. The man was in his middle years; weathered and unshaven, he wore badly scuffed shoes, faded jeans, and a patched jacket at least two sizes too small for his burly chest. But he appeared amicable enough, and his face was or had been open and friendly until the Necroscope had taken offence.


  That could have been a mistake, and now Harry took a different tack. “I’m sorry but you startled me. And no—I’m not a policeman. I was simply resting, that’s all…a dizzy spell. Maybe I got too warm out on the street. But it’s cooler in the shade of this wall, and I was just taking it easy. I’m sorry if I snapped at you. You surprised me…” Well, Harry excused himself, at least the first and last parts of that statement were the truth.


  Relieved, the other nodded. “So that’s all right, then. But this isnae a verra good place for a decent citizen tae rest, if ye take ma meanin’.” He nodded again, then made to turn away.


  “Wait!” said Harry. And as the down-and-out paused he continued: “I was resting, that’s true—but I was also looking for an acquaintance of mine. I…well I promised to help him out. Perhaps you know him? I believe there’s a problem with his leg, and I can’t help feeling sorry for him. I met him on the street close to here just a day or two ago.”


  “Oh, aye?” said the other, frowning thoughtfully. “And this yin ye’re on about, does he perhaps limp a wee bit, or maybe a lot? If so there’s more than a chance ah ken him.” And without pause he accurately described the murdered man.


  “That’s him!” Harry nodded. “I didn’t enquire his name, but I was supposed to meet up with him yesterday at about this time. As it happened, I got tied up with something and wasn’t able to make it. Is it possible you know his name and whereabouts?”


  “His name’s Angus,” the other replied. “Wee Angus, we call him. He limps by reason o’ the TB in the bones o’ his legs. He reckons he’s past helpin’, relies on drugs purely tae ease the pain. But that’s not the, er, prescribed medicines, ye ken. Wee Angus, he reckons doctor’s drugs are no good whatsayever.”


  Harry did indeed ken; that this must be a meeting place for various categories of addicts. “TB?” he repeated the other.


  “He has Tuberculosis?”


  “Aye, TB, the poor wee sod!” But then the informant’s eyes narrowed as once again he inquired: “The truth now: ye tell me ye’re no some kind o’ snoopin’ bobby in civilian clothin’, but can a man be sure o’ that?”


  Fishing in his pocket for change, Harry replied, “I thought we were clear on that? No, I’m not a plainclothes bobby! I just like helping people out when they’re in trouble.” And he handed over a fistful of loose coins.


  “Ah thank ye kindly,” said the other. “And ah wish ah could help ye find Wee Angus’ whereabouts, but ah dinnae ken the spot where he gets his head down.”


  Which information, or its lack, made little or no difference to the Necroscope. The name “Wee Angus” might help in his Ma’s enquiries among the Great Majority; but knowing the dead man’s once address, or “the spot where he got his head down,” wasn’t important. There was, however, one more question that might be. And:


  “One last thing,” said Harry. “I somehow got the impression that Wee Angus was frightened of something, apart from dying, I mean. It seems a shame to me that a man in his condition should have enemies.”


  “Now that’s verra odd,” said the other, scratching his stubble, “and ah’m sure ye’re mistaken. Ye see, from the little ah do ken o’ Angus, the wee man hasnae a single enemy in the whole wide world. And certainly no in Edinburgh. Aye, and wi’ all his problems, well he surely doesnae need any! D’ye no agree…?”


  About the same time, in Kirkaldy on the Scottish coast east of Dunfermline, ex-Professor Gordon J. Hemmings—once of Glasgow University, which he continued to claim as a cornerstone of his authority despite his expulsion from that worthy seat of learning—had delivered almost parrot-fashion his standard lecture on metaphysics, esoteric or paragnostic mathematics, and several allied topics to some two-dozen members of the Paranormal Society of Fife, Perthshire and Kinross. Whether they had understood him or not was academic; each of them had paid a grudging ten pounds sterling to listen to his rhetoric, and the occasion had served to take him out of Edinburgh, distancing him however temporarily from the scene of his latest kill.


  Not that he saw what he did as homicide; no, he was simply revitalizing, reinvigorating himself. Common or garden food as such was never enough, for he’d long since discovered that the proverbial staff-of-life, at least in his case, was the actual stuff of life: the lives of others. Oh, he enjoyed filling his belly as well as any man and far more than most; but there was only one real way to feast, to satisfy and energize his other, more darkly transcendent self.


  As for his need to distance himself from such gluttony: it wasn’t guilt, though he was fully aware how the police and judicial authorities would react to his activities in the unlikely event that an enlightened individual might one day discover and accept the reality of his modus operandi and the esoteric means he used to be rid of the denuded remains of his deadly repasts; but even so there would be no one who could duplicate his methods or in any way offer proof of his involvement. Not unless he was actually observed feeding.


  No, it wasn’t guilt but simple prudence. To indulge himself too frequently within the narrow perimeters of a single town or city: that would be foolhardy, despite the limitations of criminal investigations. Apart from which he enjoyed organizing his lecturing schedules, escaping from Edinburgh and taking himself off to various far-flung venues. None of the cretins who attended the lectures ever fully understood them—that was certain—but they did pay for the privilege, which afforded Hemmings a few small physical luxuries. In addition to which, and more importantly, during such trips he would often seize the opportunity to seek out prey, thus supplementing the grotesque requirements of vampiric nourishment…


  Today’s lecture had been a midday occasion. Not the best of timings or venues, it had taken place in a disused cinema which now functioned as a bingo hall, normally only in use each evening. At the event’s conclusion Hemmings had answered the almost inevitable questions: on Pythagorean doctrines regarding mysticism and mathematics—particularly Pythagoras’ interpretation of the physical world through numbers, and his belief in transmigration—and the ex-Professor’s own thoughts on the connection between math, extrasensory perception, and PSI abilities in general.


  Of the latter: his answers had never once served to explain in any detail his knowledge and use of such subjects; which was mainly, obviously, because he was not about to chance revealing to anyone—not even “cretins” who couldn’t possibly understand him—a single iota of everything he knew or had learned or was monstrously capable, but also because he could not have done so even if he’d wanted to. For despite an interminably frustrating series of mental trial-and-error mathematical experiments, Hemmings knew that he had not discovered and so was not capable of explaining everything, not even to himself. Not yet…


  Now, a little over an hour since his lecture in the drafty Kirkaldy bingo hall, as he walked the promenade between the sea and the coastal road, Hemmings reflected on one of those questions concerning transmigration: the passing of the life-force—the immaterial so-called “soul”—from a person at the point of death to the physical form of some living other, possibly a newborn or even foetal child.


  That the life-force (which was how Hemmings preferred to think of it) was no mere theory but a reality was hardly in any doubt; his own existence was proof positive of that. But he did wonder about its alleged continuation beyond the grave. Yes, it continued in him for a while, when extracted as provender from his prey; but as for those many millions of others who expired each year far beyond his reach: did they all find refuge, however unconscious and unenlightened, in the corporeal shapes of others? And were they then immortal?


  But if so, without self-awareness, sentience, of what possible use were they? And in the case of the unfortunate few, the question of their continuation: immortal? Well not in Gordon J. Hemmings they weren’t! For just like their shrivelled cadavers, they too expired—and all too quickly!


  That was disconcerting, worrying: the gradually increasing rapidity with which they melted away, leaving him hungry again—which in turn resulted in ever diminishing intervals between his need to once again partake of such psychic sustenance. For on the one hand, while he enjoyed to gorge himself in this way as and when it suited him, on the other—as a necessity over which he had no control but must avail himself—he sometimes found it irksome.


  It all depended, he had discovered, upon the strength, the vitality of the individuals in question. For example, that most recent one in Edinburgh; there hadn’t been much to him! A crippled derelict, it was highly unlikely that he would be missed—which was one of the main reasons he’d been chosen—but at the same time, by reason of those same ailments and destitute circumstances, the life-force had been weak in him.


  The ex-Professor knew that was so for a certainty; on exiting the old seafront hall on completion of his lecture and its subsequent question-and-answer session, he had paused to check out his appearance in a full-length mirror in the foyer. There in the glass had lain the proof of it: a face no longer ruddy, already turning pale and even somewhat jaundiced, despite that little more than twenty-four hours had passed since last he indulged himself; and in addition his “ample figure”—as he was inclined to consider his corpulence—which however improbably appeared less than “fully rounded,” so that his clothes seemed to hang on him far too loosely…though it was possible that he had imagined that last.


  But in any case, and however that may be, best not to take chances…


  Which was why he had chosen to walk the deserted promenade on a day when the sky was overcast and a damp, unseasonal wind came blustering in off the grey North Sea; so that he shivered and turned up the collar of his overcoat. There remained something less than an hour before he must board his train back to Edinburgh. He knew he could probably find some acceptable item of regular food in the train’s buffet car, until which time he could do without. But of course, that was regular food—


  —And in fact the promenade was not entirely deserted…


  Tiny stick figures at this distance, a couple walked hand in hand at the northern extreme of the esplanade, their raincoats blowing in the wind. Another couple sat in a parked car, unwilling to brave the weather. To the south, a young boy and his dog ignored the wind and played on the strand, dodging the waves where they foamed on a pebble beach.


  But of humanity that appeared to be all, and the situation wasn’t at all to Hemmings’ liking. He had been in error to seek prey here; and now, perhaps exaggerated by frustration, an overactive imagination, his need was beginning to make itself felt, becoming ever more insistent.


  Oh, he knew he could withstand it, for weeks and months at a time if absolutely necessary; but not for too long. He would not “starve,” as it were—could not, as far as he was aware, not that he had ever put it to the test—but like any addict he would suffer. Then as he felt his own life-force waning, he would lust yet more urgently after the essence of some other.


  Hemmings’ thoughts went back to the first time:


  That was about this time of year just two years ago, a few months before his “retirement” from a teaching position at the University. His father, Arthur Hamilton Hemmings—a mathematician before him—had been fighting abdominal cancer for some time. Toward the end, unwilling to submit to pointless intrusive surgery, he had left the hospital, hired a part-time nurse, and gone home to Dalkeith close to Edinburgh to die in a familiar, hopefully anodyne environment.


  His only son, Professor Gordon J. Hemmings, had taken leave of absence from the University on compassionate grounds and had gone to Dalkeith to take over the nurse’s duties when she could not be there to look after the old man’s needs.


  Now as an ex-Professor, the fat man remembered it well…


  He had never enjoyed an easy relationship with his father; which was probably because his mother had died giving birth to him, an event from which the old man had never quite recovered. Hemmings recalled how, even as a child, he had sensed aversion if not actual animosity in his father.


  Later, as he grew into a fat young boy, he had sensed that he was suffering some kind of silent, covert punishment in the way he was forever being tested; though not so much physically as mentally. By the time he was eight years of age the old man had taken to routinely setting him increasingly difficult mathematical problems to solve; indeed, these would have been hard enough even for a majority of numerically accomplished adults, let alone a child! But Hemmings was always up to the challenge and rarely failed to supply the correct answers.


  Whether or not his ability pleased his father was difficult to assess; the elder Hemmings was never less than acerbic, even at the best of times; but one such time had always stood out in Gordon’s memory. It had been a warm weekend in the autumn, when he had spent many hours in his room on a particularly obstinate problem. On finally solving the complicated simultaneous equations, and having taken the answer to his father’s study, he believed he’d seen what could only be a look of surprise, perhaps even astonishment on the other’s face if only for a moment. And Arthur H. Hemmings’ words on that occasion were as fresh now in his grown son’s mind as if spoken only yesterday:


  “Aye, and you’re the clever one for sure,” he had said, his eyes gazing deep into Gordon’s. “You’re my son without a doubt, with my head for numbers and your poor mother’s warm, fey eyes. But you’re a cold one, too. I can feel it in you—or rather, I feel very little in you—and intelligence alone isn’t enough, not in the company of strangeness.”


  And without explaining the latter, he had gone on: “Perhaps as you grow your capacity for compassion will evolve along with your intellect.” (This from his chill and ever distant father!) “To your mother…well, numbers were a mystery, enigmatic. But she radiated warmth like a glowing hearth on a winter’s eve! As one with nature, she gave of herself, and all who knew her knew it! There was no weird magnetism in her, just the opposite.”


  And on that obscure subject he would say no more…


  Two years later, as a prodigy not yet ten years old, Hemmings had been enrolled into Mensa International as one of that intellectual organization’s youngest members. His IQ was much higher than most, even his father’s, but his interests in what he termed “common-or-garden sciences” had soon waned while his passion for numbers had grown exponentially. All the while, by contrast, his father had been growing ever more distant.


  From then on the years had passed with seeming rapidity; a fat boy became a fat youth, a teacher, a university professor. Into his early middle years he maintained something of contact with his father, though not without good reason: while the old man—now in truth an “old” man—had money and a not inconsiderate estate, his son had very little. For all his skill with numbers, fat Professor Hemmings had been less than financially prudent. Ever hungry but for some reason rarely entirely satisfied, he would usually take his meals—expensive but otherwise “ordinary” fare—in the best restaurants he could find in the vicinity of the University.


  During his leave of alleged compassionate absence, however, at the estate on the outskirts of Dalkeith where his father lay on his deathbed, Hemmings had found himself hungrier than ever; more especially so, though at the time he had not known what it was or why. Perhaps he had some kind of worm…in any case he had been about to find out the truth.


  And now as he walked the dreary promenade in Kirkaldy, memories of that time—the first time—came flooding back yet more vividly into his mind…


  His father had not wanted him there. The nurse, an experienced woman in her mid-forties, previously employed as a Matron in a local hospital, had taken Hemmings aside to tell him that in his father’s less painful and therefore more lucid moments, he had asked on two or three occasions that she keep his son away from him. Trying to explain, he had rambled on a little, telling her there was an unnatural something about “that boy” that didn’t agree with him. Having found nothing peculiar or unnatural about Hemmings herself, she could only put it down to the regular doses of powerful pain-killers which she was administering to the dying man. Since the younger Hemmings would need to attend to that himself on the few occasions when she would be absent, she had thought an early warning was in order. Her patient was on his deathbed; if in his deteriorating condition, perhaps in a moment of drug-induced delirium, he should mutter anything seemingly hurtful, his son should not take it too seriously.


  Hemmings had replied that he understood—while to himself he had thought: Well, and so the old man no longer considers it necessary to hide his aversion—in fact it appears that in the end his loathing may even have turned to fear! As for “unnatural”: if anything it had been his father’s attitude, the unwarranted blame he had placed on his only son’s shoulders, that had been strange and unnatural; and for an entire lifetime at that!


  A few days into his visit, the Matron, as she preferred to be called, had other duties and would be away overnight and all the next day. Hemmings would be required to see to his father’s drugs once during the night and twice the next day. The old man could eat nothing but weak soup, which Hemmings would also prepare…little difficulty in that. But since his father’s resentment was now made manifest, if only to some other or others, so Hemmings no longer felt constrained regarding his own indifferent emotions. Why should he pretend otherwise when even as a boy in his formative years his father had had no scruples about referring to him as “strange” and “cold?” Why, it could even be that from his early childhood he’d developed that way by reason of the other’s bitter, distant attitude!


  Well it could be, but in truth he hardly thought so. He was what he was…


  Hemmings slept in a room central between his father’s study and the room occupied by the terminally sick man. This arrangement would allow him to hear the old man if he stirred or cried out in his sleep. A fourth room, directly opposite his father’s across a narrow corridor, was in use by the Matron when she was there; which wouldn’t be until she returned late the next evening. On the night in question, however, Hemmings had his father all to himself…


  In the dead of night, about two o’clock, Hemmings was disturbed in his reading of a well-thumbed book on metaphysics from the old man’s library by sounds from the room next door. He had read the same volume in his teens and even then found its contents risible, so that he wasn’t at all annoyed at having to lay it aside; he had always had his own beliefs with regard to ontology and such. Also, since it was almost time for his father’s sedative, he was hardly surprised to have heard these stumbling movements from the next room; but it did seem a little odd that the old man hadn’t called out, and there was something suspiciously furtive about the muffled sounds.


  He immediately put on a robe, went next door and, on entering, discovered the ailing man up from his bed, fumbling his way toward the door in the darkness of the unlit room!


  “Father, what in the world…?” As Hemmings spoke, he found the light switch by the door, turned on the light, then bundled the shivering old man back into bed and straightened the covers over his oh-so-frail form.


  “My study,” his father’s voice was a hoarse whisper. “I…I have to…it’s in my study…but I want it here with me.” He did not seem to be talking to Hemmings; more to himself, as people sometimes do in their sleep.


  “In your study?” Frowning at the other, Hemmings tried not to scowl. “What do you mean, Father? Now listen carefully: Matron is away; but I have your pills, and in a little while I’ll prepare your soup. As for your study: your mind is perhaps wandering, for there can’t be anything of any great importance to anyone—not any longer—in your study. Is that understood?”


  The old man’s dazed expression suddenly changed; he became far more aware, awake, and managed to shrink away from his son toward the centre of the bed. “I was…dreaming. It was a…a nightmare, I think. And I just…I simply wanted to be out of here, perhaps in my study…or anywhere!”


  “Out of here?” Again Hemmings repeated him. “Oh, don’t you worry about that, for you’ll soon be out of here!” And feeling nothing of remorse he went on: “Perhaps it’s slipped your mind, Father, but you’re sick. You’re dying!”


  There was no answer as the old man’s eyes went vacant once again, and his bald, wrinkled head fell back onto the pillows.


  In no special hurry, Hemmings went to fetch the medication and on his return saw that his father was more himself. He had managed to prop himself up a little, and his sickly eyes followed his son’s every movement while he half filled a glass with water from a jug and helped the old man to get the pills down.


  Then, sitting by his father’s bed, he told him: “In a minute or two, before the medication works in earnest, I’ll fetch your soup.”


  “I’m not hungry,” the other told him with a weak, wobbling shake of his head. “I’m…I’m tired, not hungry. And anyway, I can no longer keep food down. You don’t need—I don’t want you—to bring me anything. I’m just tired.”


  Hemmings shrugged and said, “As you wish.” And he assisted the old man as he tried to ease himself down into a prone position; but even as he did so he sensed his father cringing from his touch. At which Hemmings’ already uncaring attitude immediately stiffened.


  His father, as if realizing he had made a mistake, shrank further down under the covers and muttered: “I feel…I feel something of a chill.” And: “Cold!” he continued, even shuddering a little. “I…I feel cold!” Which was also something of an error.


  That word again: cold! What, and did he perhaps feel unnaturally cold? Now Hemmings scowled, but nevertheless tried not to snarl as he grunted, “So then, I’ll get you another blanket.”


  “Don’t…don’t bother…” the other answered, his cracked voice descending into silence. Then, as the pills began to work on him, his eyes closed and in a little while he lay still…


  Within the hour, after Hemmings had thought things through, he went quietly to the old man’s study, entered and put the light on. It took only a few minutes to go through the drawers in the old oak desk, and find a sealed envelope addressed to his father’s solicitors in Edinburgh. Hemmings had no qualms about using a paper-knife to open the envelope, for he suspected he already knew the nature of the contents. Sure enough it was a last will and testament… which made absolutely no mention of Gordon J. Hemmings, but simply said that the value of the house, together with certain monies, were to be divided equally between several favourite charities!


  Hemmings searched the drawers again—more thoroughly this time—but could discover no duplicates. This was, as far as he could tell, the only document of the sort. And now it was his, and no other eyes would ever see it. As far as anyone else was concerned, his father would seem to have died intestate…


  At ten a.m. Hemmings was awake; in fact he hadn’t slept all night but had paced his room, seething inside and feeling something growing in him until it threatened to spill over. Hatred? Yes, but it was more than that. Some kind of hunger? That was a large part of it certainly: this urgent, desperate need for… something, if only he knew what!


  It was time for his father’s medication, but he didn’t take anything with him when he entered his elder’s bedroom and found him awake. Before that, however, as Hemmings passed a mirror in the corridor, he was brought to a halt, shocked at the figure—his figure—which he saw in the glass! Switching on the corridor light in order to view his reflection more clearly, he saw at once that despite the mirror’s dusty surface he wasn’t mistaken.


  He was pale as a ghost, even as pale as his father, and his features were gaunt, haggard, while his jacket appeared to hang loose from his slumping shoulders! But then, he had been up all night, his hunger gnawing at him, yet unable to eat anything by reason of the bile now surging in him, his full-blown loathing of the miserable, thankless man on his deathbed.


  Such were Hemmings emotions, the anger—and paradoxically the emptiness—that he felt inside, that he waited at the door of his father’s room until finally, under a measure of control, he was able to enter.


  The old man was awake and alert, his sunken features etched with pain, but his eyes were on his son standing on the threshold. And Hemmings was somehow aware that those rheumy eyes had been fixed on the door for as long as he had been standing just beyond it. Then, as if in confirmation:


  “I knew it was you,” his father said, his voice little more than a broken whisper.


  “But I’m the only one here,” Hemmings replied, going to sit by the bed. “So who else could it be?”


  Without answering his question, the old man said, “When you first came…came to the house, I was sure…I knew that it was you, before ever I saw you or heard your voice. It was your magnetism, a cold suction that I felt even through these solid walls!”


  Though this was far more than his father had ever ventured to tell him before, Hemmings didn’t understand; not quite, not yet. “What’s that, you say?” he replied, leaning closer to the wasted figure in the bed. “Some kind of strange, personal magnetism? My coldness and ‘unnatural’ nature? Well then, what of your nature, Father? And why do you hate me? Because my mother died giving life to me? Is that it?”


  “I don’t…don’t hate you. I wish I could have loved you, but not after what…what I saw. The doctor who delivered you, here in this very room, he seemed blind, oblivious to it—too busy bringing you into the world—but I saw it as clearly as I see you now!”


  Fascinated and leaning closer still, Hemmings searched the other’s eyes and said, “Explain.”


  His father shook his head however weakly; not in denial, in something of a quandary, seemingly at a loss to find the words. But with his shrunken, claw hands twitching where they clutched the coverlet, finally he answered: “Well, perhaps I owe you…owe you that much, if nothing else. I couldn’t have told you as a child, for that might have… damaged you further. And as the years passed I began to think, to hope, that perhaps I was mistaken. It was simply too horrible to accept as a fact…”


  Then, after a pause to order his thoughts, he went on: “You were born here, as I’ve said, in this very room. But it was not…not a normal birth.


  “I loved your mother, and had determined from the first to be there when it was her time. At first all seemed to go well; she was a perfect patient—even managing to smile through the normal but painful procedures—but as you began to emerge we could see, the doctor and I, that all was not at all well, far from it. Your colour was…it was wrong! You know the phrase ‘blue baby,’ said of a newborn child with congenital cyanosis? Well, that could have been you! You were blue-grey, almost leprous, and when the doctor saw how silent you were he looked at me and shook his head.


  “But for all that you didn’t appear to be moving or breathing, still your eyes were open and your heart was beating, however irregularly! The cord was cut, the child hung by his feet and slapped, but still nothing. And again the doctor shook his head; except that second time your mother saw it, and she knew what it meant!


  “‘Let me hold him,’ she cried. ‘Give him to me to hold! He can’t die! I won’t let him!’


  “With that motionless child hanging from his hand, the good doctor would have denied her, but she screamed at him: ‘Give me my baby!’ And he relented…would that he hadn’t!


  “Your mother took you—my Annie took you—and held your still bloody body to her breast. She breathed on you; she tried to breathe you alive, to enhance what little life you were born with and keep you alive. And then, finally, you moved!


  “But while she gave of herself, as was always your mother’s nature, you were only taking. Your little fat hands clutched at her, like greedy worms—and I saw it! The colour going out of her and into you; her cheeks, so pink and flushed, falling in a little as their rosy glow quickly transferred to you; her mouth falling open and her eyes glazing, just as you began to breathe and… and slowly smile! A newborn child, smiling like that!


  “My God, you…you were healthy—but my Annie was dead!


  “Finally I found my voice, and: ‘Doctor! Doctor,’ I cried. He was looking away, head bowed, cleaning his bloody hands over a bowl of water. He had done his job as best he could, but apparently he’d seen nothing.


  “And there lay my Annie with a little of that awful hue on her, gone from me; and you, my son, cradled in her arms, suddenly warm and… and pink!


  “So then, now I have told you…I’ve told you everything, except my thoughts on this matter. I believe it likely that you are some kind of mutant—but I do not say that disparagingly! For all God’s creatures mutate, however slowly, often over hundreds and thousands of years. In your case the metamorphosis was abrupt, a singular thing; but it was also unutterable, and morbid beyond words…”


  Now Hemmings understood everything, and while listening to his father’s faltering explanation and final words he had edged ever closer, until finally he crouched spiderlike over the bed, his attention unwavering, rapt upon the old man.


  And now his father’s eyes—which during the telling of his tale had been misty, unfocussed—lost their glaze and returned to something of sharpness, staring into Hemmings’ face where it loomed so close over him. For a moment transfixed, he looked—then gasped aloud, unable to speak! And:


  “Oh?” said his only son, burning with such an inner hunger that it was no longer sufferable. “Is there perhaps something?” But while Hemmings burned, all the old man felt was the magnetic coldness that emanated from him.


  “Your…your colour!” His father choked the words out, as the leech fell on him, gripping the bones and loose skin of his shoulders in both fat hands. “That monstrous colour! You are as grey…as grey…as death!”


  “Yes, but it’s your death!” the other replied, as something of that awful hue left him and transferred to his rapidly shrivelling father; and the coverlet sank down a very little, as the old man breathed his last…


  No problems ensued from Hemmings’ deeds. By the time the Matron returned to the house that evening a death certificate had been signed, which showed the cause of death to have been inoperable cancer of the stomach, with the additional complications of old age. Hemmings’ father had been seventy-five years of age, after all. Moreover, the corpse had already been conveyed to a mortuary, and so the good Matron never had an opportunity to see for herself the awful settling of the body, which in any case would scarcely have appeared extraordinary; for while the old man was dead and still, his cancer had been gnawing away at him even to the last, and probably for some time after that.


  Whichever, in its depleted condition the cadaver of Arthur Hamilton Hemmings was destined for burial, and just as soon as possible…


  The next afternoon, summoned by Hemmings, a gentleman arrived at the house and introduced himself as Andrew Asquith, of Macdonald, Asquith and Lee, Solicitors, whose offices were on Edinburgh Castle’s prestigious Royal Mile. In his middle years, Asquith was tall, high-browed and balding, with searching hazel eyes. Hemmings ushered him into the sitting-room, where he offered him a glass of wine which Asquith politely declined. Then, without much of a preamble, the murderer “explained”:


  “I would have called you earlier, but yesterday, after seeing to the most immediate, necessary requirements, I must have suffered an attack of some sort: shock, I think, which knocked the stuffing out of me. I could do nothing…I’m sure you’ll understand. My father’s death was hardly unexpected—inevitable, you might say—but still I wasn’t prepared.


  “However, last night I couldn’t sleep, and as I wandered an empty house and my numbed senses recovered a little, I realized there was still much to be done, many things that had to be put in order. In an address book in my father’s study, I discovered your firm’s details, and when I called you this morning learned that I was correct in believing that Macdonald, Asquith and Lee were responsible for handling his affairs. Which is why—”


  “—Why I am here,” the other finished it for him. “Yes, we have known your father for many years, but it must be said that it’s very many years since the office has had any close contact with him—at least thirty! He had little need for lawyers and the like, and we didn’t know him socially at all. Except by his excellent reputation at the College of Higher Education, he was almost a complete stranger to us. And now, alas…too late!”


  “Ah!” Hemmings at once replied. “But now, with myself—his son and heir—an association which is only just beginning, perhaps?” And shrugging, shaking his head sadly, he smiled what he hoped was a wan, melancholy smile.


  If Asquith was impressed it scarcely showed as he replied:


  “His son and only heir, I believe, yes…” And after a moment’s pause, gazing penetratingly at Hemmings, he went on: “You mentioned yesterday’s immediate, necessary requirements—tasks which at first you were able to handle yourself before, er, the shock set in.”


  “Why yes,” Hemmings nodded. “A doctor had to be called, to ascertain the cause and certify the death. I’m a professor, Mr. Asquith, a mathematician—not a physician! And then the mortuary had to be informed, in order that my father could be taken from the house and the funerary arrangements could be made. But…why do you ask?”


  “Oh, nothing of any great importance; in the circumstances you were understandably upset, to say the least. And that being the case you should be complimented that despite your state of mind you were able to act so swiftly and logically. Of course, there was no one else here—no siblings or other relatives—to advise you one way or the other.”


  “Advise me?” Hemmings frowned.


  “You see, in my experience, bereaved families are frequently so out of sorts, so bewildered, that at first they do very little. Their loss is unacceptable: stunned, they permit their loved one to simply lie there, perhaps thinking that he or she will wake up! Why, it’s even possible that the custom of allowing the deceased to ‘lie in state’ for a period has its origin in just such circumstances. But you—”


  “Ah, I see!” Hemmings cut him short, his voice hardening as his true nature began to assert itself. “You think that I acted in haste, and it’s possible you wonder why.”


  “Not so—not at all!” The other waved placating hands. But Hemmings would have none of that:


  “No, no, I believe I can readily understand your concerns,” he growled. “And I don’t especially care for the nature of your enquiries. But on the other hand…it could be my fault. When I called your office this morning, it’s quite possible I didn’t make absolutely clear the circumstances of my father’s passing. I have a copy of the death certificate, Mr. Asquith…he died not only of old age but mainly of advanced cancer of the gut!”


  “Ahhh!” The other’s face fell. “Then there’s really no need to—”


  But again Hemmings cut him short: “So, if you would care to accompany me to his room, where the bed still bears the indentation of his form, and the atmosphere still reeks of that awful disease…”


  But Asquith was already shaking his head. “Entirely unnecessary, I assure you. If I had known from the beginning…but I didn’t. You have told me all I need to know, with the exception of just one thing. Ah, and there’s one other thing which I must tell you.”


  “Oh?”


  “In a moment. But first—did you by chance discover a will among your father’s effects, in one of his drawers perhaps?”


  “A will? Why no, I didn’t so much as think of it! Maybe we should go to his study right now, where in my presence you can search through his documents.”


  “My thoughts precisely,” said Asquith. “You see, I haven’t as yet told you everything—which wasn’t deliberate! I simply forgot to mention one other contact we had with your father.”


  Hemmings frowned again. “A contact? Recently?”


  “Yes. Some months ago, probably when he first began to feel ill, your father sent us a letter advising us that if he should die we should look for a revised will in his study—because he was considering revisions to the one he had given into our keeping that time all of thirty years ago.”


  “Thirty…thirty years ago,” Hemmings repeated him stumblingly.


  “I was just a very junior partner at that time, of course,” Asquith went on, “but the old document was still there where my seniors have kept it safe, and I have it with me. Since you are your father’s sole son and heir, a formal reading isn’t necessary unless you desire it. I am of course aware of the contents, but you may read the document for yourself when our business is concluded.”


  Hemmings quickly recovered his wits, and grunted, “Then by all means let’s get it over with! Come, we’ll go to his study.”


  They did, but found nothing of importance. The old man had been in debt to no one; it only remained to cancel his pension and pay various household bills, which amounted to very little.


  “With your permission,” said Asquith, “I shall see to those details personally. Meanwhile, this is yours.” He handed over a manilla envelope containing the old will. “You’ll find that all has been left to you: the house, monies, some small investments…everything. Will you sell this place when all is settled?”


  “No,” Hemmings replied, carefully opening the brittle parchment document. “I’ll let the house out for now, and perhaps one day return to live here.”


  “Then again with your permission I’ll carry out the necessary searches, prepare documents of transfer and ownership, and send them on for your approval and signature.”


  “Thank you,” said Hemmings, quickly scanning the will, which was written in his father’s neat, unfaltering, and thirty-years younger hand.


  “There is only one requirement on your part,” said Asquith: “the final paragraph, which I’m sure has been answered in full. For as you pointed out, you are a Professor; moreover a mathematician, as was the old gentleman before you.”


  At which Hemmings at once transferred his gaze to the paragraph in question:


  “…All of which being contingent on the understanding that the aforesaid, Gordon J. Hemmings, has not only survived me but is grown into a law-abiding, principled, and worthy citizen…” Followed by the old man’s distinctive signature, the date, and nothing more.


  And having read, finally the great leech fabricated another melancholy smile, nodded and said: “Oh, indeed! It would appear I have followed in his footsteps! For even now at the end we’re as one; and for however long, something of him will continue in me…”


  As Hemmings’ memories faded, returning him to the present where he walked the Kirkaldy promenade:


  So then, he thought. It suddenly dawns on me that my father was not in fact my first time but second, for my mother came first. But I shall continue to consider him my first—my ‘conscious’ first, at least—if only because I can’t remember her!


  Or was that actual first time other than murder? Rather, a gift of life from his mother, and the instinctive acceptance or taking of it by a hungry, even greedy newborn child—himself. Whichever, he had known nothing of his birth until that morning by the old man’s deathbed, when he had deliberately, if experimentally, snatched what little life-force remained in him.


  And so, to all intents and purposes, his father had indeed been his first. While in the two years gone by since then—


  —Everything that mattered had seemed to come together for him, and quickly; while everything that mattered not at all had come apart with equal rapidity. Finally, financially stable, he had become lax at the University, and the classes he taught had suffered as a result. His “inheritance”—which worked out more a sufficiency than a plenitude—had nevertheless buoyed him up, making him increasingly assertive and far less inclined to heed the advice of his so-called peers and superiors.


  Peers? He had none, not that he would ever have accepted as such. As for “superiors”—that was a laugh! What, those doddering, stunted old pedagogues; those puffed-up so-called intellectuals who taught standing on the shoulders of genuine, long dead geniuses without ever attempting to climb higher, seemingly failing to even realize there were just such elevated levels they could ascend to? Because of course they couldn’t! Not them, never! Albert Einstein’s General Theory of Relativity was fifty years old, yet they would still try to explain and—for God’s sake!—if there was such a Creator—“teach” it; as if it was a brand new, extraordinary, immutable idea, without even guessing at its higher functions… because they couldn’t! Pythagoras’ doctrines were some two and a half millennia older, yet they were mainly forgotten; while his studies in respect of the purging of the soul and its release from metempsychosis weren’t so much as mentioned, or were at best dismissed as nonsensical, along with his admixture of esoteric mysticism and mathematics.


  But all of these mainly neglected things, matters of metaphysical space, time, and mind, were to him, to Professor Gordon J. Hemmings, the very essence of being: seminal sources of universal knowledge and existence.


  If only, he conjectured, Pythagoras and Einstein—and perhaps Euclid and Riemann, and one or two others; for example the necromancer and Great Beast, Aliester Crowley, who he felt sure had come very close at times to solving certain mysteries—if only they had been able to get together in the flesh; what arcane prodigies might have emerged from that! Nothing mundane, be sure! Perhaps, he continued to conjecture, perhaps like himself Diophantus of Alexandria, and certainly Leonardo da Vinci and a small handful of others, they too had been mutants of the sort his father had posited.


  But far ahead of their time, unique examples of transcendent genes, it appeared they had all evolved along very divergent and occasionally darker pathways; himself especially.


  But his thoughts had wandered, and now he drew them back: to his “superiors” at the University, yes, and one in particular…


  Came the time when he had been summoned to the vice-chancellor’s chambers to explain his alleged shortcomings. His students, apparently, were the main complainants! How were they supposed or expected to attain an understanding of higher mathematics when their instructor was wont to stray so far from the subject matter? For instance: what had necromancy, metaphysics, numerology and various other primitive occult and long-rejected theories and obscure studies got to do with algebraic equations or differential and integral calculus?


  “Yes, it is true,” he had explained, “that I often refer to an original theory or its source in order to show the evolution of a system. Mathematics has a history no less than every other science. If not for Einstein’s General Relativity, would we now have nuclear power, quantum mechanics or the ongoing search for black holes?”


  “Oh, and numerology?” Latimer Calloway, Professor of Anthropology—soon to be Professor Emeritus, since he was then into his last few remaining weeks as vice-chancellor—had been less than impressed; and not at all with Hemmings’ recently and very noticeably enhanced air of superiority.


  Hemmings had shrugged. “But man has always associated names with numbers, and has always found them mystical. As an anthropologist you are surely aware of that connection, and as a mathematician I refuse to ignore it! Are you saying you find nothing magical—or let’s say ‘mystical’—about numbers?


  Let me give you an example of what I am getting at. How can it be that with our ability to reduce numbers, especially where time is concerned, down to billionths and even nanoseconds, we are unable to resolve pi? It’s a so-called irrational number, as are so many others that can’t be pinned down to precise values. Why is the hypotenuse of a right-angled triangle invariably five units in length wherever the right-angled sides are three and four such units? There is no explanation, it’s simply so. Or perhaps not so simply.”


  “But—”


  “Let me continue,” Hemmings had insisted. “I spoke of time. If time is but a fourth dimension of our universe, perhaps the answers to all such questions may be found in a fifth or even a sixth; and many of our supposedly finest theoretical physicists have been at least considering the possibility of just such external or ulterior dimensions for many decades—and right there you have a very strong connection at least with metaphysics, if not the other, er, perhaps less acceptable doctrines.”


  To which Calloway had replied: “All of which comes close to sophistry!”


  “Not so, and I will tell you why. I believe that unless my students become completely immersed in such mysteries—unless I seed in them an absolute fascination with numbers—how then may they aspire to mastery of the subject?”


  More sophistry? And for several long moments the vice-chancellor had remained silent, a hand stroking his chin under thin lips and frowning eyes. Until finally he said: “This is not the first time we have heard complaints. We know that you have most recently suffered a bereavement, but since returning from Edinburgh your entire demeanour would seem to have changed. In fact it has even been suggested that you do not so much teach or try to inform your students as convince yourself! That you have become something of a doctrinaire; that you are inclined to carry unorthodox principals to impractical, unworkable extremes! Well if so it simply isn’t good enough, Professor Hemmings.”


  Unabashed and on the contrary angered, Hemmings had replied “And as to your own personal opinion?”


  “I shall hold that in reserve—for the moment. Suffice it to say that as of now we shall watch how you go, and very carefully.”


  Hemmings had taken that not only as his dismissal, but also as an insult and a threat. “We shall watch how you go,” indeed! Well, he would tell them where they could go, and how quickly!


  And sneering scornfully he’d stalked from the vice-chancellor’s chambers, collected his personal effects—plus a handful of books from certain shelves in the library—and returned at once to Edinburgh.


  A brief notice on the university’s information boards a few days later had acknowledged his resignation…


  Calloway, that apathetic cretin!…Hemmings now thought as he walked the Kirkaldy esplanade. Ah but then, he had paid for his insouciance in the end! For Professor Emeritus Latimer Calloway had become…what, Hemmings’ second? Well, his true third, if he included his mother. He had yet to make up his mind decisively on that one.


  And as for now: now he was seeking his ninth.


  Yesterday had been the eighth, and a barely adequate tidbit at that. It concerned the great leech that he felt so hungry so soon. Obviously that limping, down-and-out drug addict had been on his “last legs,” literally! His life-force, or his soul—as the Pythagoreans would doubtless have had it—had already been ebbing when Hemmings took him. He had sufficed, if only for the moment; but now on this desolate strand that moment had passed, and the need inside Hemmings was once again gnawing at him. Oh, he knew he could manage for a while longer, but still he didn’t want to.


  On the other hand, perhaps he didn’t have to. For as he was about to turn back and head for the railway station, finally he had found what might well be that ninth victim he was searching for.


  Here, midway along the esplanade, in the lee of a sea wall, an open-ended shelter containing a wooden bench provided refuge from inclement weather and a place to rest or simply to sit and gaze out across the sea. Right now it was occupied by a man and his scrawny dog, a young German Shepherd by its looks. Glancing all about and seeing no one else in the vicinity, Hemmings drew closer and stepped into the comparative privacy of the shelter.


  The man seated on the bench, where he was eating a sandwich and feeding his dog with dry crusts and scraps from a paper bag on his knees, was exactly the sort of fellow Hemmings had hoped to find: a knight of the road. Short and heavy-set, bearded and weathered to a light mahogany, he was dressed in ancient, badly patched jeans and what looked like a homemade hessian jacket or shirt under an open plastic raincoat. Even more appropriate, he appeared ruddy with health and just the opposite of yesterday’s victim.


  Looking up as something of the great leech’s shadow fell on him, the tramp seemed momentarily surprised—not everyone felt inclined to approach him this closely. And: “A very good day to you, sir!” he said in a guttural yet oddly cultured voice as he brushed crumbs from his knees, crumpled the paper bag and stuffed it into a pocket.


  “Indeed it is,” Hemmings replied. “But the nights will soon be drawing in. Still, I can see that you’re a man of all weathers.”


  The other nodded. “I am, though some weathers are less kind than others. But the dog will keep me warm, as I shall keep him warm, though soon I’ll have to do something about his small inhabitants.”


  “Ah!” said Hemmings, reaching in his pocket. “Would a pound buy you some of the required pills or powders, perhaps?”


  “Oh, indeed!” The tramp quickly, eagerly stood up.


  “In which case a fiver would probably feed you for a day or two, as well?” And Hemmings proffered a five-pound note.


  “Why, bless you!” The other’s hand started to tremble where it reached for the money. “You are my benefactor, sir!”


  No, thought Hemmings, but you will certainly be mine!


  Before the tramp’s shaky hand could take hold of the note, Hemmings said, “Ah!”—and as if by accident let it slip from his fingers. The other at once stooped to recover it.


  Instantly the ex-Professor pictured an explosion of hugely intricate symbols—numbers, equations, and cabbalistic calculi—letting this seeming chaos warp momentarily on the screen of his mind, then freezing it at the required evolution: the junction between physical and metaphysical universes.


  And behind the stooping tramp the air rippled where a door formed in otherwise empty space.


  Except for a faint shimmer the door was invisible, yet the mutant Hemmings sensed it there and leaned his bulk forward until his fat hands could grip the bowed man’s shoulders and hold him down; and as the other shrank down more yet under the great leech’s weight and magnetic influence, so the transfer ran its course.


  The tramp cried out; he grew suddenly weak and flailed useless arms; his dog yelped and, perhaps sensing the unknown with its animal instinct, sat back on its haunches and hauled on the leash that was wrapped about its master’s right hand and wrist. Which was when the murderer pushed with all his and the other’s stolen strength, causing the tramp to topple over backwards and disappear through the door. The Alsatian yelped again, skidding on a leash as taut as a bowstring; until Hemmings put a foot on its backside, cursing as he gave it a vicious shove. And as the frantic animal jerked forward and passed only halfway from view…then the monster collapsed his door!


  Slopping blood and guts from a middle sliced through as if by the keenest guillotine blade, the rear half of the dog fell over on its side, kicking its hind legs spastically just twice. Its escaping fluids slimed the concrete paved floor in an uneven, darkly expanding circle; which caused ex-Professor Hemmings to step lively to avoid fouling his shoes.


  And without further pause, his hideous hunger satisfied, it was time he was on his way to the railway station; and glancing up and down the esplanade and beach as he went, reassuring himself that his actions and even his presence had gone unobserved the great leech set off back the way he had come.


  Pleased with the way things had gone, he knew that his fat face, which for the moment was ruddy with his victim’s colour, would soon return to a more accustomed hue. As for his repast: rarely had he indulged himself so gratifyingly and so cheaply. But what a pity that the tramp had claimed his fiver before the door claimed him.


  And one other thing. Before voiding the door, for a single instant Hemmings had caught himself peering half fearfully into the darkness beyond it. But there’d been nothing there. So perhaps that other thing—that yesterday thing—perhaps that had been his imagination…his conscience? But no, he thought and shook his head, hardly that! And grinning, with a spring in his step, he carried on walking…


  Early that same evening, as the Necroscope Harry Keogh tried to relax in an easy chair in his rather dusty but comfortably familiar living room—as he sat there pondering this strange new case, this murder whose author used the Möbius Continuum as his weapon—he was startled from uneasy thoughts that were slowly but surely deepening into the reverie which in him usually preceeded sleep, by the sudden purring of his telephone.


  It was B.J. Mirlu, enquiring: “Harry, mah wee man—are ye all right? Ah was expectin’ yere call—which didnae come. Now why is that, Ah wonder?”


  Mah wee man! Those three small words of evocation which the Necroscope couldn’t ignore even if he fought them with his last breath; that post hypnotic-command that B.J. had anchored irremovably in his mind. If she were to call for him now that would mean the end of his investigations, at least for the time being. But well aware of the constraint, the imposition she had placed upon him, still Harry was largely in possession of his own mind and perfectly able to answer her, albeit carefully:


  “I’ve been busy, Bonnie Jean, and it’s not over yet because I’m still trying to work something out. I was going to call you but you’ve beaten me to it! So…are you okay?”


  “Oh, Ah’m fine, Harry. It’s just that Ah like tae hear yere voice now and then. Ye ken how Ah get out o’ sorts when Ah dinnae hear from ye.”


  “But it’s only been a day, B.J.!”


  She chuckled huskily. “So then, ye’ve no found someone else tae take mah place?”


  “Is that likely?” He gave a derisive snort, then continued: “Now, what’s the real reason for your call?”


  “Oh, aye?” she replied. “So it’s straight tae the point, is it? Well so be it! And maybe it’s just as well ye’re still busy wi’ whatever…so long as its no another woman!” She chuckled once again, then dropped the accent and quickly continued:


  “Don’t come to the bar tonight, Harry. Not even if you manage to get done with your business. I could use a little sleep, especially if I’m to be up in the middle of the night.”


  “Oh really!” said the Necroscope, in a mock suspicious tone of voice. “So now maybe I should be concerned about who’s going to be sleeping in my bed, should I? Who’s huffing, puffing, and threatening to blow me out of your…?” At which, no sooner were the words out, or almost—words that were so evocative of the tale of the three little piggies,—than he was biting down on his tongue! For even imagining the worst of his enigmatic moonchild lover, and especially when under her thrall actually knowing almost everything about B.J., it would never be a good idea to let any kind of wolf creep into their conversations! No, because this was by no means a fairy tale!


  And quickly changing the subject, he went on: “So then, why will you be up in the middle of the night?” Another ill-advised question, possibly; and, in light of what she was, something he might not want to know and which B.J. probably wouldn’t want to tell him. But she at once replied:


  “Because I want to get underway while the roads are all but empty. One of the girls will be driving me up to Inverdruie, to see Auld John, an old friend of mine for so many years now that…well, that would be much like telling you how old I am, and I’m fussy about my years. But I fancy there may be some sort of problem—nothing you need be concerned about—just something that I might have to sort out for John, that’s all.”


  “Oh,” said Harry, attempting to sound mildly disappointed; which in a way, and however paradoxical it might seem, he actually was! But then, shrugging it off, he said: “Well, okay. You know where I’ll be when you get back, and even if it’s only for a day or two you know I’ll be missing you.”


  And now the accent was back again as she answered, “Me too, Harry. But mind ye now, do stay away frae the bar, mah wee man. Because they girls o’ mine…well let’s put it this way: when the cat’s away the mice can play. Aye, and sometimes they get a wee bit frisky, they lassies.” And yet again she chuckled, however darkly.


  “B.J.,” he told her, “You know I’ve no use for the wine bar if you’re not there, so get back soon. And whatever Auld John’s problem is in Inverdruie, take care of yourself—promise?”


  “Oh, Ah’ll take care, ye may be sure o’ that, Harry. And Ah expect the same o’ ye.”


  “It’s a deal,” said the Necroscope…


  Wide awake now, and while outside the light was still good despite the unseasonable drizzle and blustery wind, Harry donned a raincoat, put up the hood and went out into his rank garden. He must see to that one day, he thought, treading the bramble- and weed-strewn path to the gate and out onto the equally overgrown riverside track, and down it to the bight where his Ma’s sunken remains lay still on their deep bed of mud and rotting vegetation.


  It hardly seemed right, Harry thought, keeping the thought to himself where he stood on the bank above her swirling grave, that his mother should be here when there were other places she could be; not merely better or more suitable burial-places, but a promised nirvana or Elysium.


  But no, his Ma had held back for him and he knew she would have it no other way. And so for now:


  “Hi, Ma,” he said. “How’s it going?”


  Frustratingly! she immediately replied. Harry, you told me that this poor man tumbled from a secret door high over the sea and disappeared in the water before you could follow him. Assuming the fall didn’t kill him, which it surely must have, still it would have stunned him and he would have drowned. Now I know all too well what that last must have been like, and…(As she paused, the Necroscope sensed a gentle shudder, an almost tangible trembling in his unique mind, before she was able to continue:) …and so I fully understand why he wasn’t able to speak to you following so closely on his death.


  But that was then and this is now—by which time he should surely be in contact with at least a handful of the Great Majority, others who died like him at sea. Well, he should be—


  “But he isn’t?” Harry finished it for her, then said:


  “Ma, perhaps I wasn’t clear enough in what I told you. You see, I believe this man was dead before he was ejected from the killer’s door. And yes, I know he would have been in shock from the transition, and that I couldn’t expect any sort of coherent deadspeak from him, but I didn’t hear anything…well, except maybe the farthest, faintest of whispers; more a silence than a sound really, like an echo through an otherwise empty hole in my mind. It’s—I don’t know—very difficult to explain.”


  Ahhh! she said. But that’s exactly what we’ve been getting! Of course, there could be several good reasons for such difficulties; the deep sea has a tendency to…well, to wash things away. Also, there are mercifully few drownings, while the death you described is probably of a kind—


  “But not necessarily so,” said Harry, frowning. “And that’s what I’m trying to find out: whether or not there were more.”


  —And the few who do meet their ends in the water, however it occurs, usually move on quite quickly. It’s almost as if the aching loneliness of their estate is acknowledged and answered; well, perhaps depending upon how they’ve lived their lives. For it’s an accepted fact among the teeming dead that the vile ones seem to be kept waiting for a long, long time. And they usually suffer their term in silence, for we are reluctant to have anything to do with them. It isn’t cruelty, Harry; we simply avoid their contamination.


  The Necroscope was disappointed. “So you’ve got nothing for me?”


  Oh, we do have something, but as you said it’s very difficult to explain—like echoes in a mental void, you said. But I think we can do better than that, if not very much better.


  “Then by all means let’s hear it,” said Harry. “Whatever it is, it has to be better than nothing.”


  Well, she responded, as you yourself have said, there seem to be deadspeak whispers—but the very faintest, most distant and undecipherable whispers. Just exactly what one might expect of long-drowned persons whose remains have been dispersed, cast abroad—which, as I pointed out, is in itself a curious thing; for usually the souls of the drowned move on quite quickly to a better place or places. Or so the teeming dead are given to believe. My own case to the contrary, naturally, but only because I chose to stay behind…for now at least.


  Harry frowned as his frustration mounted to match his Ma’s, then said: “But apart from the fact that you seem to be suggesting more than one whisperer, how does that help me? Especially if they’ve become so dispersed—so scattered—as to make them unintelligible? I mean, if that’s the case then even if I could go to them, which I can’t, still I couldn’t, er, ‘fathom’ them; no pun intended. But if you and the Great Majority can’t find a way to read them, what point is there in my trying?”


  But that’s just it! his Ma answered. They don’t seem to be at all widely scattered. Faint and plaintive as they are, still all of these ethereal whispers appear to have just one point of origin—one and the same location—or very nearly so!


  Hearing that the Necroscope’s attention, which had begun to wander as he considered other avenues of investigation, was immediately reanimated. Several deadspeak whispers or echoes, but only one point of origin, one location! And without as yet fully understanding why, Harry was at once reminded of that anomalous formula with which the unknown Möbius murderer had conjured and abused the Continuum. Not only reminded of it, he believed that with his intuitive grasp of exotic and extramundane mathematics he could recall it more fully to mind and perhaps even recreate it. But for the moment, where he stood on the rim of the river, Harry wasn’t at all best situated to concentrate upon the formula’s alien elements and study them more closely.


  The Necroscope’s unshielded thoughts were, of course, deadspeak and entirely “audible” to his Ma, who told him: I have no knowledge of numbers, Harry—especially not your numbers—but I know how important they are you. We’ll have plenty of time for talking later, so now you should go and do what you do best. And meanwhile I shall urge the teeming dead to work harder. You know that if it’s for you they’ll do all they possibly can, but… before you go, let me for a change ask you a question.


  “Go right ahead,” said Harry.


  Son, didn’t we not so long ago have dealings with something very similar to this?


  Harry knew exactly what she meant. “That thing in the woods that had been eating people, imprisoning their souls for untold ages? Yes, it was similar in its way, but that was an alien being, and probably the last of its kind. This time we’re talking about a man, a human being—however in human—who I think feeds on his victims’ life-forces like a loathsome leech; not so much incarcerating their souls as, far worse, reconstituting them as sustenance until deadspeak whispers are all that remain of them: their dregs, if you’ll forgive me for putting it that way. And that’s the kind of creature I think I’m up against.”


  A very terrible man! she said then. A monster! Some kind of hideous mutation!


  “That’s right,” the Necroscope agreed. “Even as the Mongolian Max Batu was a mutation, with his evil eye; and as I myself am a mutation…well, of a sort. It’s a matter of genetics, I suppose.”


  You have my genes, Harry, she answered at once, but you are not a monster! You must never think that way!


  “Oh, I don’t!” he replied. “Not for a moment…but it’s a safe bet there are plenty of people who would think that way if ever I was found out! I mean, I talk to dead people, Ma!”


  Yes, and as I’ve said, we would do almost anything for you. You’re the one light in our darkness, Harry! But now you should go and do whatever you can to put this thing right.


  Knowing she would sense it, he nodded and said: “Thanks for all your help, Ma. Just talking to you helps sort things out—and we’ll definitely talk later.”


  With which he stepped back into the cover of the tall hedge bordering the river path and conjured a door, and just a moment later was gone from that place…


  …Back into his living room, which doubled as his study despite the lack of clutter and disorder such offices all too frequently display. There was a desk and chair, plus Harry’s easy chair; a shelf with a handful of books: an illustrated Atlas of The World too tall for the shelf and therefore laid flat; a fat Webster’s Dictionary and updated Thesaurus; three leather-bound mathematical treatises, which the Necroscope had discovered and bought cheaply in an Edinburgh used bookshop just off the Royal Mile, and various bits and pieces of bric-a-brac: a large conch here, an hourglass whose sands had long since solidified there, but that was all. Simply a drab and rather dusty room, (for the Necroscope wasn’t much good at housekeeping) but still a familiar room, containing nothing much to distract or preoccupy him, where he could relax and think things through, work things out.


  With heavy curtains drawn across the glazed patio doors, in the pool of yellow light cast by a table-lamp’s circular shade, Harry slumped down in his chair, gradually immersing himself in that which any normal mentality must surely consider a drifting maze of abstruse and esoteric numbers—but not merely numbers, not as ordinary men are given to understand such.


  With his eyes half shut, it was as if Harry floated through some vast and cosmic brain’s neural pathways, a labyrinth whose walls and whorls were composed of continuously evolving symbols and equations, ciphers and numerals, algebraic and decimal permutations, logarithmic computations and complex calculuses that strove to explain and manipulate all of the constantly changing quantities. In effect and in mathematical terms, the Necroscope was adrift in an as yet incomplete interpretation of the entire space-time universe! But he knew that these were patterns—the very DNA of existence—which only God Himself could ever bring to a conclusion or summation, because God alone was the author, the Ultimate Mathematician.


  August Ferdinand Möbius had been here before Harry, it went without saying; but even Möbius, Harry’s mentor, would not have been able to interpret one quarter of what was hidden or hinted at here. Unlocking the formula to the Möbius Continuum had been his greatest achievement, but even so he’d been obliged to wait until he was dead. For death had set his mind free to solve the many problems that had eluded him in life. And he was out there even now, Harry felt sure, still working on his Grand Theory of Everything.


  But that’s how it was with the Great Majority: what so many of them had done during worthwhile lives they continued to do in death or until they moved on…and perhaps even then. But the Necroscope was very much alive, and he’d inherited not only his mother’s and her mother’s psychic skills but the Möbius Continuum, too—and his mentor’s numerical genius.


  Harry knew what he was looking for. The formula he used to conjure Möbius doors was only one of several, possibly of many, he felt sure. It had to be so because he had actually witnessed someone or some devil using and misusing just such an inferior, perhaps rudimentary version whose coefficients appeared skewed, subordinate to his own. As the monkey is to man, so this cruder formula was to Harry’s. For while it offered access to the Möbius Continuum, certain important elements of control seemed to be missing. It was like…like a car without a steering wheel, a blunt instrument as opposed to a vehicle; Harry knew that instinctively. What he did not as yet know was how it worked: its limitations, how he might use them, or prevent them from being used against him in the future confrontation that he now accepted as inevitable.


  And fearless in this unruly mental environment, this self-induced manifestation—lulled by the lure of Lorelei numbers, evolving and expanding exponentially all around him—he almost failed to recognize it, almost let it go streaming by into the inner recesses of his own mind, to reside there until, perhaps by some future effort of trial and error, he might try to call it forth again.


  But no, having seen it barely in time, he stabilized it in his mind’s eye while yet letting its evolution continue.


  It was the basic framework, the skeleton, of some primitive formula which had the bare bones but never the flesh of a workable conjuration. Riveted in his chair, concentrating his mind, the Necroscope forced it to mutate, creating upon and within it a simple mathematical substratum, a foundation on which to build a congeries of more readily functioning systems. A little flesh was then added to these additional bones, but far too many organs were still missing…


  The thing grew; various parts began to interact; the mutations came faster and faster until, afraid of letting some small but significant detail slip past him, Harry slowed the process down. And finally the formula he had sensed at the scene of the crime and the structure he was building coincided, equation for equation and solution for solution—


  —And there it was, full-fleshed however malformed, inelegant: the Möbius murderer’s device!


  Freezing it in position, then conjuring into being his own formula alongside in order to compare them, Harry was now able to detect the structural differences and so determine the weapon’s abilities and limitations. He had already experienced and was aware of some of the former, and his dear Ma and the Great Majority had supplied at least one clue to the latter: the fact that the unknown monster’s victims—the so-called “whisperers”—all seemed to end up in more or less the same place. And now he could see why.


  While Harry’s own formula, his mathematical “spell,” was fit for purpose, offering him total control as an adept, there were several stipulations and unwieldy spatial regulations governing the other. One such variable, which at first sight appeared to fit the picture perfectly, in fact controlled inalienable space time coordinates, vectors and distances. The formula would, and indeed had, created doors of a sort; but where Harry had previously illustrated its use by analogy, the motor car which he had envisaged was suddenly other than a blunt instrument: it was in fact a catapult! Not only was the car minus a steering wheel, it had no brakes, there were no internal handles on its doors, and as surmised it had only one fixed destination or “target.” Once aboard you couldn’t get out until the car’s sudden stop spilled you through a metaphorical windshield into space at that preordained, invariable location over the grey North Sea!


  But surely it wasn’t designed this way? Not even its creator could use it without suffering its constraints—not that he was ever likely to attempt such a thing! For even if he brought into being another door while hurtling down half a mile of thin air, still it could only return him to the selfsame place; such was its nature. Or…had it indeed been fashioned this way by the great leech with only one monstrous use in mind—as an aid to mathematical murder?


  Everything else that the Necroscope had pictured, building to his discovery of the weapon, was gone now from his thoughts, leaving only the device in question as he concentrated upon it, examining its structure ever more closely. Was it possible, he wondered, to redesign it? Could this “car” be customized?


  Harry had never before imagined himself as a creator, only as a rediscoverer of what was already known, that which August Ferdinand Möbius had already discovered. But now he found himself wondering: could he perhaps change this thing, shaping it anew? But why not? However exotic, it was only a flawed formula, and the ingredients (or components) of formulas are rarely immutable. They can be altered to either weaken or improve them; without which there would be no such thing as chemistry, no theoretical physicists, and indeed no sciences, except perhaps of the psychological and immaterial.


  The device was now fixed firmly and permanently in Harry’s mind, and as well as his own more perfectly functioning conjurations, he believed he should now be able to call this one into existence just as easily. To prove it he erased the thing, then at once recalled it into being—and its alien door along with it!


  With something of a shudder (Harry couldn’t help but remember the hellishly greedy and ruddy face of this thing’s author) he closed the door but held the formula in position, unwavering in his mind. There, no problem! But as for changing, rearranging it…


  He tweaked it: deleted an unnecessary equation here, added an infinitesimal fluxion there, came close to ruining the thing before just as quickly stabilizing it. It was flexible, if only within its own mathematical parameters. And as Harry worked, so the truth began to dawn on him: that this formula had been come upon in error or by accident; that its creator had perhaps inadvertently fashioned something of a Möbius door which, being its maker, he had then seen or sensed as whatever problem he’d been working on crystalized and the dimensional interface—the door itself—had materialized (or immaterialized?) into being for the first time.


  Which meant that the genetic mutation that made this loathsome killer the freakish vampire that he was had probably been accompanied and complemented by an intuitive grasp… an intuitive grasp of…of the power… the power of numbers!


  Why of course! It was surely so! And the Necroscope was at once at odds with himself that he hadn’t immediately understood what was now so obvious to him: that the great leech was also a hugely talented mathematician! Or maybe he had been aware of it from the start (he made an effort to excuse himself) but was so engaged, so close to the case, that this yet more serious facet had failed to properly register: the fact that the Möbius monster was also a master of eccentric numbers!


  But since the fat man had obviously already experimented in this area with some success, what was to stop him from carrying on? What if he discovered a formula he could more readily control, one he could use as well as abuse? What if, eventually, he stumbled upon Harry’s, or more properly Möbius’ formula itself? And now Harry felt wholly justified in finding excuses for himself, for patently he had realized the full gravity of the case, quite apart from the need to identify a murderer and bring him to justice.


  Hadn’t he explained to Darcy Clarke why he couldn’t be more specific about the problem, that being because he hadn’t wanted to jeopardize his own special skills? Perhaps that oblique reference with its far greater significance had been indicative of his true appreciation of the situation. Not so much that he was being protective of his talents—though of course he was—but rather that he wouldn’t let them fall into the wrong hands; and especially not the fat and bloody hands of the Möbius murderer.


  For if that were to happen…


  …Now how in hell would one go about apprehending someone like that? Harry wondered, alarmed at the very concept. A human leech with the wild talents (at least some of them) of the Necroscope himself? A creature who could disappear into the Möbius Continuum at will, and return a moment later to suck one’s soul out and send one’s shrinking corpse on a one-way journey to the bottom of the deep blue (or grey) North Sea? And what’s more, a murderous mutant freak who wouldn’t hesitate to do so!


  The more Harry considered it, the more unsettled he became. But having imagined horrors that didn’t bear thinking about, he was now finding it hard to concentrate on anything else and was becoming physically and mentally weary. Yet despite feeling tired and disinclined, discouraged, he nevertheless returned to tweaking the still ungainly foreign formula.


  This wasn’t just another example of his usual tenacity, but something that was taking shape in the back of his subconscious mind: the itchy wriggling of a developing embryonic notion that might well prove to be very important. Call it a hunch, but the Necroscope was an advocate of hunches, oneiric predictions, and precognition. Indeed, there were at least two precogs among his former E-Branch colleagues, and on rare occasions Harry himself had experienced a small handful of vague, enigmatic glimpses of the future. Also, he knew the anecdotal story of the 19th century German chemist Kekule von Stradonitz, who allegedly deduced the structural formula for benzene while asleep! And ever since standing by the tomb of Möbius in Leipzig Harry had also been a confirmed adherent of extinct German scientists and their work. But with his esoteric talents, how could it be otherwise?


  Enough—suffice it to say he would never casually disregard any such concept, however unorthodox or unconventional. But in any case the current itch at the back of his mind was barely tactile, almost intangible. And yet…


  … And yet he sensed that it concerned that previously noted variable coefficient, the one that controlled space-time coordinates. With his head beginning to ache, he looked at it again. It was a variable; it could be altered to determine a fantastic number of coordinates; it just happened to be (but did not have to be) fixed upon just the one, that windblown window high over the North Sea with its terrible half-mile plunge to a premature oblivion.


  With regard to the formula’s misuse, however, as the principal tool in the Möbius monster’s modus operandi, it was possible that just a single location had been considered sufficient, at least for the time being. Or perhaps this malignant creature was not entirely aware of what he’d stumbled across here; maybe he had not, as yet, studied it to such an extent that he understood its full potential.


  And with that thought in mind the Necroscope was even more determined that the great leech must never be given the opportunity to explore the thing that far, or indeed any further…


  The sound of an approaching motorcycle, unusual in this more or less moribund, out of the way district—a sound terminating in a loud backfire—startled Harry from morbid introspection. He was at first surprised to find that the soft yellow glow of the table-lamp seemed suddenly to have strengthened; the result, he quickly realized, of the gloom that had not so suddenly descended. And a glance at his watch verified the fact that, entirely unaware of the passage of time, he’d been working on the heterogeneous formula for several hours!


  There came a knocking at the back door of the house.


  Harry’s orientation, his sense of place to the contrary, he had always considered his living-room in the quarter of the old house that faced the river to be at the front, and the opposite elevation, bordered by a crumbling pavement in a short deserted street of sorts, to be the rear. Now, with everything mathematical banished temporarily from his mind, he got up and made his way through the house along a wide, dark corridor to the “back” door, opening it to a helmeted, uniformed policeman—a courier—whose motorcycle now stood idle at the kerb.


  “Mr. Harry Keogh?” inquired that one, mispronouncing Keogh and, without waiting for a reply, handing Harry a stiff-backed, slightly larger than A4 manila envelope with neither an address nor any return address.


  Harry took it, checked both blank sides, and said, “From?”


  “I’ve no idea, sir.” The other shrugged apologetically. “I just deliver stuff, that’s all—but important stuff, usually. I can tell you this much: it was wired in from London about an hour-and-a-half ago, and could only be handled by a senior officer—which is why it’s taken so long to reach you. It arrived at the Bonnyrig police post, and we had to call someone in from the city.”


  “Ah, yes!” said Harry. “I think I know what this is. Thanks a lot.”


  “You’re very welcome, sir.” With which the courier returned to his motorcycle, kick-started it, made a tight turn, and rode off along the bumpy potholed street, back the way he’d come and into the deepening dusk.


  From E-Branch, Harry nodded to himself, taking the envelope back to his study and switching on the main light. Darcy Clarke with my list…and from its weight not much of a one at that.


  Seated at the table, he opened the envelope and removed the A4 envelope that was inside it. This one bore his name and address plus a red “For Your Eyes Only” sticker. Inside there were five sheets of paper covered with an alphabetical list of names, some of them only forenames, nicknames, or aliases, each of the latter identified by a “pseudo” prefix and highlighted in luminous yellow. There were some eight or nine names to a sheet, all with approximate ages, sketchy descriptions, previous haunts or workplaces, “last seen ats” …and etcetera. Similarly accented in yellow, the particulars of those persons missing from the Edinburgh region were brought at once to Harry’s attention despite the alphabetical system.


  It appeared Darcy Clarke had done a thorough job here, and the Necroscope was obliged to reconsider his initial impression that this wasn’t going to be much of a list. If anything it was too much of a list, but at least the illuminated sections would make searching through it a lot easier. That would have to wait until a good night’s sleep had brought him back up to scratch.


  Before that, however with E-Branch and Darcy fresh in mind, Harry called the HQ in London. In answer to his call, the Night Duty Officer informed him that “the boss” had shut up shop for the day and gone home.


  “I’ll try again tomorrow,” Harry told him, then changed his mind, called Darcy’s home number and got him on the second ring.


  “Harry, is that you?”


  “How did you know?” he asked, knowing full well the answer. “What, another nervous twinge? That has to be very off-putting, but in your line of work I imagine it happens a lot.”


  “Yes, far too often,” the other replied ruefully. “And when you are involved, always!”


  Harry couldn’t help but laugh, but sympathetically. “Maybe you should consider yourself lucky I got out of E-Branch when I did,” he said. “Or I’d be there most of the time and you’d find your guardian angel keeping an even closer eye on you!”


  “Ah!” Darcy answered, much too eagerly. “That’s an entirely different matter, Harry! And as I’ve said before, and recently, any time you want my job, or you just want to freelance for us, all you have to do is—”


  “Forget it,” the Necroscope cut him off, shaking his head. “Nothing’s changed, Darcy, or not much. I’ve still got problems of my own. At least one problem, anyway—the same big problem as before—which is why I’m calling you again.”


  “Oh!” Darcy replied, his disappointed tone implying a great deal more than that one small exclamation. “I supposed it might be so, but you can’t blame me for trying.”


  Harry appreciated the fact that the Head-of-Branch would do almost anything to have him back; but since that was out of the question, he changed the subject and said: “Anyway, I think you can ignore your twinges because just like before this shouldn’t involve you personally, or not that much. Okay?”


  “Go ahead,” said the other.


  “Okay, this is what I want you—er, what I would like you—to do for me.” He paused to give it a moment’s thought, then went on: “You see, Darcy, things have moved on, started to come together since I asked you for this list; which just got here a couple of minutes ago, by the way, and thanks for that. But now there’s more. Perhaps you can get on to somebody at the Branch, get him working on it overnight…a job for the Duty Officer, maybe?”


  “I’ll see what I can do. But what is it you need, Harry?”


  “This murderer I’m looking for…maybe I can describe him for you, at least something of a description. He’s a fairly big man, maybe five eleven, and he’s bulky, even fat. He has a piggish, somehow greedy face, small eyes, and reddish hair. He’d be somewhere between thirty-five, forty-fiveish. Oh, and most importantly, he has to be some kind of intellectual—a scientist, maybe?—and a mathematician, definitely! His IQ has to be way beyond the reach of your average schoolmaster! And that’s about it, Darcy. For the time being, there’s nothing more you need to know, nothing more I can tell you…”


  For a few moments the other was silent, then said: “I suppose you’re aware that this, too, is something of a tall order, Harry? I mean, a heavy-set, pig-faced scientist or mathematician? It’s a bit vague, don’t you reckon? Why, if memory serves I might have had one of those myself, during my last few years in allegedly higher education. Not that it got me any higher!”


  The Necroscope sighed and said, “Yes, I know it’s not much to go on. But I do have someone, or ones, other than the Branch searching for this beast, and I still have a couple of ideas of my own to work on. But I can’t overemphasize just how important this is, Darcy, and not only to me and his victim or victims. If I don’t find and stop him soon, he’ll pose a terrible threat to everyone eventually…and I do mean everyone! Look at it this way: can you imagine how bad things could get if I were some kind of murdering psychopath? That should give you some idea of the kind of power this creature could end up controlling. Which really is all I want to say about it at this time…”


  There was another brief pause before Darcy replied: “You’ve already said more than enough, Harry…in fact you’ve just now put some very terrible pictures in my head, sufficient that I’m going to get right on it! So any kind of help we can give you—anything at all—as of right now you know you’ve only got to ask and you’ll get it.”


  “Yes, I’m sure of that, Darcy,” said Harry. “I always have been.” And he put the ’phone down…


  Harry glanced at the list again, just glanced at it, then took a couple of aspirins, showered, and went to bed. It wasn’t very late, but he was tired and apart from his headache his mind was already full of information he’d be perfectly happy to do without; except he knew he had to retain it, because it was invaluable.


  He tossed and turned for a while; turned things over in his head, too, as the ache slowly subsided, and finally fell asleep—at which it was just like last night all over again, with the added aggravation of an endless series of mathematical (or more properly kabbalistic) incantations or invocations, calling into being a phantasmagoria of improbable formulae. And behind these myriad numerical evolutions—like some vast and burning screen on which the equations danced—the great leech’s fat red devilish face grinned repulsively, while his evil eyes seemed fixed on the invisible Necroscope as if sensing him there!


  And even asleep and nightmaring, Harry thought:


  When I find him and we meet, it won’t come as a surprise to him, or not a very big one, and I won’t have much of an advantage. He’s seen me before, albeit fleetingly, but actually meeting me, seeing me in the flesh, has got to set alarm bells ringing. He’ll remember me! And then, if he has his way…then it will be my turn!


  As is prevalent in unruly dreams, such thoughts as that can work as invocations in their own right. This time they conjured up an all-too-familiar alien door, through which Harry tumbled, immediately finding himself back in the Möbius Continuum, shrivelling to a mummy and already three-quarters dead as he hurtled toward his doom half-a-mile over the grey North Sea!


  There was no exit; he was trapped here; he felt his essence draining away, his soul melting down to a nub…!


  And at that point:


  You’ve had some terrible dreams in your time, son, said his Ma out of nowhere. But I’m really quite sure it’s time you woke up from this one!


  “Ma? Am I dreaming you?” Harry’s headache was gone, but his heart was hammering and his pillow was damp with cold sweat. He was suddenly awake, jerking to a seated position in his tousled bed. And seeing his bedroom in the pale stripes of a dawn light that filtered in through a louvered window, he breathed a massive sigh of relief and, however slowly, began to relax.


  “I…I was dreaming,” he told himself then. “It was only a dream, a nightmare.”


  But at least part of it wasn’t, for his Ma was still there.


  Yes, you were dreaming, she told him—startling him again! But not of me. Your dreams were fearful, and I’m glad I was able to interrupt them. But you shouldn’t worry about it, Harry, for I’m not in the habit of spying on you in your sleep! I wouldn’t do that. It’s just that I have news I thought you would want to hear as soon as possible.


  “News?” he mumbled, still shaken and only half awake.


  From the Great Majority, yes. The whisperers got through to us. Or rather, we finally got through to them.


  Excellent! thought the Necroscope. Exactly what he had been wanting to hear—but not until he could more properly take it in. It was after all still very early morning.


  “Ma, would you mind if I have breakfast first?” he said. “I need something to eat, and it’ll help if I jump-start my system with a little caffeine. Then I’ll come and see you, okay?”


  Of course, son, she replied, as he got out of bed and began to dress. And you’ll know where to find me, as always…


  No more than an hour later, on the riverbank:


  “So what’s your news, Ma? What have you discovered?”


  Not just me, she replied, but a concerted deadspeak effort by the Great Majority, concentrating as one mind on those pitiful whispers from the bed of the ocean; until finally the dead and drowned ones heard them! But first they weren’t able to reply; their poor dispossessed voices—what was left of them—were simply too weak. If I may put it this way: as individuals their souls were mere vestiges, the very ghosts of ghosts!


  But then, taking their cue from the teeming dead, they got together. And already being together, as it were, close to each other on the ocean floor, they conferred and elected a speaker through whom to channel their joined thoughts. And in so doing their mental messages, though still very faint, were amplified by a factor of four or five, perhaps even six! Which serves to tell us something of the extent of the killer’s terrible activities! So now, finally, their deadspeak whispers are at least audible to us. And to you too, son, for I can put you in touch with them.


  “But do they know of me? Do they know who, or what, I am?”


  Oh yes, for we’ve told them everything. Only speak to them, Harry, and they’ll feel your warmth as all of the dead feel it when you’re close. And then they’ll know it’s you.


  “When may I speak to them?” The Necroscope was eager now.


  Whenever you like, but sooner rather than later. Who knows how long they’ll be able to keep it together? For a long time, perhaps, now that they can communicate—or maybe not. As I’ve said before, the sea has a way of moving things, breaking them down. All of this has to be very hard for them.


  “Then maybe I should go back to the house right now and do it from there. I can take their coordinates straight from your mind, right?”


  Of course! Just as you wish, son.


  And a moment later, as Harry sank down into his easy chair and relaxed, he told her, “I’m ready, Ma.” So was she, and the necessary coordinates were at once available to him…


  Harry is it ye? Or shall Ah call ye Necroscope? The deadspeak voice was faint even now, despite the concerted efforts of its lifeless, sunken colleagues. Not only faint but distant, almost sidereal, as if from millions of miles away: the very “ghost of a ghostly voice,” as Harry’s Ma would most likely put it. Faint and distant, and oh-so-very cold, so very lost.


  “Call me Harry,” Harry answered. “To most of my friends I’m just Harry.”


  Aye, the other replied, and ye’ve a Great Majority o’ them! In death we ken and accept that, as we never would have dreamed o’ acceptin’ it in the lives that have been stolen frae us. But Ah can sense yere warmth like a wee candle’s flame in the nicht—except Ah’m far beyond warmin’ the noo.


  “But not beyond righting a great wrong,” said Harry. “Which is why I’ve come to speak to you, to learn who did this to you. We’ll get to that soon, I hope, but first tell me: who are you? For I’ve a feeling I may already know you.”


  Who Ah am is a dead yin! the other replied at once, harshly and bitterly. So what can it matter who Ah was? Anyhow, such as ye could never have known such as me. What, a crippled, drugged-up addict like me? A penniless, degenerate bum frae the streets o’ Edinburgh? Oh, aye? And can ye no just see me mixin’ wi’ the likes o’ society such as ye have known? No, Ah dinnae think so!


  “So then,” said Harry soberly. “It appears the teeming dead haven’t told you very much about me after all. You see, I’m not much for that sort of society. In fact, if society was aware of me at all, Angus—er, it is Wee Angus, isn’t it?—the odds are it would want nothing to do with me! In short, your society is the only one I know.”


  Eh? Ah cannae believe that it’s true and ye really do ken me! But when, ah mean how , can we possibly have met?


  “I didn’t say we’d met,” said Harry. “Only that I thought I might already know you.” And then, not wanting to tell the poor man how he’d seen him murdered, he chose the easy way out. “You see, Angus, you’re what’s called a ‘missing person.’ And that’s how I’ve come to know you.”


  Ah! Frae the polis! Ah understand! But man, there’s a bunch o’ us doon here, and by now we’re all o’ us missin’ persons! Am Ah no right?


  “Yes, but you’re not all lame, and you’re not all—in your own words—addicts and degenerate bums. And personally I don’t think you’re that either…I prefer to believe you’re just an unfortunate man who lost his way, and then lost everything to a merciless killer!”


  Aye, someone—some fat evil slug—who promised much but took it all away. And ye’re goin’ tae put it right, are ye?


  Harry liked Wee Angus’ description of the murderer. “That’s my intention,” he said. “But your fat evil slug is proving hard to locate. I need to know more about him, anything you and your dead friends down there can tell me that might lead me to him.”


  Then ask away, said the other. And when we’re done the rest o’ us can speak tae ye, usin’ me as their instryment.


  Knowing that Wee Angus would sense it, Harry nodded. “Let’s start with the number of lives he’s taken, or at least those we know of. Tell me, how many of you are there down there, Angus?”


  There’s five o’ us, the dead man at once replied. But then: No, wait, there’s six—for Ah wasnae the last.


  “What?” Still seated in his easy chair, Harry started as if he’d touched live electric wires. “But Angus…you were taken only two days ago!”


  Two days? Ah wouldnae ken. Time’s a bit strange the noo. Ah feel it’s only minutes sometimes, and others it’s been forever.


  “And what of the first four?” Harry inquired. “Have you any idea how long they’ve been there?”


  No idea at all, his informant answered. Excep’ they’ve been here longer, and some much longer, than me. But still they made me their spokesman.


  The Necroscope was intrigued. “And why was that?”


  Because those first yins, they were slippin’ fast, slippin’ intae sleep, their thoughts fast fadin’. If yere mother and the Great Majority hadnae shouted so loud, shouted them awake again, then by now for sure they’d be gone intae the dark. Ah, but now they’re awake, and thirsty for revenge! Ah’m their single voice because Ah’m still the brightest spark.


  “Yes you are,” said Harry. “But what of number six, the one who came after you?”


  Ah! Well, that yin’s no in the best o’ shape. No gettin’ it taegether too well. He’ll be needin’ a wee while yet tae settle doon. As for me: despite mah previous, er, infirmities, Ah’m no doin’ so badly. Bein’ dead, Ah dinnae feel so much pain! Ironic, is it no?


  Harry was silent for a moment, then said: “I’d better speak to the others, the first four, for I need to know who they are, or who they were.”


  With the amplified deadspeak of the first four reaching him through Angus, the Necroscope was able to speak to them, one at a time, lodging their names and their stories in his metaphysical mind.


  First of all he spoke—


  —To Alf Samuels, a poor soul who had gone to pieces after losing his wife and daughter in a car accident; he had been the driver and blamed himself. He’d been taken when drunk and staggering home to a cold, empty house.


  Then to Patrick Kelley, an out of work shipbuilder who came from Belfast, seeking work in Newcastle—and found only death while begging one night outside a bookmaker’s shop in Falkirk.


  And to Donald McMannus, a mentally challenged youth murdered in the cemetery where he’d habitually kept a five year watch over his father’s grave. Talking to that one was difficult…


  Finally to Mary Anne McNiven, sixteen years old and already walking the streets, driven from home and eventually into prostitution by a lecherous stepfather whose advances she’d spurned, considering it an improvement to be with men willing to pay her rather than someone like him!


  As for Wee Angus: Harry already knew what happened to him, for he had seen it with his own eyes.


  And all of them told more or less the same story: of a fat, red-haired, devilish man whose pale putty face turned red as he gripped them and drew off their life essence, then sent them to their fate down what they sensed as a dark and deadly tunnel—the alternate route through the Möbius Continuum, of course.


  As for why anyone would do such a thing:


  I think he was feeding, said Mary Anne McNiven, wise beyond her years. He was satisfying a lust different from anything I’d ever known. He was like a vampire, if I believed in such—and perhaps I do now—but it wasn’t my blood that turned him red. It was something from deep inside me, something that powered me and made me what I am, or what I was.


  “You’re right,” Harry agreed. “It was your soul, Mary Anne, most of which has been drawn off. And this isn’t a man like any other. He’s not even human, not entirely. He’s an evil monster, a mutant, the result of weird, twisted genes.”


  And still you’ll try to avenge us?


  “Because I have to,” said the Necroscope, feeling oddly embarrassed. “It’s—” he shrugged the feeling off, “—it’s what I do. But this time as much for myself as for you.”


  But if you do find and confront him, won’t he be able to do the same to you as he’s done to us?


  “Maybe, and maybe not. I still have one or two tricks up my sleeve. But right now I have to leave you. There’s more work to be done, connections I must make, like a jigsaw puzzle I’ve got to fit together.”


  Harry, wait! Determinedly and very urgently, now, en masse, they spoke up. Please wait, Necroscope!


  “What is it?” He was taken aback. “Something I’m missing?”


  Something we are missing—our very lives! Hasn’t Wee Angus told you how we thirst for revenge? And didn’t the teeming dead tell us a variety of things about you, in order to explain something of your beliefs, your philosophy, and the way that you’ve lived your life? For instance: an eye for an eye?


  Harry felt cold inside. “I think I know what you’re getting at,” he said. “But—”


  In the event you actually kill him, Harry, how exactly will you do it?


  Now, reading their innermost deadspeak thoughts, the Necroscope knew for sure what they were getting at, and he answered: “Well, yes, that’s probably how I would try to do it. But—”


  Then call us up! They all of them begged him as one. Surely you can understand why we would want to be part of it?


  Harry pictured it, and it was gruesome. For as Wee Angus had told him, some of them had been down there for a long, indeed a very long time. And the deep salt sea isn’t kind to dead flesh.


  “But I can’t see how you would manage it,” he said. “I mean…the problem with—to put it crudely—your various conditions. It would have to be the worst thing ever, maybe as bad as dying itself!”


  You must leave that to us, Harry. For ever since we learned of you, of what you can do, we’ve been making our plans. But it will be an oh-so-slow process, and you’ll have to act now. Only tell us you need us; tell us to make all ready; tell us to rise up, Harry! And we will.


  Harry considered it: an eye for an eye. And it was true, it had always been his way. Let the punishment fit the crime. What could he do but give these poor denuded souls what they wanted?


  And so he did; and having freed them from their immobility, and asking no more questions, the Necroscope drew his deadspeak thoughts back from the frozen deeps.


  And then, feeling colder still, he huddled down further yet in his easy chair…


  But shortly, as the morning wore on, so Harry warmed up, warmed to what must be done. For the chill he felt wasn’t at all physical but of the mind. And in his mind those words the dead ones had used, not as an accusation but as a simple reminder, continued to ring clear:


  “An eye for an eye.” His philosophy, yes…


  Darcy Clarke’s list was still on the table where he left it last night. There seemed small need to check it now, but he did so anyway. And all of the missing ones to whom he’d spoken were there, the ones who would scarcely be missed at all, or not too much; which in itself was a thought that brought something else into clearer perspective, something Harry felt he really should have seen from the beginning. The fact that this Möbius monster wasn’t merely brilliant—even a near-genius, if only by reason of his morbid mathematical achievements alone—but that he was also very clever! For not only would his victims’ corpses never be found, for the most part they wouldn’t be missed! In murdering them in that way, he not only fed himself but also disposed of the (dreadful expression!) “leftovers,” leaving no trace, no evidence of his crime whatsoever! For who was there to care for such as them?


  No one, except the Necroscope himself.


  And frowning as he glanced through the list a second time, Harry wondered if there was anything else he might have missed. Such as those “last seen” dates, for instance.


  What was it that Wee Angus had told him: that the earliest victims had been down there a very long time? Well if so, what was the meaning of the apparent discrepancy which was only now coming to light? Wee Angus had been murdered just two days ago, while the sixth and most recent victim had been taken…what, only yesterday? Did this mean that the great leech had suddenly gained in confidence, or was it that his needs were now growing exponentially? On the other hand, Angus hadn’t been too sure of time spent in the deeps; sometimes it seemed to go quickly, and at others slowly.


  And for a third time Harry studied those dates:


  Alf Samuels, last seen eighteen months ago, very drunk and disconsolate, in a pub on the Dalkieth Road in Edinburgh. Most likely a suicide (hah!) though no body had ever been found… Nor ever would be! thought Harry.


  Patrick Kelley, last seen one year ago approximately, in a Falkirk betting shop where he’d begged one pound from a winning punter to place a losing bet. He had appeared down and out, and very desperate. But even more so now!


  Donald McMannus, last seen in the late evening four months ago, wandering in the graveyard in Glasgow where his father was buried. Perhaps the victim of a gang of prejudiced local youths, though nothing by way of clues—or a corpse—had ever been recovered.


  Mary Anne McNiven, last seen a month ago in a district of ill repute favoured by prostitutes, and warned off by an Edinburgh police patrol for soliciting. Very young and attractive, it was possible she had been smuggled away to London, probably by a pimp or perverts.


  How wrong could they be? thought Harry. But then what else could people, the police, statisticians and other compilers-of-lists be expected to believe? For after all, they were frequently correct.


  As for Wee Angus, and finally, just yesterday, number six: they probably wouldn’t be missed or appearing on any list for a while yet. But if the timings of their murders were any indication of how things were progressing, then patently things were progressing far too quickly—and rapidly accelerating…!


  Since it was almost noon, time had also passed quickly for the Necroscope. And as if on cue, as he was returning Darcy’s list to its envelope, the telephone rang.


  Deep in disquieting thought, Harry reached fumblingly, automatically for the ’phone and said, “Yes, what is it?”


  “It’s me, Harry,” Darcy replied. And a moment later, sounding puzzled: “Are you just up, not quite awake maybe? Am I disturbing you or something?”


  Giving himself a shake, Harry answered, “No, no, and no. I wasn’t all here, that’s all. Lost in thought and, while I hate to admit it, more than a little worried, too. Things are still coming along but way too slowly, while other things are happening much too quickly. But I’m glad you called, because there’s something else I may want you to do for me.”


  “Whoah!” said the other. “First there are things I need to tell you.”


  “Information?” said Harry. “Something I’ve asked for? Well go ahead. I hope it’s good news.”


  “I believe it could be, but that’s for you to decide. We’ll have to wait and see. Until when:


  “You told me this character you’re looking for has to be an academic of sorts—maybe a first class scientist or intellectual—but definitely a mathematician. That’s how I remember it, anyway.”


  “Yes,” Harry answered. “Except there’s two words there that you shouldn’t confuse—academic and intellectual. Just because some individual becomes expert in a certain subject or subjects doesn’t make him an intellectual. This creature I’m looking for is way beyond the merely academic stage!”


  “Maybe, but he probably came up that way, right? Before he got really good at it?”


  Harry frowned again, and asked, “Who are we talking about, Darcy”


  “Let me explain,” said the other. And he quickly continued: “Taking your advice, I passed your latest wants to last night’s Duty Officer, one Geoff Lambert, which turned out to be a fortunate coincidence. Geoff’s a recent E-Branch recruit, specializing in predictions, probabilities, and forecasts in general. In other words he’s—”


  “A precog,” Harry cut in. “Okay, but what’s the connection? What does he have in store for me?”


  “Ah, no! He doesn’t do personal stuff, never tries to read his own or anyone else’s future, concentrates mainly on trends, international fiscal fluctuations, old enemy countries rattling their sabres and making ready for war again, other large-scale, worldwide events…etcetera. A good man to have watching the money markets, close to the foreign embassies, and that sort of thing. He needs fairly close contact with his subjects.”


  Harry sighed. “How does that fit in with what I’m doing?”


  “It doesn’t. I’m just explaining that this is a very clued-up sort of fellow. But being a newcomer he starts at the bottom and gets his share of administrative and other duties, which is how it happens he was the D.O. last night and got to be working on your problem.”


  “Okay, got it,” said Harry. “He’s bright and very clued-up. So what has he come up with?”


  “Hold fire, Harry!” said Darcy. “Look, I can tell how frustrated you are and eager to get on, but there’s more for you to know. See, Geoff’s not merely bright—not only talented enough for E-Branch—but he’s also a member of Mensa International.”


  Harry nodded to himself. “I see. Not just bright but brilliant, eh? With one hell-of-a-high IQ, right?”


  “Oh, absolutely! Because a soaring intelligence quotient is a necessity, it’s the key to becoming a member of Mensa. Which is what I meant by this being a fortunate coincidence.”


  Harry frowned. “Oh, how so?” Suddenly he was keenly attentive, animated by what the other was saying. “Just what are you trying to tell me, Darcy? That perhaps this Geoff is something of a mathematician, too? That maybe it’s even possible he’s—”


  “No, no, no!” The other cut him short. “Geoff isn’t the man you’re searching for, Harry! No way! But it’s possible he knows who is!”


  “I’m all ears,” said Harry, gripping the telephone tightly, not even trying to relax. “Do go on.”


  “Well, I don’t want to be too optimistic, but Geoff can put two and two together far quicker than you or I, and the coincidence is this: that description you gave us rang bells with him…by which I mean he remembered having met someone who looked exactly like that, another member of Mensa and a veritable whiz with numbers, too! So, without searching for anyone else, Geoff went ahead and began to check him out. This was something of a reversal for him; for instead of looking at the future, he was searching through his memories of the past!


  “Well, while there wasn’t much he could do last night, this morning when his shift ended he stayed on at the HQ and started to contact friends of his in the organization, in Mensa, to see if they knew anything useful about this fellow—whose name, by the way, is—”


  “Stop!” Harry brought the other to an abrupt halt. “I don’t want a name, Darcy, not just yet, not even if the line’s scrambled. This killer: I don’t know how clever he is, or what other talents he may have. Like for instance, telepathy? I just don’t know! But however it works out, I would like it to come as something of a surprise if and when I do catch up with him. Except, having said that, there’s more than a small chance I’ve already compromised myself! He may have at least an idea of what I look like. I just have to be careful, that’s all.”


  “Okay,” said Darcy. “I think I understand. But…how will we continue? I mean, this really does look promising, Harry. Do you want me to send you everything I’ve got, like last time?”


  Harry thought about it, then said: “No, why don’t we save a little time, eh? Are you in your office?”


  “Yes, I’m at my desk. Why do you ask?…Oh! I see! In fact I not only see, I’m beginning to feel!”


  “What, more twinges, Darcy?” But this time, instead of grinning, the Necroscope had stood up, conjuring his numbers.


  “Just a sudden queasy feeling, that’s all,” said Darcy.


  “Well, try to ignore it,” Harry answered. “And secure your door. I don’t need to see or be seen by anyone else, just you. By the time you’ve put that ’phone down, I’ll be there…”


  Nondescript, an average-looking person in every way, the Head of Branch beat Harry to it, actually managing to press the button that secured his door electronically, and to put the ’phone down, before a sudden draught from nowhere fluttered some loose papers on his desk and gave him another twinge. Then:


  “Oh!” he said, jerking upright, stiff-backed in his swivel-chair, as first the right foot and leg, followed by the rest of the Necroscope’s person, stepped out of otherwise thin air into his office on the far side of the desk.


  “Hello, Darcy,” said Harry, nodding a greeting as he tossed his For-Your-Eyes-Only envelope onto the desk within easy reach of the other. And glancing casually, perhaps a little sardonically around the office, he then said, “Don’t take it personally, but I can’t say I ever much liked this place—not so much your office but the building, E-Branch itself. E-Branch: gadgets and ghosts, right? In a way it’s too much like me, if you know what I mean…too close to me. It’s like I can feel your agents in my head, as if I’m sensing their proximity. And perhaps I am.”


  “You mean like they sense yours?” Darcy answered. “Even as we speak there’ll be a small handful of them out there who know you’re here without ever being told!”


  “Yes, I know,” said Harry. “And that’s what I mean: they’re too close to me, your espers. But I need to keep a low profile, Darcy, and if one of your agents should ever go sour on you, or on the Branch itself—”


  “That’s never going to happen,” the other at once cut in.


  “Oh really? What, are you something of a precog, too?”


  “No, but you can be sure I’ll be keeping an eye on it! Oh, and by the way, a good day to you, too, Harry!” Darcy rose and extended a slightly shaking right hand across the desk, saying: “Excuse my nerves, but people usually come in through the door! Still and all, that aside, it’s always good to see you, however you choose to get here!”


  Smiling and taking Darcy’s hand, Harry said, “Yes, you too. It’s good to see you. And let me say just one more time, thanks for all you’re doing for me. You don’t know how much I appreciate it.”


  “My pleasure,” said the other, and flopped back down in his chair. “But…won’t you sit down, make yourself comfortable?”


  “Thanks.” Harry pulled a chair out from under the desk, sat facing E-Branch’s top man, took up the envelope and spilled its contents, Darcy’s list, out onto the polished oak. “We can talk about this later,” he said, indicating the handful of loose leaves where they’d slid to a halt on the glassy surface. “Then I’ll tell you what I still need. And with any luck that will be the last thing I’ll be asking you for this time around…


  “But first things first:


  “You started to tell me about this Mensa person, this mathematician that your Night Duty Officer—your new precog, Geoff Lambert?—remembered seeing or maybe hearing about during his time among the highbrows. We should begin with that.”


  “Hold on a minute!” said Darcy. “Don’t you think we should get settled down first? I know for sure that I should! A cigarette and a drink, maybe?”


  He took a bottle of Courvoisier from the cabinet beside his desk, two brandy glasses, a pack of cigarettes and a clean ashtray. A heavy desktop lighter was already in evidence, standing central on the desk. And as Darcy poured out liberal amounts of golden cognac, Harry said, “I don’t remember you smoking?”


  “Only now and then,” Darcy told him. “When that damn thing of mine will let me! You could call this a ‘now’ moment. You?”


  “A drink can’t hurt,” said the Necroscope, reaching for one of the glasses. “But no thanks for the nicotine. I do occasionally, but Bonnie Jean says it stinks—she gets enough of that in the wine bar.”


  “Your lady friend? I was meaning to ask you about her.”


  “Well don’t!” said Harry, edgily. “Because I can’t tell you anything about B.J.” Which was, quite literally, the truth; and as Darcy lit his cigarette, Harry changed the subject and continued: “Now can we get on with this, please?”


  Darcy nodded, opened a desk drawer, took out a brand-new as-yet-untitled file, and slid it across to his visitor. “Didn’t I tell you our new boy is something else? This is his work from last night and all of this morning, until he went home for the day less than an hour ago. But why should I bother telling you about it when you can read it for yourself?”


  “Then I’ll do just that,” Harry replied. And he did—


  —But not until he could take his eyes from the monochrome photograph paper-clipped to the inside of the stiff file cover. Colourless, yes, and the features were maybe ten, fifteen years younger than the ones he remembered; but the picture the Necroscope’s memory had framed had been viewed through a Möbius door and a time-stream shifted haze, as blurred as a scene reflected in a breeze-rippled pool. But still, this could be his man, his monster, his devil!


  Finally, putting his glass down with the fine cognac barely touched, and while Darcy sipped, smoked and said nothing, Harry laid the photograph aside and began to read the typed text; and to scan the newspaper excerpts, the school and university progress reports, medical records, transcripts of Mensa evaluations and comments; and to literally consume every detail of his suspect subject’s life…except, of course, for any proof of his guilt.


  Perhaps most interesting was the fact that the ex-Professor now regularly toured within a hundred mile radius of Edinburgh, lecturing to various UFO societies and groups with similar pursuits on all kinds of exotic subjects, including the mystical—and, according to him, the magical?—properties of numbers…


  And after forty minutes or so of absorbing all of this:


  “Gordon J. Hemmings,” Harry mused, almost to himself, “‘this is your life.’ But how many other lives? That’s assuming you’re it. A colour photo would have been better, but beggars can’t be choosers.” And then, to Darcy:


  “Your man Geoff Lambert deserves a medal. And if this turns out to be my great leech I’ll pin one on him myself! You called it ‘a fortunate coincidence,’ his being on duty last night. Me, I call it a bloody miracle! Have you read this file, Darcy?”


  Nodding, the other said: “Just finished when I called you. It took me about the same length of time, too. It was my intention to give it to one of the fellows here, someone who doesn’t have too much on his plate already: David Chung, maybe? Or—”


  “What?” Harry was quick to cut in. “Chung, your top precog? David Chung, who unlike Lambert is the genuine article: a fully fledged clairvoyant or futurist? No! Because that could rebound. We’ve seen before how some people get all itchy, nervous, aware that they’re being scanned. And I can’t take the chance that it might happen this time. I want this fellow—if it’s really him—and I want him cold, dead cold!”


  “—Or maybe Anna Marie English?” Darcy finished what he had started to say.


  “Your empath? That’s out, too, and for the same reason. Empathy, like telepathy, can sometimes work both ways. No, Darcy, this is down to me now; but there’s still something I need. And since Geoff Lambert has taken it this far, he’s the man I would like to see working on it…with your permission. Because for my money he’s already proved himself three or four times over!”


  “Yes, if he really has found you your man,” Darcy answered. “But anyway, since he’s on Duty Officer again tonight, I’ll get him working on it. So what is it you’d like him to do?”


  “Can I borrow your pen?” said Harry, scrabbling through the loose leaves from his For-Your-Eyes-Only envelope. And as Darcy passed him a ballpoint: “These four names and dates here—” he ringed them in, “—could be all important. It was my intention to ask you to search for something, anything that might connect them. That’s still what I want, except now we know exactly what you should be looking for, and what that connection might be.”


  Darcy nodded. “Your man’s lectures, right? You want to know if maybe he was in the right place at the right time.”


  Harry nodded grimly. “Or the wrong place and the wrong time, at least for his victims!”


  “Okay, you can consider it done,” said Darcy, as the Necroscope stood up with the Hemmings file in his hand.


  “But for now…is that it? You’re done here?”


  “For now, yes,” said Harry. “Hopefully for good.”


  “And if Hemmings is your man, what then? You’ll try to kill him?”


  “Or he’ll try to kill me.” Harry nodded.


  “He can do that?” Darcy was more than mildly concerned.


  “He can do some strange and deadly things, certainly,” said Harry.


  Shaking his head as he came round from behind his desk, the other looked troubled. “Maybe I shouldn’t tell you this, Harry, but I don’t much care for the way you say that sort of thing. I mean, the way you openly admit to planning something like that: which amounts to an execution, an unauthorised, illegal killing…in fact a murder!”


  “I’m not too keen on it myself,” said Harry. “But you certainly wouldn’t want to do it, and how the hell can you ask MI5? The only proof we have is me, and how would I go about explaining what I’ve seen, or how I know what I know? So—”


  “So it’s your way or not at all?”


  “Well, what do you reckon?”


  “Good luck, Harry.” Darcy offered his hand.


  Harry took it, shook it, and said. “You get that connection for me, okay? And then when this is over I’ll let you know what happened. But if I don’t get back to you—or if I can’t—well then you’ll know what you must do. Because that’s when it’ll be down to you.”


  With which he stepped backwards away from Darcy, and disappeared, and there was a sudden sharp draft as the air rushed in to fill the vacuum where he had been…


  On his way home, the Necroscope broke his fantastic journey at a favourite fish-and-chip shop he remembered from his formative years in Hartlepool on the north-east coast. Tightly wrapped in greaseproof paper and pages from yesterday’s Northern Echo, and smelling of salt and vinegar, the food had no time at all to go cold; it was still steaming deliciously when Harry returned instantaneously to his living-room study and ate from the opened-up wrapping papers.


  Then, ignoring his slightly greasy fingers, he opened Hemmings’ file and read through it again, and again—and yet again—each time more slowly and carefully than the time before.


  He pictured Geoff Lambert, a man he had never met, working furiously hard through the night and morning to put all of this material together, and thought, Not just one medal but ten, and a raise and a commendation to boot; the man’s investigation had been that thorough, was that complete! Then again, he’d had the benefit of every E-Branch resource to work with, not to mention his own contacts in Mensa; but still he’d made a remarkable job of it.


  As Harry had pored over the file’s contents, he’d ringed in red ballpoint the details he found most intriguing; that way he could more readily relocate and re-examine all such information among the crammed text, of which there was more than enough to make doing it worthwhile. Information such as:


  A medical detail from Hemmings’ childhood.


  Aged nine he had been diagnosed with a mild encephalic disorder, when X-ray scans had detected a small mass of apparently anomalous or extraneous nerve fibres in an area of his cerebrum believed to regulate language, logic, numeracy, rational thought and intelligence in general; and in particular spatial and temporal relativity. And Harry had pondered over that one for many long, thoughtful moments…


  Another interesting detail:


  Hemmings’ high opinion of himself perhaps amounting to megalomania, especially noticeable in a comment Geoff Lambert had obtained from one of the ex-Professor’s former students at the university:


  “He didn’t like questions from the class, and wouldn’t even listen to arguments! Hemmings was almost—no, strike almost—he was a doctrinaire. We complained about him, the way he would introduce his own crazy theories into his so-called lessons. As a result, the fat arrogant pig (no one liked him) was called before the vice-chancellor for a huge dressing-down, which didn’t sit at all well with him. He left the university and his job on the same day, following which we actually went back to studying maths again—thank God…!”


  As a footnote to this, Lambert had written:


  “In re the above, the vice-chancellor was Professor (soon to be ‘emeritus’) Latimer Calloway; he retired shortly thereafter, but his retirement had nothing to do with Hemmings. Calloway was simply an old man; in fact he died just five weeks later during an evening country walk near his family home in Devon.


  The post mortem said it was a massive heart attack, and he was buried at…” Etcetera.


  Buried, thought the Necroscope, disappointedly. Not simply vanished, having been flung out across the sea and dropped from a great height. Which appeared to cancel out at least one possible area of investigation, or, numerically speaking, one factor of the equation. But it still might be worth looking into.


  As for “doctrinaire”: oddly, that was a word the Necroscope hadn’t come across before. He checked it out in his dictionary, which advised him…quote:


  “Adj theoretical; highly preoccupied with theory, inclined to carry principles to logical but unworkable extremes; impractical; dogmatic.”


  So, if Geoff Lambert’s university contact’s description of Hemmings’ teaching practices was accurate, his use of that word was right on the money. Not only did it fit the ex-Professor to a tee, it simultaneously helped in complementing Harry’s mental picture of him: his character and disposition as opposed to his purely physical appearance.


  This last was bolstered by the comments of one of Lambert’s former colleagues in Mensa, in fact the society’s Recorder, who had replied to Geoff’s request with the following details:


  Gordon J. Hemmings had been inducted into Mensa a few weeks before he was ten years old. After the next three or four years however, his attendance at various local meetings of the organization had become infrequent and eventually ceased altogether. When contacted after he had left home and started to teach, the “excuses” he had given for his apparent tardiness had been very disparaging of other members, and even insulting. Those several members whose chief interests lay in mathematics, for instance, were (in the young Hemmings’ opinion) “mainly innumerate beyond the most basic levels of mental arithmetic,” while the majority of Mensa’s remaining “alleged intellectuals” were “barely capable of spouting parrot-fashion the frequently erroneous mantras of their far superior forerunners, utterly failing to grasp the fact that the true secrets of the universe lie far beyond them, abiding the exploration of more adventurous and visionary intelligences!” Such as himself, doubtless.


  All such comments had been—at least ostensibly—struck from the society’s records, but were nevertheless remembered. As for the Recorder’s final conclusion: “What a pompous, insolent, affected and deluded little prick was that one!”


  The Necroscope had to agree with most of the latter, though he wasn’t at all sure about Hemmings’ supposed “delusions.” For the man—or monster—had very definitely gone on to explore some of “the true mysteries of the universe…”


  With which, at exactly that point in his examination of the file’s contents, Harry had realized that apart from any further confirmation from Geoff Lambert and/or E-Branch, he was already some three-quarters convinced that ex-Professor Gordon J. Hemmings was indeed his great leech.


  Nor was he finished, for as he moved on there were yet more details that attracted his attention. For instance:


  The fact that Hemmings had been present—presumably alone—by his father’s deathbed at the house near Dalkeith, which he now owned. But…his own father? Surely not! The thought that had crossed Harry’ mind was barely tenable, and even less acceptable in light of the fact that the elder Hemmings, much like Latimer Calloway only a short while later, had apparently “died of natural causes.”


  But, on the other hand, why not? Familial scruples aside—if such were valid in the case of the red-faced devil—a murderer is after all a murderer; and the younger Hemmings, as the only son and heir, had inherited everything. As for his father: his remains now resided in a Dalkeith graveyard.


  All in all there were things here—which to anyone but the Necroscope would certainly be considered “dead” matters, “cold cases”—that Harry might have decided to investigate personally; but while he waited for that one final piece of conclusive evidence from E-Branch, it probably made more sense to request the assistance of his Ma and the Great Majority.


  For which reason he took the Möbius route to the riverbank, there explaining his final needs to his ever forbearing Ma, and returned as soon as possible to his study.


  And then it was simply a matter of patiently waiting, which was something he’d never been very good at…


  It was not such a long wait, though it seemed a lot longer. But shortly after seven p.m., as Harry began to feel hungry and was gradually building up to the task of making himself a bacon and egg sandwich and a mug of coffee, at last the telephone rang.


  “Yes, who is it?” he inquired.


  “My name’s Geoff,” said the other. “Geoff Lambert. And I’m speaking from Darcy Clarke’s office.” Lambert’s voice was well modulated; it sounded youngish but self-assured, and perhaps a little tired. Or not so much tired as—what, jaded? Worn down by something? The work he’d taken on, probably, and on Harry’s behalf at that. “Can I take it that you’re Mr. Keogh?”


  “Call me Harry,” said the Necroscope at once. “But be careful what you tell me, Geoff. No names or places, etcetera. Just a ‘yes’ or a ‘no’ where applicable—if you know what I mean.”


  “I completely understand,” Lambert replied, with that edge of fatigue still there in his voice. “Mr. Clarke has taken time to explain something of the, er, shrouded nature of your investigations.”


  “Good!” said Harry. “But the way you sound, it seems you’ve maybe worn yourself out in helping me with those investigations…not that I’m complaining! I’m very grateful for what you’ve already done.”


  “Unnecessary,” said the other. “I had some time on my hands—well, a little time—and it kept me occupied.”


  “Thanks anyway,” Harry replied. “But now we should get this over and done with, and then you can sleep all you want.”


  “Sleep? Oh, that’s not important to me, Harry. We spend far too much of our time asleep—perhaps as much as a third!—and our lives are often far too short anyway…don’t you think?”


  Harry couldn’t help frowning as he wondered: what on earth is wrong with this fellow? While out loud he only said: “Geoff, is Darcy—er, Mr. Clarke—is he there with you?” Maybe Darcy could explain what was going on. But:


  “No,” Lambert replied. “He said he had other work to attend to, but that I might care to talk to you alone. I sort of liked that idea, because I have—to tell the truth—my own agenda, sort of.”


  “Your own agenda?”


  “Why yes, for after all you are the Necroscope! You’re something of a legend, Harry, if only in E-Branch!”


  No, Harry thought unabashed. In a whole lot of other places too, even if they are mainly underground! But now he had to get on. “Well, thanks for that,” he answered, not knowing what else to say. “But now I really need to know what you’ve got for me.”


  “Simply stated,” said Lambert, “I’ve got what you wanted to know. You were right, Harry. He was there at each of those four locations, dead on time every time.”


  At which Harry thought—The great leech, dead on time? No, not him, but his victims were for sure!


  And then, breathing a pent-up sigh: “But that’s great work, Geoff, great work! And so quick! I mean…how in hell did you manage it?”


  “Ah, but I can’t tell you, Harry, not over the ’phone: your rules, not mine. No need to feel frustrated, though, for everything has been taken care of. Before the evening is out, you’ll have a visit from—”


  “The local police?” Harry guessed it. “With a sealed envelope, maybe?”


  “Exactly. And the answers are all there for you, giving you plenty of time to…to do whatever you think is necessary. Oh, and Mr. Clarke has just come back in.”


  “Good!” said Harry. “Will you please put him on? And thanks once again.


  “My pleasure, Harry. I mean, it truly has been…”


  And that world-weary, oddly jaded voice was gone as quickly as that, replaced in the next moment by Darcy Clarke’s somewhat unnecessary query: “Harry? You still there?”


  “What? Well of course I am! Where else would I be?”


  There followed a brief pause, before the other very quietly said, “No, it wasn’t a stupid question. I was just giving Geoff time to get out of here, making sure the door was closed behind him. I wasn’t going to talk about him while he could still hear me.”


  “So what’s all the secrecy?” Harry was baffled. “And what’s wrong with him? He mentioned his own agenda. I mean, what’s all that about?”


  “Questions, questions!” said Darcy. “Okay, now listen.” And then another pause, longer, until finally: “Geoff is dying,” he said. “Leukaemia of the blood. He found out about it just three weeks ago, and—”


  “—And you let him sit up all night doing research for me? Then called him in again today to carry on?” Astonished, and in a way horrified—even the Necroscope—Harry shook his head.


  “You told me that being a newcomer to E-Branch he had to start at the bottom. What, even though you knew he was dying?” Again he shook his head. “Darcy, he should be home sleeping! I mean, I just don’t understand!”


  “That’s right, you don’t,” the other agreed. “But if you’ll just listen to me you will. See, this kid insisted on doing his share, more than his share. He doesn’t want to sleep—he can’t sleep! He doesn’t know how many weeks, days, hours he has left, but he does know there won’t be very many. So he’ll stay awake, work, do anything that helps to take his mind off it. And what’s more he’ll do it for as long as he can. Geoff’s a volunteer; he volunteered for everything he’s done, Harry! And so I’m letting him carry on. He has maybe ten days, two weeks left, no longer. That’s what they’ve told him, but he’s determined to stretch it out as long as possible.”


  Harry was very quiet; his odd conversation with Lambert was making sense now. Torn two ways, he was finding it difficult to contain his emotions, his anger. “And you didn’t think it might be a good idea to let me in on this?”


  “Because I knew how you’d react,” Darcy replied, and continued: “Geoff’s read your file, Harry!” And as if that was explanation enough, which in a way it was: “He knows who and what you are—but he also knows how busy you are, how much work you do for a great many others who rely so heavily on you…and only on you! But you’ll know what I mean. And now maybe you’ll understand.”


  He was correct, for Harry was beginning to. “Yes,” he answered. “I think so: that personal agenda he mentioned…?”


  “That’s it,” said Darcy. “But I’m betting he didn’t define that agenda, that he didn’t go any further and straight out ask you for a very special favour? No?…I didn’t think so. Geoff isn’t that way inclined; he’s not that kind of person. In fact, well, he’s pretty much like you: unassuming, and in a way even sort of humble despite his present situation.”


  “Like me?” said Harry. “What, humble?” He shook his head in self-denial. “How I used to be, perhaps. And how I still am…with some people who I’ve come to know, if you follow me.”


  “Oh, I do!” said Darcy. “So maybe I should ask for a favour on Geoff’s behalf?” But:


  “No need,” said Harry. “When you get the chance, the right opportunity, maybe you’ll tell Geoff not to concern himself on that score. I’ll be in touch whenever I can. And not only that, but he need never be alone, ever, because I’ll make sure there will always be people—lots of them—he can talk to. Can you do that for me, Darcy?”


  “My pleasure,” the Head-of-Branch replied. “But you’d best be careful what promises you make, Harry. For in order to keep that one you’re going to have to stay alive yourself. So…I don’t know, maybe you should accept this as some kind of small incentive, right? Another reason to take care.”


  “No,” the Necroscope replied, “But if another incentive was needed, I think I’d call this a big one. A very big one…”


  About nine-thirty, the sound of a motorcycle’s engine, followed by the stuttering pop! pop! bang! of a series of loud backfires as the engine fell silent, saw Harry hurrying to the back—or the front—door before the courier even had a chance to knock.


  On the doorstep, it was that same young policeman he’d seen before, handing him a thin, lightweight envelope, then scratching his forehead under the brim of his motorcycle helmet before remarking: “You must be one very important person, Mr. Keogh!”


  “Oh, how so?”


  “Because this was choppered in from London with a note that said for your immediate attention! I mean, it came by helicopter, for goodness sake, and it’s not very often we see that sort of thing around here!”


  He seemed to be looking for an answer, so Harry replied: “I specialize in researching cold cases for a government agency in London.” (Which was more or less the truth, or had used to be.) “They supply me with the bare details of the case, and I try to give them a few new leads.” Not an especially good explanation, but it would have to suffice.


  “Oh! Scotland Yard maybe?” said the officer, still curious. “I hear they’re using psychics these days. You wouldn’t be some sort of—?”


  “No, not Scotland Yard,” said the Necroscope, quickly cutting in. “More like MI5?” (Also quite close to the truth.) “Only don’t ask me anything else, or I’ll have to kill you!” But when he saw the officer’s jaw drop he laughed. “Hey, I’m only kidding, okay?”


  “Yes sir, of course you are,” said the other, beginning to grin, if a little uncertainly. “Only kidding, sure.” And as he scratched his head again and turned away: “Well, goodnight…”


  Harry watched him ride out of sight, closed and locked the door, went back to his study and sliced open the envelope. And he saw almost at once that Geoff Lambert had proved as good as his word: his request had been answered in full and the answer was right there in the dying man’s own somewhat shaky script—the conclusive evidence that Harry had been waiting for:


  Harry—


  Herewith the results of my research—but first let me take a little time to explain how I worked it:


  We know how Hemmings quit his university work—following which he may have lived on his legacy for a while before, as it were, taking to the road with his lectures; it’s possible he found this an easier way to expound his dubious theories while earning a living—and while seeking victims in various scattered and far flung places, without drawing attention to any special killing ground.


  As for those lectures: he would obviously need a schedule, and he would need to advertise his appearances in advance. But where would he give notice of such and to whom? His subjects were exotic to say the least.


  I gave this a little thought—very little—and the answer when it came seemed obvious. There are magazines that cater to just such, er, doctrines: rags like UFO Monthly, Man and Magic, and Modern Myths.


  So I got onto a handful of publishers and editors, told them of my consuming interest in all sorts of esoteric subjects, promised to take out subscriptions and offered to purchase back issues; and having salted the ground, I finally requested a list of Hemmings’ venues from the past to the present, and especially the future. I can only assume that knowing or having surmised something of the past, you’re more interested in the future. And that being the case:


  Hemmings will be putting on his show again in just three days’ time at the Drill Hall in Dunblennin, northwest of Edinburgh, from seven to eight pm.


  And should you care to check it out, the venue is advertised in recent issues of both UFO Monthly and Man and Magic.


  And I think that’s me done. But in future—what’s left of it—if you need anything else, just ask. And if I can’t help out, well I know that Mr. Clarke will.


  But please do let me know how you get on…


  All the Best, Geoff Lambert.


  Three days, and again Lambert had been right: Harry had plenty of time to plan how he would go about it. But meanwhile he had to take into account that all of this was still circumstantial—that there was still no absolute evidence: no fingerprints, no bloody axe, no smoking gun—and that no court in the “civilized” western world of human rights would ever convict a man because he just happened to be in the wrong place at the wrong time.


  And because Harry himself believed (to some extent) in law and order—and justice, if only his own kind of the latter—it meant that despite the knowledge he’d accumulated, still he continued to harbour certain small niggling doubts about Hemmings’ guilt. Oh, by his own standards he was satisfied that he was guilty as hell, but he didn’t know he was guilty! Not yet.


  However, Harry’s Ma and the Great Majority were still working on it, and in the morning he would go to the riverbank and find out if they had come up with anything new.


  And meanwhile…


  Well his sleep had been disturbed enough just recently, so maybe tonight he could do some catching up. But even as he was yawning, switching off the lights, on the point of retiring—the telephone rang.


  It was one of B.J.’s girls at the Wine Bar, passing on the information that Bonnie Jean would be staying: “up north, aye, for a wee while longer, for her guid friend Auld John isnae at all well.”


  At which Harry sighed his relief, but not into the ’phone. And while it was hardly that he desired to bring down any harm on Auld John—whomever he might be—nevertheless: Thank God for that! thought the Necroscope…


  Almost at once, the moment his head hit the pillow, Harry fell asleep. And while he slept the sleep of the just, in Gordon J. Hemmings’ house in Dalkeith—in the selfsame bed where he had murdered his father—the great leech dreamed once again that precognizant dream of less than two years previously which had delivered into his mind and hands the incomplete variant formula for a lethal portal into the Möbius Continuum.


  It had been a von Stradonitz moment, the result of the ex-professor’s fascination with eccentric, esoteric equations and formulas in general; of a brilliant if twisted mind theorizing outside the box; of a brain in conflict with the accepted laws of physics. And in that seminal dream—seminal for Hemmings’, at least—a vortex of numbers, no less than Harry Keogh himself might have conjured into being, had finally coalesced and created an interface with (for want of a better description) a parallel place; a gateway into an alternative dimension; a new, higher level of mathematical consciousness…and to Gordon J. Hemmings, in a moment of revelation worthy of the fearful instinct of a ghoul, a perfect waste disposal unit for spent human refuse, or more properly for drained and wasted human beings!


  Then, starting awake, the fat leech-like creature had come bloating like a monstrous mushroom from his bed, erupting into frantic activity, desperate to set the “spell,” as he imagined it, down on paper, and secured in his memory, before the dream could disappear into some subconscious limbo. And it had taken that entire day before he was satisfied that at last he had it.


  The proof of that had come with the door itself: that weaving, near-invisible shimmer on the rim of his awareness, like a hole in the material of space-time, beyond which there was only the ultimate, infinite darkness of the Möbius Continuum. But as for what it really was or where it led—if it led anywhere at all and not simply outside—that had been a question for which there had been no immediate answer.


  It irritated, frustrated Hemmings that he had created something he couldn’t fully understand, over which as yet he had no control; and for endless hours through that first night, to the exclusion of all else, he had given it his uttermost attention, calling up and erasing the door over and over again, attempting to familiarize himself with it as if it were a living thing. He knew it would better suit his morbid purpose if the “refuse” he disposed of were to vanish completely from the world of men…but what if it did not? What if the bodies should be discovered somewhere, and what if he had left a trace of himself—a hair, a blob of drool, or the smallest speck of DNA—on the clothing or flesh of a victim? The odds against it were enormous…but no, Gordon J. Hemmings was a perfectionist; he would never again submit himself to the mentally debilitating concerns, the overwhelming worries he had known following the murder of Professor Emeritus Latimer Calloway.


  Oh, that had worked out all right in the end (the official post-mortem verdict had been a heart attack; which it had been, after Hemmings was done, or almost done, with the doddering old simpleton,) but oh how he had fretted and sweated until at last the verdict had come in, when he’d learned the supposed “facts” of it in the newspapers. For he had been disturbed at the scene of the crime that time, almost caught red-handed—not to mention red-faced!—there in the evening woods close to Calloway’s country house, when a courting couple had arrived all unexpected on the scene out of the velvety dark.


  But no, satisfied that Calloway was dead or dying—if not drained completely—Hemmings had fled into the trees and made his way back to Dalkeith. And now, recalling how he’d read with relief and satisfaction of the old Professor Emeritus’ supposed natural death in the papers, the solution to this other problem when finally it dawned on him had seemed not only the very simplest thing but therefore the most obvious answer. And the next night, after making some necessary purchases under a false name at a ship-chandler’s on the coast, he had put it to the test.


  Shortly after midnight, having brought into being a portal, Hemmings had fired a volley of three Very lights into the darkness beyond the door. And since his considerable but incomplete knowledge of abstruse mathematical matters, along with a limited understanding of certain parts of the weird formula, had led him to the paradoxically mainly correct conclusion, that beyond the door space and time must be either non-existent or infinite—or perhaps both,—then the three signal flares would probably still be active whenever, wherever, if ever they returned to contemporaneous reality. And if by chance that emergence should take place in the vicinity or within sight of observers, it was surely reasonable to expect that so curious an occurrence would soon be reported…where else but in the newspapers?


  Which was why, impatient and excited following his initial experiment, Hemmings had lain mostly awake in his bed, tossing, turning, and managing only a hour or so’s sleep at best. And in the morning when the town awakened, he had been among the first customers at the newsstand, buying copies of several local and national papers.


  At first disappointed, eventually on the eighth page of the Montrose Monitor he had come across the following late entry:


  A FOOLHARDY HOAX!


  News flash!—or “flashes”—of a sort: three of them, in fact! Last night, just a few minutes past midnight, residents of Stonehaven, enjoying a late-night engagement party on the beach, witnessed a strange sight out at sea: three brilliant globes of light, apparently descending from a great height over the fairly placid ocean.


  The same lights were observed by workers on the Seagasso oil and gas rig who took them—in spite of their exceptional altitude and the calm nature of the sea—as signal flares indicating a request for assistance from a vessel, possibly a fishing boat in difficulty. The Aberdeen Coastguard was at once informed; they launched a high speed lifeboat, but despite a thorough search of the area assisted by the Seagasso rig’s powerful searchlights, neither an endangered boat nor any evidence of such was discovered.


  As for the opinion of the Coastguard Commander:


  “This could only have been an incredibly stupid hoax by foolish people out in a speedboat, who decided to have some ‘fun’ at the expense of the public, the coast-guard, and the hard-working folk aboard the Seagasso. Idiotic pranks such as this are not only a waste of time and resources, but could easily cost the lives of innocent folk, putting the lifeboat crew in unnecessary jeopardy while performing an utterly pointless task to the best of their ability.


  “Anyone who thinks he may be able to identify the responsible person or persons should call the information in at once to the nearest police station, where punitive action will be taken…”


  And then, as a footnote:


  Among the aforementioned partygoers, a prominent member of the Aberdeenshire UFO Society (name withheld) has told this reporter that sightings of this sort are not unusual at this time of year. He states that:


  “The UFO Society has records of previous occurrences of a like nature in these northern latitudes, and as no other rational explanation is forthcoming, it seems only prudent to at least accept the possibility of an extraterrestrial visitation.


  “Since some of these visits have been repetitive over several days and/or nights, a few local members of the society will be keeping a lookout for further events. Detailed reports of any future sightings are of course welcome and will always be appreciated…”


  Over the sea!…Hemmings’ parallel continuum emptied its dead or dying freight out over the deep blue—or grey—North Sea! And where better, unless it were nowhere at all? No words could adequately describe his excitement as he waited for darkness to fall once again, the midnight hour, when he would call up another door and repeat the experiment. He must, if only to ensure that the coordinates of the exit remained constant. And thanks to the efforts of the Aberdeenshire UFO Society’s jubilant report in the Montrose Monitor the next morning, Hemming’s second test had proved beyond further doubt that employing his “spell” to dispatch drained victims to their fate, he could be sure they would all end up in the same location: at the bottom of the sea…


  All of these events, then, and the evil that had followed them, had been the outcome of Hemmings’ initial revelatory dream. But now as he dreamed once again of the formula, much of the original thrill and excitement of his discovery had evaporated away. Having grown far more familiar with the thing through monstrous usage—or familiar at least with its mundane interface,—now in his dreams, or his “von Stradonitz pursuits,” as he was wont to think of them, he would sometimes find himself pondering its mazy intricacies. Mathematical prodigy that he was, still there was so much he didn’t understand about it; which was galling to say the very least.


  For instance: that irritatingly awkward equation or involution which seemed to control distances, heights, and space-time coordinates in general. While in practice it suited the purpose of the formula overall—as Hemmings had ascertained first with his Very lights rehearsals, then with his rather more important and pertinent evictions,—still it didn’t look right. Mathematically misshapen or perhaps misarranged, it felt oddly skewed, more than a little out of kilter with the rest of the formula.


  But misarranged or misconstrued? Was it really so? This was his spell, his discovery, his formula, wasn’t it? He, Gordon J. Hemmings had conjured it from his own dreaming mind, hadn’t he? How then could it be misarranged? For after all it was his arrangement!


  Which led him to inquire of himself: Well then, why not re-arrange it? Would that be possible without losing it—without collapsing it entirely—he wondered? Not that any such loss or degradation need be permanent; he could always call it up again in its original form and as often as he desired. But… he was still somewhat in awe of what he had achieved, and perhaps even afraid of it.


  Who could say what unforeseen and possibly disastrous event some further experiment might bring about? What if that unknown region beyond the portal was Reality, The Origin, while the physical universe of three-dimensions was a mere offshoot? What if he should mistakenly conjure a spell to reverse that status quo as he understood it? And how horrible if he should find himself central to the inversion, helpless in an inchoate, hostile non environment without recourse to the mathematics and metaphysics which formed the foundation of everything that held meaning for him!


  And so, while fully aware that this was something he would be obliged to investigate eventually—that the currently enigmatic but imagined Aladdin’s cave of fantastic functions hidden within or supplementary to his spell was something that must be explored, and sooner rather than later,—for the time being he would resist any such temptation. Better safe than sorry…


  And meanwhile there were other matters to occupy his mind. For one, he was once again experiencing the pangs of hunger, an inner emptiness, the feeling that he was gradually fading away; and oh-so-very soon after the last time he had fed! That was a major concern…but one which he would mitigate in just three days’ time. And in the interim he could find a way to preoccupy himself, perhaps subduing or alleviating something of his needs by rehearsing and improving his lecture notes.


  So much for the future, and as for now:


  On the point of waking up, and fighting with his bedclothes as his subconscious mind delivered up one last piece of imagery—a disquieting memory from the all too recent past—the great leech stopped struggling and lay still, barely breathing, suddenly rapt upon that other unacceptable possibility: that beyond the conjured portals there might be intelligent life! Awake, he had considered it a figment of his imagination; but asleep, even as his dream began to surrender to consciousness, he now found himself once again staring in astonishment into the utter darkness beyond the shimmering frame of that immaterial door—


  —And saw, as in the mirror of a rippled pool, a face looking back at him! A face whose jaw fell open in shock and horror at what its owner had seen; the face of a man that Hemmings had yet to meet in the flesh—that of the Necroscope, Harry Keogh, of course.


  With which the monster drew breath and came snarling awake, glowering all about his room, gradually regaining his composure as the bulk of his dream receded. But as for that face: however blurred, its general outline and contours would remain there in Hemmings’ mind like some menacing phantasm, ever a backdrop and an obstruction to his every mental process: a source of anxiety and uncertainty, and yes, even of fear. And this time it wasn’t about to go away.


  For at the end as the face had slowly faded along with Hemmings’ dream, so its brows had gathered in a frown, its eyes had narrowed, and its mien had changed from a look of horror to one of grim, silent accusation…


  That same morning, after a sparse breakfast of coffee and toast, the Necroscope also found himself staring down at a blurred image—his own—where he stood on the bank of the bight in the river beneath which his mother’s remains lay buried in silt and weeds. She knew he was there, of course, could sense his living warmth and deadspeak musing; and so said:


  Hello, son! I intended to contact you earlier, but you were deeply asleep. You obviously needed it so I left you to it. But yes, we’ve done what you asked of us; alas that the results are all but negative. By which I mean that while we’ve succeeded in seeking out the souls in question, our efforts have been mainly in vain. In other words, while we are convinced that your suspicions are justified, still we can’t definitely validate them.


  Harry wasn’t especially disappointed; he already had all he needed by way of evidence, despite that it remained circumstantial; any further corroboration seemed unnecessary, for he fully anticipated that Gordon J. Hemmings’ guilt would become all too murderously clear the moment he actually confronted him, man to monster. But still:


  “Good morning, Ma,” he said, in answer to her greeting. And then: “So what have you found out—or maybe I should ask what haven’t you found out? I take it you tried to contact Hemmings’ father, and also Latimer Calloway?”


  More than tried! she told him. And as I said we succeeded—in part. Then, with her deadspeak even more subdued, but with a greater depth of feeling: That’s because there wasn’t much left to work with, Harry.


  A statement which, however latent, seemed in itself to bear Hemmings’ signature. And: “Go on,” said the Necroscope, however grimly. “Tell me about it.”


  First, as you supposed, we made contact with that evil creature’s father, she replied.


  “He was still there, in the cemetery in Dalkeith? He hadn’t moved on?”


  Probably because there wasn’t enough of him to move on! We believe that the higher powers that govern access to the Beyond by means of the compelling allure they exert upon the incorporeal souls of the innocent dead…we believe they simply failed to understand that he was there at all! They couldn’t hear him, didn’t recognize him! One has to want to move on, Harry, before the Beyond will acknowledge, consider, and react to one’s needs in that fashion. But as for Hemmings’ father: he’d lost or been robbed of the ability to want anything!


  “And yet you got through to him. How?”


  By force of will. We approached him en masse, until finally he heard us. But even so he was unable to answer our questions, for he was even more distant than those poor murdered souls under the sea…by which I mean how they used to be, before you spoke to them. Before you, well, galvanized them.


  So she knew about that. But:


  “It was their wish, Ma!” Harry vias quick to defend himself. “It was how they wanted it. But I know how much it’s cost them, and something of what they’re planning, so I feel I should warn you that I’m not finished with that yet. I gave them my word on it.”


  Oh, I didn’t mean to criticize you, Harry, she replied. You do what you do because you are the only one who can! An eye for an eye…isn’t that how it goes?


  At first unwilling to argue that last, Harry was silent for a moment before answering: “Only if it’s very necessary, if the dead require it, and if I feel I really must participate—and only then if there’s no other way.” (Which wasn’t quite true in every case; and so, in order to change the subject): “Anyway, you told me you got through to the old man. How was that, if he had nothing to say?”


  Oh, but he did! But nothing relevant, or perhaps it was. He said only: ‘My son, my son, my son!’ And he kept on saying it—over and over again, growing ever more weak and distant—until at last what was left of his soul was recognized and drawn away to the Beyond. At least, that’s our understanding of what happened.


  “So contacting him wasn’t in vain after all,” said the Necroscope, relievedly. “He’s far better off for what you’ve done; moved on to a place where he may even find help to recover something of what was stolen from him. But while in his case we can consider that a worthwhile result, what of Latimer Calloway?”


  He sensed his Ma’s deadspeak nod, as she answered:


  A different story there, Harry, for there was more of him—more of his soul, his life-force, that we could work with—but not very much more.


  “You actually spoke to him, made sense of him?”


  Barely, she replied, but enough to discover that he’s certain he was murdered, if not by whom. We didn’t tell him of your other investigations, your suspicions; in fact we were lucky to reach him in time, for he had heard the Beyond calling him, and he was ready to move on. But we did explain about you—how you were searching for a loathsome killer—and how much you would appreciate any opportunity to speak to him about it. He said he would wait a while but that you should hurry, because he wasn’t sure how long he could ignore the Beyond’s attraction, its irresistible promise.


  “Then I’ll speak to him at once, this morning!” said Harry. “I take it you have the coordinates?”


  Of course, son, for I knew you would need them. Then, after a moment’s pause and just a little regretfully: Now I fear that we’re almost done, and it may be a while before we can work together again. For from now on until this is over you’ll be very busy. But may I ask how you intend to continue, or more specifically what you’ll do next?


  “Oh, but you know what I’ll do next!” Harry replied. “After I speak to Calloway—perhaps depending on how that goes—then in all likelihood I’ll be meeting face to face with his murderer!”


  To which his Ma made no immediate reply, but Harry felt the wave of fear that washed out from her. And so:


  “Now don’t you start worrying before the fact, Ma!” he told her. “You know I won’t be going in blind, all thanks to you and the Great Majority. And besides, there’s something I need to do before that, something I need to play around with.”


  You want to…to play around with something?


  “I meant study, Ma—something I have to study.”


  She saw it in his mind. Your formula?


  “No,” the Necroscope shook his head. “I’m talking about his formula. That fat, red-faced devil has used the Möbius Continuum—or his version of it—to kill, and I can’t even be sure how many times he’s done it. Only that he’ll do it again if he gets the chance. So this time it has to be like you said: an eye for an eye, and what has worked for him might also work for me.”


  But you promise that you’ll be careful—that you’ll be oh-so-very careful?


  “Oh, I will. You know I will. But now I’ll be needing those coordinates.”


  Almost before Harry finished speaking the coordinates were there in his mind. And a moment later, with nothing left to be said, his footprints in the grass on the rim of the river were all that remained of his visit. As for the Necroscope himself: he was already on his way to a leafy cemetery in Totnes, Devon, and the grave of the late Latimer Calloway…


  Apart from an old lady leaving a spray of fresh flowers against a tombstone on the far side of the graveyard, the walled, sunny quarter acre of slabs and plots was empty—at least of living souls.


  Not wanting to waste time, and therefore taking a chance on being seen, Harry had left the Continuum at his mother’s coordinates directly in front of Latimer Calloway’s tomb. The accuracy of the coordinates was evident in the simple inscription—Calloway’s name and dates—carved in the raised granite lid of the low-walled pedestal; and with one last glance around the sleepy leaf-dappled cemetery, that was where Harry sat himself down: on the Professor Emeritus’ granite slab itself.


  This was in no way gauche or thoughtless of the Necroscope. The way his head was bowed, it was as if he sat in a church: it was his way of communing, of showing his respect and even something of his humility. But:


  No need, Mr. Keogh, came that oh-so-distant deadspeak voice in his head. I know who you are—who you must be—for I was told I would sense your presence like the warm glow of a candle or the glimmer of its flame, which I do! But now I wonder: can the dead really dream? Is this a dream, a fantasy, or is everything I believed in life the only true fantasy? I knew nothing until your dear mother and her friends sought me out…it was as if I drifted in limbo. I knew only that I was dead and must remain dead forever, and was surprised that I knew anything at all!


  Then out of the darkness came your dear mother and the others, and following their visit—indeed during their visit—I began to feel awakened, even strengthened! I was still drifting…but in a different, definite direction! It was as if I felt something tugging at me, as if I heard something calling to me, urging me to move on toward…toward—


  “—Toward the Beyond,” said Harry, nodding. “Yes, my mother has told me. And I’m only sorry I’ve had to ask you to wait. But it’s so very important, not only to me but even more so to others who have suffered the same fate as you: cruel deaths at the hands of a murderer!”


  It’s true that I was murdered, said the other, quietly, and that someone should be brought to justice. But I don’t know how I can help you; I don’t know who my murderer was, or why he did what he did to me.


  “Can’t you tell me anything about it?”


  I shall tell you all I know, all that I remember. It may be that the evil devil had his reasons, or perhaps some modus operandi that you may recognize…I just can’t say, can’t promise anything.


  “An evil devil?” Harry knew that thought well enough. “Yes, and I think I may know what makes you call him that. So even if you can’t promise anything, tell me about it anyway.”


  And after a moment’s silence: It was dark, the other began. The dusky dark of evening in the woodland near my home, where I walked a familiar path. It was my habit: to walk of an evening, where I could see the lights of my not too distant house twinkling through the trees. The path was white, made of gravel, and easy to follow; I had walked that way many times since retiring from my position at the University.


  The night was cool but not cold; the air clean, invigorating, with just a hint of wood smoke from some country cottage hearth. I felt at peace with the world—oh, how little I knew!


  I don’t know where he came from; perhaps he was waiting for me? But I heard a crunch of gravel, and before I could turn his hands were on me—on the back of my neck, in the junction with my shoulders. But if his intention was to choke me—well, that would seem strange indeed! And he was strong, so very strong!


  I tried to turn but couldn’t; I was forced to my knees; the fiend seemed to be gaining in strength as mine waned! There was this faint pulsating red glow—like a guttering fire’s embers: perhaps my imagination, my mind’s response to some weird disabling agony as I slumped—for suddenly I was weak as a kitten, drained of energy, surrendering to powerful hands that didn’t so much crush as suck at me! There’s no other way to describe it.


  I knew I was losing consciousness…I could feel my heart hammering, and sensed that burning red glow of death strengthening, suffusing and reducing me.


  And he was grunting , even chuckling as he murdered me! Then I heard other voices: laughter! At the very last moment, joyous laughter ! Male and female voices, yes: young lovers, walking in the woods, all unawares of what was happening so close by.


  He heard it, too, and his hands left me. And as I toppled I turned.


  But by then my eyes were dim. I saw him, but briefly—a bulky figure, dark against the darkness—his face, red with what could only be fury, red as fire!


  That was all, and I saw no more; but however dimly I heard his hurried footsteps crunching gravel as he ran away, and then nothing…or nothing of any real substance, until your mother came to wake me from that haunted, drifting limbo…


  For a moment then it seemed that Calloway’s deadspeak voice had failed him, until finally: And now you know everything…


  “Yes,” Harry nodded. “Yes, I know everything, including the name of your murderer. Let me show you something.”


  He searched his memory, conjuring a scene that would probably burn forever—or as long as Hemmings lived—on his mind’s eye. It was that picture of the great leech as Harry had viewed him via the Möbius interface in the alley off Princes Street in Edinburgh: a picture of the fat, blurred, but burning red-faced devil himself as he took Wee Angus’ life and drained him of his soul. And because his thoughts were deadspeak, Latimer Calloway saw that picture, too.


  In the next moment the ex-Professor Emeritus cried out his recognition—


  —But only of the killer’s distorted image, not his name. The bloated, shifting, burning features of the murderer failed to reveal his actual identity; but the likeness of what Calloway had seen on the evening of his death was unmistakable. And:


  That was him! he said, in a whisper that was yet more distant. Harry, it was him!


  “Yes,” said the Necroscope, “I’m sure it was. Not only that but I know who it was: ex-Professor Gordon J. Hemmings, to whom you gave a well deserved dressing-down on the day he walked out of the University and never went back!”


  Gordon Hemmings? Calloway sounded stunned, astonished. That strange fellow? But it’s unbelievable…or perhaps not, for I know he hated me; his dreadful, threatening looks as he stormed from my chambers that day! D’you know that old saying: if looks could kill? Well then, enough said! But even so, are you absolutely sure? I mean—Hemmings?


  “The same,” said Harry. “And yes, I’m sure.”


  Gordon J. Hemmings! Harry could almost see Calloway shaking his head. Him and his ridiculous theories! A madman, obviously.


  “Ridiculous?” Now Harry’s head was shaking as he denied the other’s assessment. “Well I agree he’s some kind of madman, but not all of his theories are ridiculous. Too few of them in fact. I myself am proof of some of them—and so is he himself—and likewise what we’re doing right now! Hemmings is a mutant; his mutant mind looks beyond the laws of physics as we—most of us—accept them, and it’s possible that to his understanding his actions are justified by his alien nature. He is evil, yes, but he does what he does to survive. At least, that’s how I see it. But there are certain matters he hasn’t explored yet, abilities which I daren’t let him acquire. That’s one of the main reasons why I’ve had to track him down.”


  And now that you’ve found him, what next? You’ll go to the police?


  Déjà vu, thought Harry. This was somewhat similar to a conversation he’d had with Darcy Clarke. And smiling however wryly he answered: “No sir, I can’t. For how could I begin to explain that my evidence derives from the memories and thoughts of dead people?”


  Ahhh! said the other. No, of course not!


  “That’s why I must do it myself,” Harry continued. “But as my mother might have explained to you—”


  —It’s what you do, said the ex-Professor Emeritus, simply.


  “Indeed it is, sir. It’s something that I sometimes have to do.”


  Yes, I see that now. So then, are we finished here, Harry? For if so I think…I think I can feel the Beyond calling to me. And there’s no longer any reason to stay here. I think perhaps I should be moving on.


  “I think both of us should be going,” Harry nodded. “Albeit in different directions. I just want you to know that whatever the future has in store for you, my thanks and very best wishes go with you, sir. And now, goodbye.”


  For a moment there was no reply, but then from far, oh-so-far away, like the smallest echo of the smallest whisper in the Necroscope’s metaphysical mind—My thanks to you, my boy, came ex-Professor Emeritus Latimer Calloway’s reply—and especially to your mother. Goodbye Haaaarrry.


  Then nothing more…


  There were things still to be done, final arrangements to make.


  At midday, as Harry munched on a tasteless sausage sandwich washed down with coffee, it suddenly dawned on him that he had burned his boats behind him. He’d made promises—of a sort—to the so-called drowned ones, which left him in something of a predicament. They were already mobile, relying on him to do his thing, fulfil his part of the compact: an eye for an eye. Which could only mean that one way or the other ex-Professor Gordon J. Hemmings, the great leech himself, would shortly be going head first into his own mantrap.


  One way or the other, yes.


  The preferred way was that the fat man would be taking that final trip—indeed a “one-way” trip—on his own. The other: that Harry would be forced to go with him, whether he wanted to or not. And that second scenario, while undesirable, was not at all unlikely.


  This was hardly an unfamiliar situation; no slouch at boat-burning, Harry had been here before on many occasions and felt sure that he would be again, but only if he survived this time around. So now he must work on a plan to make sure that he did.


  He spent most of the remaining afternoon in his study, conjuring, tweaking, often ruining and then erasing Hemmings’ variant Möbius formula; only to recreate it time and time over. He practiced altering its structure (however minutely, and hopefully invisibly) even as it formed into doors; this by rearranging the awkward variable that governed spatial coordinates. A quantitatively indeterminate equation, it was flexible to a degree, but had a tendency to reshape itself the moment he relaxed his mental grip on it. And the only way around that problem, or so it seemed, would be to make sure that if or when it became imperative (which was to say life-saving) that he meddle with the red devil’s device, he didn’t relax his grip on it!


  But then there was another problem, for which as yet there was no answer. While these variant doors he was conjuring were exact copies of Hemmings’ doors, they did not spring from Hemmings’ mind but from Harry’s. Exact duplicates they may be, but they lacked the fat man’s authority. An imitation van Gogh—no matter how good, how clever—does not have van Gogh’s inspiration. Harry could adapt or transmute his own conjurings as much as he liked, but would he be able to do the same with the great leech’s, if or when that became necessary?


  Well, only time would tell. And meanwhile there wasn’t much of that left…


  Toward evening Harry tried to make contact with the drowned ones. It came as no great surprise when he was unable to do so, for they were no longer anywhere near their original coordinates. As to where they were: he didn’t know for sure, wasn’t even able to say what their plan was; only that for it to work—if it was to work at all—the great leech must be granted an opportunity to dispose of him using the accustomed modus operandi: the variant formula, a Möbius portal, its inescapable route and deadly exit high over the North Sea.


  So obviously the dead ones on the ocean floor—or wherever they were now—had plenty of faith in the Necroscope’s skills; all thanks, he had little doubt, to his Ma’s influence with the Great Majority. For if they were not sure of him and his abilities, surely they wouldn’t be going to such painful extremes. Or perhaps, determined to avail themselves of this one opportunity for revenge against the creature who had done this to them, they would suffer any and all such trials regardless of the outcome.


  Except, the closer Harry came to putting those abilities to the acid test, the more insecure he was starting to feel. Hemmings’ magnetic power—that strange psychic suction that fed on souls—was something he had experienced only through seeing it in action, and then briefly; something of which he had no additional knowledge other than what Latimer Calloway had told him. And while the incredible intricacy of metaphysical Möbius mathematics, in which he excelled, was one thing, facing up to the soul-sucking paranormal potency of a mutant mentality was something else entirely!


  But too late to worry about that now; the drowned ones were waiting, and Harry’s boats were burned to ashes…


  Yesterday afternoon, using the Möbius Continuum and a series of line-of-sight coordinates, Harry had travelled to a wooded area on the outskirts of Dunblennin, and from there on foot into the town to the location of the rather time-worn Drill Hall: an ex-Ministry-of-Defence building in weed-grown grounds, still being used on occasion by the local Home-Guard Association.


  There behind a decaying World War II, graffiti adorned air-raid shelter, he marked his coordinates before returning to the front of the gaunt building. Though the large double doors were locked, Harry was gratified to note that someone had stapled up an impressive poster heralding the next day’s (in fact today’s) lecture by: “Accomplished Scholar and Mathematician, Paranormal Investigator, Gifted Psychic, and Acknowledged Authority on all Matters Metaphysical, Professor Gordon J. Hemmings in Person—Speaking from Seven to Eight PM. Admission: Ten Pounds.”


  But that had been yesterday, when the Necroscope was checking out his route to the venue in advance. Now it was just five minutes to seven on the drizzly day itself; lights were glowing dimly in the foyer and shining through fanlights set high up in the doors; and there was a queue of maybe three dozen disparate folk huddling from the thin, unpleasant rain with their collars turned up. They were mainly men, one or two women, a handful of studious- and/or geekish-looking youths carrying copies of recent issues of Man and Magic, Modern Myths, and The Unexplained.


  And Harry thought: The unexplained? And you’re looking for explanations here? Well, small hope of finding them! Because he really couldn’t picture the Möbius monster giving away any genuinely worthwhile esoterica to this mainly credulous lot!


  On the other hand, perhaps he was doing them an injustice; it was possible that some of them had come to sneer and (possibly mistakenly) even to laugh. As for the Necroscope himself: he had come to challenge, and then to see where that got him.


  Joining the queue, he stood beside an angular, wiry-haired young man perhaps twenty or so years old, wearing thick-lensed spectacles and a plastic raincoat. Giving Harry a gentle nudge with his elbow, this fellow held up a magazine for him to see; it was a copy of UFO Monthly, with a cover blurb that read:


  Inside: the Real Deal!


  Professor Gordon J. Hemmings


  Sees All, Knows All, Tells All—and invites all and


  sundry to his amazing lectures! A list of future dates and


  venues inside, with a teaser on alien visitors over Scottish


  waters and the possibility of an incursion from weird


  parallel dimensions!


  This was something new to Harry who was at once interested. “He has an article in there?” he inquired. “Hemmings, I mean?”


  “No sech luck!” said the other. “Naw, it’s just a wee come-on, a sales pitch for this bleddy magazine! No more than a mention o’ suspected UFO sightin’s. Weird driftin’ lights out over the sea off Stonehaven nineteen months ago; two nights runnin’, in fact. Just a hint, a wee leg-pull, that this so-called Professor might be talkin’ about it durin’ his lecture—a come-on, as Ah said. But—” and then more buoyantly, hopefully “—d’ye think he might? D’ye think he really will?”


  “Ah! So you’re interested in UFOs,” said Harry, thinking to himself: Now what on earth…? Unexplained aerial sightings two nights on the trot, out over the ocean—alleged to have occurred a year and a half ago—shortly before Hemmings claimed his first known Möbius victim?


  There had been other victims before that, yes—and possibly more than Harry was aware of—but not Möbius victims, not to his knowledge. So what had these alleged sightings been?


  “Tests, maybe?” said the young UFO fancier, almost as if he had read the Necroscope’s mind.


  “Eh?” said Harry, momentarily startled by the other’s sudden eagerness.


  “Aliens! Lookin’ for a way tae visit us! Experimentin’ with a gateway frae their dimension intae ours!”


  “Ah!” Harry answered; and then, because he didn’t know what else to say: “You could be right! Who can say?” But you’re definitely not too far off the mark! One alien certainly, or a man with alien thirsts, alien powers—except he’s already here! As for some kind of test: what, that bloated red devil testing his device not long after he first discovered it? Well, why not?


  “But…d’ye think there’s a chance he’ll talk about it?”


  Harry shrugged. With his thoughts temporarily elsewhere, he nevertheless managed a reply. “I imagine he’ll be taking questions toward the end of his talk. Maybe you should ask him about it then?”


  “Why, Ah just might at that!” said the other. “But look ye, the doors are openin’ the noo!”


  Aye, thought Harry, as the double doors swung open. So they are. And in we go—the noo! Which could be his last chance to have a small silent chuckle at himself for quite a wee while to come…


  Inside, beyond the foyer, inner doors opened into what had been the drill hall from which the place had taken its name: a large hall where would-be boy soldiers had learned the basic elements of military drill. Now, before a small stage, it was decked out with four rows of stacking chairs twelve to a row, and the rest of the wide expanse of polished oak floorboards was empty. Even under the not too bright ceiling lights the place looked unashamedly naked, making it glaringly obvious that advance bookings had been few and far between.


  So, would Gordon J. Hemmings be disappointed? Harry thought not, for the forthcoming lecture was only one reason why he was here, and by no means the main reason. It was just another hunting trip where he was concerned: the monster’s way of spreading his Möbius murders abroad, of making his snail trail more difficult to follow.


  But now it was just a few minutes after seven, and suddenly from behind drab curtains in the left wing of the stage… who but the man in question—who but the Möbius murderer in person—had suddenly made his entrance? None other than the fat man, Harry’s quarry, Gordon J. Hemmings himself.


  Being one of the last in the queue, the Necroscope had only just paid for his seat, his tenner going to a down-at-heel person who was probably the drill hall’s caretaker, collecting the money on Hemmings’ behalf. Now, as Harry chose an aisle seat in the back row, the collector hastened up onto the stage where he shook hands with the impatiently waiting Hemmings, adjusted the microphone on the center-stage lectern, coughed loudly, and introduced the “guest speaker.”


  “And now if ye’ll be so kind, a big hand for the guid Professor Hemmins’ himself, and mah most sincere apologies that Ah had tae hold up the proceedin’s with the takin’s and all. Professor Hemmins’…” With which he nodded to the fat man, accepted his overcoat, and invited him to the lectern before leaving the stage.


  Harry joined in the applause which wasn’t much, and unwilling to be noticed just yet turned up his collar, shrank down in his chair and made himself as inconspicuous as possible. At the same time, however, even while trying to mask his own presence, the Necroscope was very much aware of Hemmings’—more specifically of his undeniable magnetism—and couldn’t take his eyes off him.


  As for “fat man:” that description of Hemmings was entirely fitting. At some six foot three inches in height and verging on obese, the monster was huge: flabby in his body, jowly, and (but what was this?) pale-faced under his combed-forward straggle of receding red hair? But “the red devil”?—as Harry had often as not thought of him—what, pale-faced? At first surprised, however, Harry quickly realized that his expectations, his preconception of Hemmings’ features, had for some time now been based on that unforgettably nightmarish transformation he’d witnessed at the Möbius interface in the alley off Princes Street, as Wee Angus’ life-force was sucked out of him; based on that, and also on Latimer Calloway’s narrative. But now the facts of the matter were fully established…that the malevolent reddening only occurred when this monstrous creature was feeding.


  And having started upright in his chair in reaction to Hemmings’ pallid complexion, now Harry was as quick to shrink down again, unnoticed; but still his attention was rapt upon the fat man; upon (but what else to call it?) his magnetism. The Necroscope, psychically gifted, could sense it: this palpable sphere of force surrounding Hemmings like an invisible bubble, sending out writhing tendrils of cold energy into his unsuspecting audience. Some kind of sixth sense or soul-seeking mechanism? Harry was uncertain; perhaps it was simply Hemmings’ mutant nature—his repressed hunger—reaching out and salivating, as it were, in anticipation of whatever the night had yet to offer.


  Well perhaps, and perhaps not; there was no way of knowing. So that when Harry sensed the strange psychic chill of one such wisp hovering close by, wary and unwilling to let it touch him, he leaned well away and felt relieved when it moved on.


  A glance at the others in the audience sufficed to tell him that no one else had been affected by Hemmings’ weird aura, and it appeared that this was all it was: an emanation of which the great leech himself might not be entirely aware, his otherness. And satisfied that such was probably the case, Harry refocused his attention upon his quarry and what he was saying.


  He had missed only a little of Hemmings’ self-introduction, yet the monster was already well into one of his specialist subjects: mathematics and, according to him, the all-important but misunderstood secrets of abstruse and esoteric numbers.


  In this regard, nothing of what the fat man said from where his bulk overflowed the oblong outlines of the lectern was virgin knowledge to the Necroscope; most of it was readily available in text books, and a lot more in Harry’s metaphysical mind. But still it was obvious that compared with any normally numerate person—to any layman—Hemmings was a past master of his subject.


  Momentarily losing interest at one point, Harry was quickly drawn back to Hemmings’ discourse when he heard mention of Pythagoras of Samos. The reason for this was that he was well aware of sixth century B.C.’s Pythagoras’ abounding interest not only in mathematics but also the Laws of Nature (in fact the universal laws of physics, which Pythagoras believed could be deduced by pure thought); also in a fifth element other than fire, air, earth and water—which could only be the substance of heavenly bodies, the stars themselves and the spaces between them;—the transmigration of souls; and, of course, mysticism in general.


  “Naturally, his were seminal beliefs,” Hemmings’ phlegmy yet oddly gutteral voice reached out to an apparently rapt audience. “Twenty-six centuries ago, Pythagoras and his disciples did not have the benefit of slide rules, computers, quantum physics, or any of today’s scientific marvels. And yet, despite their paranoia over irrational numbers and their determination to obscure or deny various mathematical truths, they developed a ‘religion’—which is to say their science—to an amazing degree…”


  And after a brief pause, a drawing of breath: “I am a Pythagorean! I firmly believe in several Pythagorean…let’s call them ‘theories.’ But unlike Pythagoras I do have the benefit of today’s modern scientific marvels, and of the all too frequently limited ‘advances’ that we are alleged to have made. But, in a statement such as that, am I decrying science and scientists? No, I am simply lamenting their inadequacies; I am admitting my belief in an astonishing power of numbers that lies far beyond addition, subtraction and division; beyond the ‘fabulous’ formulae of the physicists: beyond any curious quantum calculations or computer devised simulations, and even beyond—far beyond—the beyond itself! And this is a belief to which few contemporaries, if any, give even the slightest degree of credence!


  “More fools them…


  “Thought, pure thought…the power of thought! Science is dominated, it relies upon observation and experimentation, methodology—but Pythagoras taught that the laws of nature and the universe were accessible to pure thought! And in that was he so very different to certain of our greatest thinkers? I think not. Einstein himself was very fond of his so-called Gedanken Experiments, which formed much of his theory of relativity. But away with your blackboards full of risible scribble and bloated calculi; the most important of all Einstein’s equations was indeed as brief as a thought, a scrawl on a scrap of paper, a Gedacht: E = mc2—without which there would be no atom bomb and no nuclear energy. Which, we may suppose, many would consider a good thing!


  “But I tell you, thought experiments such as those are only the beginning, and if Pythagoras had lived in our time, in Einstein’s time, ahhh! What marvels then? Well, he didn’t—but I do or did, for Einstein died as recently as 1955. And I despair that I never met him, despite his limitations…”


  At which Harry felt obliged to shake his head and hope that no one had noticed. And he thought—What, a “doctrinaire,” the fat man? Something of an understatement, that! But Hemmings was moving on:


  “Pythagoras was a mathematician; but he also wondered about the nature of space and the stars, and postulated his invisible ‘fifth element’ of which they were made. Alas that he could not demonstrate the existence of the element; so for all that there was no proof of such, his Pythagorean disciples were obliged to simply accept that it was so—because the master said so! But still I tell you he was close to the truth…not close enough, but close. An expert on geometry as it was in his era and as he further developed it, perhaps he should have given more thought—more pure thought—to Riemannian and non-Euclidean theories of spaces which exist between the three-dimensional spaces that we accept as reality: the topology of space-time! But of course he couldn’t; Euclid’s era lay three hundred years in the future, while Riemann and Einstein and others such as Möbius, they were entire millennia ahead! But even if Pythagoras had been able to think as they thought—and who can say he didn’t?—he still would not have had the mathematics to explore such notions.”


  At which the focus of the Necroscope’s attention became yet more pinpoint, for this was the closest the great leech had come so far to revealing his own knowledge in respect of such supposedly conjectural “spaces between spaces”, and in particular the Möbius Continuum! And so, unwilling to miss any further revelations, Harry leaned forward and peered over the shoulder of the man in front, while still managing to keep his collar turned up and his face at least half hidden.


  And meanwhile Hemmings had continued:


  “Now, what spaces ‘between’ spaces am I talking about? What on earth can I possibly mean by such a statement? Well, nothing on Earth, let me assure you! I am talking about parallel dimensions: weird regions outside of space and time, where space and time may not even exist!—and likewise all our so-called ‘laws of physics!’”


  At which point, pausing abruptly, Hemmings looked momentarily startled. But then, drawing his bulk more fully upright and lifting his piggy eyes from his notes on the lectern, he glared steeply down and to one side into his audience, and queried:


  “Eh? What…?”


  For someone in the front row had lurched to his feet, beating Harry to it before his backside had risen even half an inch from the seat of his chair. Just what Harry had intended—what comment he had been about to make—was somewhat vague even to himself; but probably superficial and indiscreet, and therefore precipitate, it would certainly have attracted Hemmings’ attention. Instead of the Necroscope, however, it was the bespectacled UFO freak who had placed himself in the spotlight. And once again from the fat man:


  “Eh? What…?” At first stalled and losing track, actually having wobbled a little behind the lectern, Hemmings had quickly regained control and now growled: “I may well be taking some questions later, young man…but, since you’re already on your feet, what is it?”


  “Dimensions!” the other sputtered the word out. “It’s about they other dimensions!” He waved aloft his copy of UFO Monthly. “Ye said in the magazine here that they lights out over the sea near Stonehaven might well hae been some sort o’ incursion frae a parallel world. Indeed, ye said there wasnae any other explanation.”


  “No,” Hemmings answered. “I remarked that since no one else had offered any viable explanation, perhaps we should look further afield. An extra-dimensional source—or ‘parallel world,’ if you insist—would be one such solution. Oh yes, definitely; for where commonsense fails to supply an answer, we must surely look elsewhere. Even to un common sense… wouldn’t you agree?”


  “Oh, ye’re damn right Ah do!” the other replied. “Except—” And there he paused, squirming and agitated.


  “Yes, except?”


  “Well, Ah dinnae wish tae offend, but can ye no offer a wee bit o’ proof? Ah mean, d’ye hae no other evidence o’ yere alien incursion? Maybe it’s like the ’papers said: some clowns out in a boat, shootin’ off Very lights—o’ all things!”


  “But no evidence of that was discovered either,” said Hemmings reasonably. “Two nights in a row: no ‘clowns’ and no boat, despite the coast guard’s extensive searches…and not forgetting the powerful searchlights of that nearby oil-drilling rig, the, er—”


  “—The Seagasso!” the fat man’s questioner helped him out.


  “Indeed!” Hemmings rewarded the other with a nod and a pale smile. “Yes of course: the Seagasso. And despite that the rig’s lights swept that vast watery expanse, never a single glimpse of the alleged culprits! But now let me ask you a question:


  “If you were entering into an unknown place in the dark—venturing into a forest by night, or a subterranean labyrinth, or indeed an unexplored alien world—would not you make provision? Would not you take a torch or some sort of illumination with you? But of course you would! So then, are you suggesting that intelligent beings from other spheres or other dimensions—beings capable of visiting us—would be any less cautious? What if they came only to fathom the labyrinth, as it were, or to explore the forest…to investigate and nothing more? Why arrive in a vast blaze of blinding light and risk alarming the local creatures under the trees, or the bats in their cave, or the people in their towns and cities? Why, it seems to me that Very lights, or some alien equivalent, would provide the ideal solution! Lights out of darkness, but nothing terribly frightening.”


  “Ahhh!” sighed the other, flopping back into his chair. “O’ course! Ah think Ah see it the noo! Aye, Ah really can see it!” At which a handful of others in the audience, apparently swayed by Hemmings’ dubious explanation, actually applauded!


  As for the Necroscope: he remained firmly in his seat. Whatever he might have said if he had risen to his feet—some deliberately provocative question, perhaps about Möbius, or space time homeomorphisms—had for the moment fled his mind. Probably just as well, and anyway there was plenty of time yet.


  And meanwhile, clearing his throat noisily, the fat man was ready to start speaking again.


  “So then,” he began, and at once paused.… “But before we continue—” he looked pointedly at the UFO fancier in his front row chair, “—let me say just one more thing. Like Pythagoras, I can supply no proof of this, but I for one am absolutely certain, I repeat, absolutely certain, that those so-called ‘Very lights’ floating high over the sea did indeed appear out of an alien region!”


  Having spoken those few extra words, Hemmings’ pallid smile was such that it seemed to encompass his entire face, even setting his loathsome aura, that obscene envelope of which the fat man hardly seemed aware and which only the Necroscope could see—the swirling ectoplasm that enclosed Hemmings’ gross body and issued those wispy tendrils—quivering like a monstrous jelly!


  Why of course you’re certain, thought Harry, clinging tight to his chair so as to hold himself in reserve, because you sent those flares there! You were simply testing your device, that’s all! And now that you believe you’re making fools of us, you’re actually laughing at us, you evil mutant thing!


  Time had sped by. A clock over the stage was busy ticking away the seconds, clicking off the minutes toward seven-forty almost before Harry was aware of it, he’d been that engrossed with what the man at the lectern was saying; some of which he accepted or agreed with, along with much that he found laughable—or would have had its source been anyone else.


  The great leech had spoken of the souls of men, naming them as such so that his audience might better comprehend his topic; but he had also acknowledged a personal preference to call them “life-forces” or “essential essences.”


  “Their substance is immaterial” he declared, “but much like gravity or pure thought, it is all important. Take away a man’s life-force, he is lessened to the point of death; his body will actually suffer some shrinkage, despite that the essence itself is weightless. Yet still it has a certain texture and a colour; why, at the point of death, metempsychosis, it is red as blood! And as for its texture: souls are the favoured pabulum of demigods and demons, the perfect nourishment for the mind and body of…well, of any vastly superior being.”


  While Hemmings appeared to check himself here, offering no further explanation of that last remark, Harry wondered: Is it possible that in some crazed, megalomaniac fashion—for he’s definitely certifiable—he considers himself some sort of demigod? But in any case, whether he did or didn’t, the Necroscope was far more inclined toward thinking of him as a demon, or at the very least a red devil…


  With an occasional glance at his watch, the great leech had also skimmed over numerology and magic, making brief mention of Paracelsus, Aleister Crowley, Cagliostro and others of the kind, not forgetting Pythagoras and his followers. And finally he had progressed to dreams, oneiromancy, precognition, before returning to and commixing the parapsychology of these concepts with such previously mentioned notions as the power of pure thought both awake and sleeping.


  “Our dreams,” he declared, “are the clearing houses of our waking world problems. The subconscious minds of men—of certain men—continue to work unabated, discovering solutions to complex issues that appeared beyond comprehension in their conscious lives. Now this is not some mere theory but an accepted fact with which laymen and scientists, intellectuals and mystics alike often tend to concur. Indeed, from the very earliest of times certain talented men have dreamed the answers to what seemed unfathomable enigmas that they had struggled to resolve during waking hours.


  “But we can go much further, deeper than that. Oneiromancy is the interpretation of dreams: the science which attempts to explain the very meaning of dreams. Alas that it so frequently fails due to the ephemeral and tenebrous nature of the subject. Similarly we have precognition, where expert dreamers may even glimpse the future! And there, in connection with matters I’ve already spoken of, with regard to extra or parallel dimensions—also with regard to pure thought, mathematics, and equations that govern the universe we think we know and regions we can’t as yet even begin to know—from personal experience I myself can guarantee the irrefutable truth and existence of precognitive dreaming!”


  Following which he smiled his awful smile again; and again the drifting wisps of Hemmings’ aura quaked loathsomely, until the extrasensory storm of his ego gradually subsided.


  Then, as that smile became a grimace, slipping slowly from his face, so his pale features took on an almost spiritual look as he continued: “Oh yes, indeed! For I have dreamed such numbers—such incredible numbers—that I know they can be nothing less than the keys to portals on alien regions and even to past and future times!”


  That, as far as the Necroscope was concerned, said it all; he knew exactly what to do and how to set his trap. Straightening up in his chair, he stopped shielding himself behind those in front, turned down his collar and prepared to rise.


  But now Hemmings was glancing once again at his watch, and saying, “There, time flies! My hour is almost up; we have only a few minutes for questions and answers, four or five at most. Who can say? Perhaps next time if there is one, we may delve a little deeper. But for now…?”


  Looking down with only a small measure of anticipation into the faces of his audience, Hemmings’ gaze immediately fell upon at least one such mainly credulous idiot; someone, no doubt, in need of just a few more specious “words of wisdom.”


  For finally the Necroscope was on his feet…


  For the first time that night, (but in fact for the second time in his life) the great leech noticed him, saw Harry across some thirty feet of drill-hall space; especially his scathing, possibly insolent expression. And the condescending look on the fat man’s face quickly became a frown.


  “Yes, young man?” he said, as Harry moved sideways into the aisle and paced forward to come to a halt directly under a set of ceiling lights. “What is it that so obviously gives you pause? What’s your question?”


  “I have several,” Harry replied, looking the other straight in the eye. “Several questions, and one complaint.”


  “A complaint?” Hemmings’ eyes widened momentarily, and just as quickly narrowed. “Would you care to elaborate?”


  “Ah, exactly!” said Harry. “Which is precisely what you’ve failed to do! Oh, you’ve gone to great lengths to tell us what you think, or what you believe—and, in the case of so-called ‘portals’ and ‘alien dimensions,’ what you’ve allegedly experienced—all of which without ‘elaborating’ or actually telling us anything! Your words are as void of proof, evidence, as the ocean on the nights when those Very lights rained down. You expect us to believe everything you say, while showing us nothing but a certain eloquence of speech and a degree of plausibility. Even your poster is a lie; for you’re no longer a professor but an ex-professor; you gave up your university position when many of your unfounded beliefs were challenged by your superiors. So then, those are my complaints, and as for my questions—”


  “Stop!” Hemmings growled, his jowls wobbling and his round face paler still. He had let the Necroscope get that far—had appeared frozen, impotent to stop him—but no further.


  Now he came from behind the lectern and stepped heavily forward to the edge of the stage. And no more than fifteen feet apart, the two stared fixedly at each other if only for a moment or two; until suddenly the great leech’s jaw fell partly open, his body jerking as he gave a perceptible start!


  Now he knows me! thought Harry. And he was right.


  On the stage, taking a pace to the rear, Hemmings gradually composed himself. The drill hall was full of astonished murmurs now; Hemmings’ audience, every head turned toward this know-it-all enigma, this nameless nemesis from the fat man’s waking and dreaming moments alike, seemed fascinated by the completely unexpected but not entirely unacceptable interruption. Several of the gawping morons actually appeared to agree with this pest—which of course they should, if they had any brains at all! But while all of this would be intolerable in normal circumstances, still Hemmings felt obliged to ignore the embarrassment he felt under the weight of matters that were suddenly much more pressing. And to give himself a little time in which to work things through:


  “Young man, you have me at something of a disadvantage,” he said. “You seem to know me, to the extent that you’ve even done a little obviously erroneous research into my previous professional career…while as yet I don’t even know your name!”


  “Not that it’s important, but my name is Harry Keogh,” said the Necroscope. “And like you—while I’m not as, er, ‘famous’ as you—I’m something of a mathematician. Which is important, for that’s why I’m questioning your authority, Mr. ex-Professor Hemmings.”


  Even as Harry was speaking the other was thinking: Oh, yes! I can’t be mistaken, it’s him ! That face—I would know it anywhere! And while Mr. Harry Keogh can’t possibly be aware of it, he is the living proof of much of what I’ve been saying. Simply by existing, appearing here, he provides the answers to his own petty complaints!


  For this could only be another “von Stradonitz moment”—a “eureka moment”—or more properly the result of two such occurrences, events that Hemmings had already experienced: the first when he had fed on that cripple and stared into the dimensional interface in the alley off Princes Street in Edinburgh, and the second when once again he had seen the same somehow threatening visage framed in a portal in a dream.


  Briefly, following the first such event, he had considered the look on that face—one of accusation and horror where it stared back at him out of the darkness beyond the interface—either a figment of his imagination or even (however improbably,) a symbol of his guilt. But…guilt? Gordon J. Hemmings? Most unlikely! No, for his actions in that respect were little more than a matter of survival: the survival of the fittest.


  So then, nothing of imagination, and certainly not guilt, but a prescient glimpse of the future, that was all! And likewise the second time, when in a nightmare he’d seen that face again: a prophetic reflection from the future which, with its ominous air of accusation and menace, had brought him snarling awake. Since when, like some relentless phantasm—in defiance of his every effort to dislodge it—it had taken on a hateful permanence in Hemmings’ mind and memory.


  But not for much longer. For the source of the problem was standing here in front of him, still accusing and still threatening…but of course, obviously it was! For this was the defining moment: the very beginning of that future which Hemmings had twice foreseen!


  And Harry Keogh had questions, did he? Questions that only Hemmings could and must answer. Which he would answer: tonight, this very night! But not here and not right now.


  For which reason:


  “Young man, er, Harry, if I may?” he said. “I find it possible that we have much in common. And I would gladly answer all your questions and perhaps resolve your every complaint, but my time is up and I’ve a bus to catch. If you would care to wait a moment until the hall is cleared, I’ll gladly meet you outside.


  And then if you’ll accompany me as far as the bus station, I’ll endeavour to satisfy your curiosity. And who knows? Before this night is out, perhaps we’ll be friends. But of one thing I feel certain: you shall learn something from me, and I’ll definitely benefit from knowing you! Now what say you to that?”


  Saying nothing, his throat momentarily dry as a bone, Harry replied with a simple nod. This was what he had hoped for after all, but from this moment on he knew he would have to be on his guard and very, very careful…


  It made no difference that Hemmings was wrong, that what he had seen in that Edinburgh alley had been the real thing staring at him; for his course was set and so was Harry’s. In just a short while, tonight, this game would be played out to the full.


  It was of course to Harry’s advantage that Hemmings thought he had glimpsed the future, for that being the case the Necroscope’s fate was already as good as sealed, his soul drained off and his shrivelled body hurtling toward a watery grave. In addition to the great leech’s megalomaniac self-confidence, he now felt completely invincible; he was even jolly when he met Harry outside the drill hall’s doors as the caretaker locked them and the last handful of people from the audience began to drift off into the gloom.


  “Ah, there you are!” he said, reaching out a flabby hand.


  Together with the caretaker, there were still several audience members in the vicinity; so this was hardly the ideal spot for Hemmings to conjure a door and initiate Harry’s murder; but still—and for all that the Necroscope could scarcely bear the thought of even touching this monster—he could see no way to avoid it.


  The fat man’s hand, despite being soft and clammy, was cold as ice—preternaturally cold—where Harry held it oh-so-very lightly. The cold was of the creature’s slimy ectoplasm; for as their hands clasped, so Hemmings’ aura had flowed forward as if to wash over Harry, touching him however briefly. Briefly, yes; for unable to hide or disguise a shiver, he had quickly taken a pace to the rear.


  “Eh?” said the other, raising a red eyebrow. “What, chilly, are we?”


  “It’s rather a cold night,” Harry replied, fully aware that the street was quickly emptying, and that the awful chill which he had felt—a chill of the soul?—had withdrawn along with the monster’s bitter aura.


  Hemmings sniffed at the air, and replied, “Really? I hadn’t noticed. But then, there’s more meat on me than on you.”


  Yes, and I intend to keep what little I’ve got! thought the Necroscope. And glancing left and right he asked, “Which way is the bus station?”


  “Ah, so you’re a stranger in town! And where, may I ask, do you hail from?” Hemmings was keeping up his feigned air of affability.


  “From Edinburgh,” said Harry, which gave the other yet more reasons for concern. Just how much did this irritating man know or think he knew about him? Not that it would matter much after tonight.


  “The bus station is this way,” said the fat man, leading on into the night only a single pace or so ahead of Harry, who was deliberately holding back. Half-turning, Hemmings looked at him over his shoulder and continued: “Now then, what of these questions you wanted to ask me? For it appears to me that now would be your best opportunity to get them dealt with. And mine, too, er…to reply to them, I mean.”


  “You’re probably right,” Harry answered. “Very well, question number one:


  “You said you were ‘absolutely certain’ that those lights floating high over the sea had arrived there from an alien region—I take it you meant a parallel dimension? But how can you possibly be absolutely certain unless you’ve been there or have at least had access to such a place?”


  “Ah!” said Hemmings. “Well, perhaps you’re putting too much emphasis on ‘absolutely certain’—or rather, perhaps I was! If I was overly assertive, you may put it down to my simply trying to impress upon my audience the fact that I personally believe, and absolutely.”


  Now he took the Necroscope’s upper arm in soft but incredibly strong fingers, guiding him into a dark and narrow passage between tall wooden fences and well away from the street’s lamp posts. “Er, this way, Harry.”


  Managing to shake free of the other’s pulpy hand, which was unnaturally cold even through the material of his jacket, Harry repeated him dubiously: “What, this way?”


  “Yes,” the great leech answered. “A short cut through these allotments here. My, but you seem nervous!”


  Allotments: fenced-off and gated garden areas, “allotted” to usually retired townspeople with no gardens of their own, where they could come to grow their vegetables or flowers, tend their pigeon lofts or their beehives, or simply relax and picnic on a blanket in the sun during the holidays. But Harry knew from experience in the coastal coalmining northeast of England, where he had been brought up, that the weathered asphalt and trampled ashen lanes that separated these allotments could seem labyrinthine to anyone not born to them. As an infant Harry had played hide-and-seek with a very small handful of friends in just such allotments.


  But as for a short cut…a short cut to where? Hell, perhaps?


  Yet however paradoxically, this too was entirely in accordance with the Necroscope’s plan; it was how he had foreseen it; he had known it would have to happen this way: night…a dark deserted place…the monster, crushing close, and conjuring a door from nothing but a freakish mathematical formula.


  And Harry, certain that at any moment now—within the next few seconds, maybe a minute or two at most—he would sense the fantastic power of that formula as an interface formed. But not just yet.


  And meanwhile:


  “Question number two,” he said, knowing he had to keep this going, trying to keep his voice from trembling as Hemmings turned to face him in the night, his gross outline a lumbering blot against darkly distant skies, and his piggy eyes—feral now—ablaze as from internal fires. “Or not so much an actual question,” Harry managed to continue, “as an accusation.”


  “Oh, indeed?” said the monster, the words seeming to burst from his bulging throat like bubbles over a swamp, glutinous in the night air. “An accusation, is it? And now we get to it: the real reason why you’re here. And also why I’m here with you, of course! Very well—go on—accuse away! What is it you think you know about me, Mr Keogh?”


  But as Hemmings’ huge hands reached to clasp his shoulders, Harry shook his head. “It’s not so much what I think, you great leech, but what I know. I know you’ve discovered how to conjure portals into parallel places which so far—thank God!—have been beyond your understanding. I know you tested these portals with Very lights, to discover their exit, and how you have used them ever since to dispose of your victims. And I know—”


  “Stop!” Hemmings gasped. “My…my victims? But what could you possibly know of my victims?”


  “I know you drained them of their souls…or at least you tried to. But in every case they resisted you, and a tiny spark remained. Those sparks cry out for vengeance, Mr. Hemmings, from the bottom of the grey North Sea!”


  “Ah!” the great leech stepped closer still, his aura billowing out before him, enveloping Harry in its freezing coils. “So then, you’re a psychic! You’ve been appointed by the police, or perhaps the families and friends of my—my victims—to contact their dearly beloveds in the so-called afterlife. And moreover it seems you’ve succeeded! Well, who would have thought it, and what can I say? I wish we had more time in which to discuss your talents, some of which even I do not possess; alas that we haven’t. But as for my special talents: I think it’s about time I put them to the test once again; and where you are concerned, my psychically gifted friend, for the first and very last time. So then, Mr. Harry Keogh, let’s see what you make of this!”


  Trapped against a stout fence, and surprised by Hemmings’ speed and agility despite the man’s more than borderline obesity, Harry tried to defend himself; to no avail. Caught in the monster’s aura, he felt the bitter chill where rubbery fingers gripped firm flesh through the material of his jacket directly above his collar bones. Simultaneous with the Necroscope’s immediate resistance to that chill—even as the fat man’s loathsome aura, at full strength in his coldly magnetic hands, began to suck on Harry’s soul—he sensed something else happening: a strange yet paradoxically familiar something which surprised him not at all.


  Indeed, little more than a minute ago he had been thinking about and even anticipating this very moment; had known it must come, and soon. It was what he had been waiting and hoping for; and now it was here, conjured by this murderer’s formula out of alien regions, from spaces between the spaces we know…


  Harry could feel the stout, inch-thick boards of the fence losing their integrity, becoming immaterial, and giving way to the pressure from his back; a very strange feeling which could mean only one thing: that the monster’s door was warping into existence directly behind him!


  Worse, he was weakening; his life-force was being drawn out of him, sucked out by Hemmings’ vampiric aura! And even now the darkness in the allotment labyrinth—especially the area framing the pale bulk of the fat man’s face—was beginning to glow with a faint pink blush, a hellish precursor of the fiery reddening which would suffuse Hemmings’s features as the last dregs of Harry’s essence left him—


  —Not that he would let it go anywhere near that far!


  “Well Harry, and how is this for metempsychosis?” the great leech asked him with a greedy, belching chuckle.


  “Transmigration?” said Harry, pitting his will against the other’s, fighting to hold himself together. “Not how it’s supposed to be, that’s for sure. Souls aren’t meant to be stolen.”


  “You…you resist me?” Hemmings grunted. “Unusual, but not entirely unexpected. No, for there’s more to you than meets the eye, Harry Keogh, which I have known from the moment I first became aware of you in a preclusive glimpse out of time—a precognitive von Stradonitz moment—when I saw an image of your face framed in a portal that was the duplicate of the one I’ve just this minute called into being behind you.”


  “Ah!” said the Necroscope then, summoning all the strength of his unique mind to resist the magnetic attraction of the fat man’s mutant aura. “So that’s what you think you were seeing: a scene out of the future—out of my future!” And he immediately felt the freezing pain in his shoulders easing off as Hemmings’ grip partially, if only momentarily, relaxed. Then:


  “What I think it was?” the monster repeated him. “But what else could it have been? Now don’t try to confuse me, my young friend, for I cannot be mistaken. It was definitely your image that I saw in the portal that I conjured in the alley off Princes Street; your face, Mr. Keogh, as I shall see it again in a little while on the far side of the new interface which I have created especially for you!”


  “But as I’m now trying to tell you,” Harry insisted, “that wasn’t a mere image. It wasn’t some kind of precognitive scene from the future, Hemmings; it was me—the real me—looking back at you! Maybe you should ask yourself something: how else could I know about such things without having experienced them for myself? Without having seen them with my own eyes? Without having been there?”


  How else indeed? And the monster’s grip relaxed more yet as Harry continued:


  “No, Hemmings, it was no image but me that you saw. Me, you great fat leech! I was right there, watching you as you drained Wee Angus of his essence—then consigned him to a half-mile of thin air and an unknown depth of salt water!”


  At which Hemmings snatched a breath of air as he sensed his much vaunted superiority, his alleged authority suddenly slipping away, to be replaced by uncertainty, alarm and fear. He had said there was more to this Harry Keogh than first met the eye, but could never have guessed how much more.


  Well, he had seen and heard enough, and he would put an end to this now—at once!


  Oh, a pity to go hungry and let this sneeringly enigmatic necromancer keep his life-force for even a little while longer—at least until he took his terminal plunge,—but if an acceptable measure of hunger and temporary weakening of Hemmings’ own essence was the small price he must pay to rid himself forever of the threat that this Harry Keogh posed, then so be it.


  As for Keogh’s mind—the vessel of all his dangerous knowledge, however obtained and from whatever source—his mind and very life: as of this moment both lore and life were as good as lost! So thought Hemmings.


  With which and inevitably:


  “Now you die!” the fat man grunted—and pushed.


  But the Necroscope only thought: What, me die? No, I don’t think so, Mr. Hemmings. Been there, done that, didn’t much like it! So now it’s your turn.


  Harry had felt Hemmings’ freezing fingers releasing him and had known what it meant. But unlike the monster’s previous victims he had certain advantages. For one: having witnessed all of this or something very similar before, he’d been ready for what came next; and as the other heaved his gross body forward—in effect forcing the Necroscope into the void of the interface behind him—so he had acted. His right knee had slammed into the great leech’s pulpy groin with a piston’s force, causing him to squeal and double forward. Or rather he would have doubled forward, if his huge surplus of flesh had allowed it.


  At the same time as Harry’s knee had connected with the fat man’s crotch, so his hands had shot forward to grasp the flabby jowls under his chin at both sides of his neck. His fingers had sunk in deep, finding and gripping cords of flesh that Hemmings had lost contact with a long time ago; and hauling on the creature’s wattles, Harry dragged the huge head down until he could look directly into its no longer florid face, its wet and bulging eyes.


  Another advantage: the monster’s portal was just as tangible to the Necroscope as it was to its maker; Harry sensed it in his mind with senses other than the regular five, and was aware that in its current form and size it could only accommodate the great leech’s fleshy bulk if Hemmings himself were to perform a headlong dive into it…which wasn’t at all likely!


  But as recently as yesterday Harry had called up exact duplicates of this mutant’s variant door into his own study, where he had practiced changing their structure. And this door was no different.


  Now he tweaked it, at once doubling its size and simultaneously altering its terminal space-time coordinates, and without pause toppled himself backwards into it—dragging the suddenly shrieking fat man in with him!


  Beyond the interface the Möbius Continuum wasn’t quite as Harry had always known it, but close enough. And Hemmings’ shrieks of terror were adequate proof that for all the bluster of his lectures he knew nothing whatever of the interior of the Continuum. And his cries were deafening, an absolute cacophony of sound in what were otherwise an eternal and infinite void.


  Ever available to Harry, the alien or metaphysical mathematics that governed this seminal place were at his command as he slowed the speed of his and Hemmings’ passage to something less than instantaneous. And then, unable to stand the great leech’s tortured screaming any longer:


  For pity’s sake, shut up! the Necroscope told him. This is one of your alien regions, Hemmings; even a “classical” region, which was here before God ordered light out of universal chaos. But I’ll grant you this: you and Pythagoras were mainly correct about the power of numbers and pure thought. For speech is redundant here, where even the most fleeting thoughts have weight. But it isn’t so much telepathy as the “natural” order of things in an unspoiled continuum.


  The other was quick to catch on, and eager to catch hold of Harry, too. He did so now, regaining his two-fisted grip on the Necroscope’s jacket close to his neck, steadying himself a very little in the faint glow of their rushing bodies as they orbited around a common gravitational center.


  “BUT…YOU KNOW THIS PLACE?” he began, until Harry cautioned him again:


  Just think it, Hemmings! Trust your own doctrine! Let pure thought prevail! And yes, I know this place, or something much like it. But this place is of your doing—you brought it into being, and it has a certain feel to it—while the one I know is far more to my liking.


  Now Hemmings, a quick study despite that he was terrified, knew how to proceed. But you…you understand the secrets of such parallels? You can control the interfaces, explore all of the myriad possibilities of alien space and time?


  No, not all the possibilities. Harry shook his head. I mean, they are infinite—or at least “myriad fold”—after all.


  But you can get us out of here? (The creature drew himself closer.)


  Harry shrugged. Well perhaps. It remains to be seen. But I haven’t tried yet, and why should I when you got us in here?


  Now Harry felt the bitter chill of Hemmings’ fat worm fingers on his shoulders, and saw that burning flush slowly returning to the other’s cheeks.


  If you can get us out of here, said the great leech, and do it soon—before our ride is ended—I may let you live.


  Until when you’ll continue to suck on me, Harry replied, so that when we leave the Continuum I’ll be weak, unable to defend myself. No, I think not. Maybe we should wait and see what will happen at the end of our ride.


  “YOU BLOODY FOOL!” …oh, you fool! Surely you know how this will end? And how soon?


  How it’s probably going to end for me, yes, Harry answered. At least I think so. But not for you. How it’s going to end for you… well, that’s not up to me.


  What? Hemmings burst out, his hands even colder and his face flushing redder yet. What? Are you deliberately trying to drive me mad?


  No, said Harry. For I believe you’re that already.


  But no, no! the fat man snapped. This isn’t about me, it’s about you! I want to know about you, Harry Keogh! For one thing seems certain: you can’t be of this world! So tell me now—who or what are you really,—and what are trying to do to me?


  Always the same old story, Harry replied, shaking his head. I was nobody, nothing in your eyes, as I’ve been in the eyes of so many others, so often; just another imminent victim… until suddenly I became the one those previous victims call the Necroscope. That’s who or what I am: the Necroscope. And I know that with your much vaunted knowledge of metaphysics—your assumed intelligence and alleged familiarity with every variety of esoteric subject—you’re well able to work that one out for yourself.


  And with Hemmings pressing ever closer, as they gyrated and tumbled toward their appointment with the sea, Harry continued: As for what I’m doing: let’s call it an eye for an eye. Far too many eyes, and all of them innocent. Or if not innocent, guileless. Or if not guileless, then at least human. But in any case it’s what a handful of your previous victims want me to do; and more to the point, it’s what you were about to do to me!


  Also what he might yet succeed in doing, if the Necroscope didn’t immediately put an end to what he now felt was happening to him all over again: his will and his strength draining away, as the near-sentient aura surrounding the fat man’s gross body slowly but surely took on the inky sepia of an octopus’s smokescreen. And as Harry was well aware, in the normal light of the three-dimensional world they had left behind, that colour would be a pale but deepening shade of red!


  And now the big questions: how much of his life-force could he allow Hemmings to siphon off before reaching the point of no return? Harry knew such a tipping point existed, as witness the diminished estate of the whisperers under the sea, (or wherever they were now.) But were such conditions permanent from the onset? Was his soul already in jeopardy, forever depleted, by the small amount that this monster had already stolen from him? And if so would he still be an entire, functioning being and “soulful” entity as a survivor of this enterprise—if he survived?


  For the time being, however, all these were questions without answers; but Harry also knew that he could regulate his and Hemmings’ rate of travel through the Continuum—even as he had been doing since entering,—causing them to speed up and instantly shoot through the exit portal over the sea, so calling an abrupt halt to whatever scheme the great leech was still trying desperately hard to bring to completion.


  Except…lessons remained that he had hoped to teach this creature, and there were other things he’d hoped to learn. Hemmings was a madman, that went without saying, but in his own way he was something of a genius too. A great pity and a waste, but the stage was set and promises had been made.


  And meanwhile, even as Harry considered these things, the fat man was fastening to him closer still, much like the vampirish annelid worm for which Harry had named him. Moreover, the devil in this monstrous man was still trying to reach some sort of fallacious accommodation with him:


  Not long now, Harry, but my offer stands. Save us from this place and I shall let you live; for once we are ejected, that’s the end of both of us. After falling for a good half mile, even an ocean like a millpond is as hard as concrete!


  Correct—and yet wrong! Harry replied. For as I’ve already told you, I believe I know how this will end for me. But as for you: you won’t have far to fall,—not nearly so far as half a mile,—following which the easiest way for you to die would be by drowning, which is something I can’t guarantee. Your previous victims may have other ideas.


  “VICTIMS?” Hemmings howled. Is that what they were? Those useless, despicable creatures I disposed of? Each and every one of them, they’re dead! What do you think you know of them? A handful of psychic messages from beyond their watery graves, that’s all you’ve learned of them, you…you miserable necromancer!


  No, you shouldn’t call me that, said Harry. Not necromancer but the Necroscope. Perhaps you weren’t listening, or maybe you’re not as clever as I supposed.


  And finally, as a glimmering of understanding dawned:


  Ahhh! Hemmings cried. Necroscope! From the Greek, Skopos : a watcher. And as for Necro , that speaks for itself! So then, you misguidedly believe you have some sort of grand connection with the dead: that in fact you “watch” over them!


  Or over what’s left of them, said Harry. Which in the normal course of things I like to think of as their souls. Why yes, that’s correct!


  Oh really? The monster immediately shot back at him. But my so-called victims—the scum of the earth, the rabble I’ve got rid of—they have no souls, not any longer.


  Not as individuals, said Harry, but as a group? You live on what you took from them—and what you are trying to take from me—as a parasite lives on its unwilling host. You are a mutation, Hemmings, a different kind of vampire, a loathsome thing that derives sustenance from the souls of the poor unfortunates it dispatches into oblivion. But you didn’t get it all! A spark remained in each of them, and as a group they now have a single voice that speaks out against you…and I have heard it!


  Hemmings gnashed his teeth, foamed at the mouth. What? Am I to die because of your sick predilection with dead men? Then so be it…but at least I’ll leave no spark of you behind!


  The Necroscope felt his life-force—his very soul—being sucked out of him faster yet, and concentrated his will to stop it from happening. But since there was nothing more he could do for or against Hemmings, he knew the easiest way to fight would be to distract the man, give him something else to think about. And what better than an imminent plunge into the grey North Sea from what Hemmings might still believe was a colossal height?


  He removed the restriction that governed velocity. Distance immediately shrank from the indefinitely far to the absolutely contiguous—and time, no longer in suspension, became the NOW. One place and one time: the Möbius interface over the grey North Sea, which spat them out just thirty feet and approximately one second above the gently lapping ocean!


  Only a single second—the interval between two ticks of a clock—but oh-so-much can happen in a second. Stars that have lasted a billion years may go novae in a second; an entire universe of stars can be—has been—born from nothing in far less time than that; while even the strongest of hearts have eventually grown tired…faltered…and stopped! …in the space of just one final, very special second, as each and every heart will and must stop given time.


  Time enough, then, for Harry to scan the night ocean as he fell toward the gently heaving, darkly sheeny deep; time enough to glimpse the silver-eyed rowers in their eight-man inflatable where the vessel stood off not fifty feet away, and to read the legend on the starlit starboard hull’s flexible rubber pontoon: Seagasso VI: the sixth of the nearby rig’s small support fleet, silently pirated from safe anchorage under the platform’s titan legs.


  Time, too, for Hemmings to snatch a panicked breath through his gaping mouth and wide yawning nostrils, but insufficient to release it in a scream as he hit the water. And between times—somewhere within that solitary second—the fluid mantle of his soul-stealing aura shrivelling back into him as the bulk of its semisentient tendrils recoiled like some weird sea-anemone galvanized by a spear-fisherman’s probing trident.


  Harry Keogh sensed that retraction, a reluctant relaxation of what to any other man would be an impalpable psychic suction and inexplicable loss of strength, of will, of life itself: the membrane of his metaphysical existence—a soul in extremis—suddenly wrenched toward its breaking point. But unlike the fat man’s previous victims, Harry knew exactly what he was feeling; and unlike the great leech himself he wasn’t at all distracted, neither by his surroundings nor the immediate situation, which was of course of his own making.


  And as the glittering black water closed over the mutant’s spread-eagled form—and as the Necroscope sank knee-deep in the churning brine thrown up by the other’s fall—so Harry exerted pressures of his own, hauling on the psychic vincula that continued to attach his soul to the web of Hemmings’ sucking aura.


  Moreover, having glimpsed those silent, silver-eyed rowers in their stolen or commandeered inflatable, Harry knew his work was done here, his promise kept and that it was time to move on. The last thing he desired was to witness or be party to the beginning of the end of the Möbius murderer; that wasn’t the arrangement; let the dead people in the rubber vessel—who doubtless had their own take on how matters should proceed from here on—have the final say.


  And as Hemmings’ aura weakened and failed, and the connecting membrane was broken—even as the great leech surfaced and Harry sank to his waist—so the Necroscope conjured a door of his own. At which a second commenced, whose simultaneous events were even more momentous than those of the first.


  Harry had brought his door into being, directly beneath his plummeting body, in the sea just inches below his feet. By simply letting himself fall he would enter into it, but he couldn’t close it behind him until he was satisfied that he was complete in himself, that his integrity had not been compromised and the essential Necroscope was not only physically but also spiritually whole; in short, that as well as being sound of mind, body, and limb, his entire soul remained intact within him!


  Which was why, in addition to the sudden shock of cold and salty water, a feeling of intense relief had also flooded over Harry as he felt the web of Hemmings psychic aura rupturing and its torn tendrils shrinking back into the fat man’s gross body. For nothing of him went with it; and indeed that portion of his life-force which had been partially drawn off at once rebounded into him, buoying him up, renewing and returning him to spiritual and therefore physical completion. Nor had he realized just how feeble, how diminished he had been feeling, until that moment when he was whole again. It was as if his body and mind had been mired, and now were set free again.


  Harry snatched a single shallow breath in the split second before the water closed over his head, but that was enough. And a further split second later—or more properly, in no time at all—he hurtled home and staggered unsteadily from the Continuum into his rank, creeper- and weed-choked garden in a pool of yellow light from his study’s patio doors, and another pool (of sea water) that fell from him in a shining near-solid column to go coursing down the garden’s crazy-paving path, away under the rickety gate, and eventually down to the river.


  Then, after swaying and shivering there for a minute or so, drenched, stinking of brine and breathing deeply as he regained his sense of balance and something of three-dimensional reality and objectivity, finally the Necroscope gave himself a shuddery shake; and heedless, entirely uncaring of where each soggy item of his clothing fell to earth, he stripped naked right there in the garden before trudging indoors and wearily upstairs to take a long hot shower.


  For at long last he felt he could afford to relax a little—or indeed a lot—and that he could now do so without feeling guilty. Because for Harry, where he closed his eyes, tilted his head back and sighed his relief as the clean water sluiced over him, simultaneously easing away his tension and steaming up the frosted glass door of his shower, the case of the Möbius murders was now as good as closed.


  For Harry it was closed, over and done with, yes…


  But not by a long shot for Gordon J. Hemmings.


  Despite the excess of bodily fat that should have given the great leech excellent buoyancy, he was not a good swimmer. Also, he had swallowed a lot of water, which was causing him to choke and splutter where he foundered among the small waves. This was hardly conducive to “pure thought,” or to clear thinking of any kind; but with survival uppermost in his mind, having incredibly (however inexplicably) survived his own mantrap, the fat man could at least explore his situation from the viewpoint of someone who was obviously not destined to die just yet.


  That being the case, sobbing and panting his relief without as yet wholly accepting the fact that he was indeed still alive, Hemmings trod water in an ungainly fashion, coughed up the rest of the brine that he’d taken in, and tried to catch his breath. And as the sting of salt ocean abated and his eyesight cleared, he scanned out across the mercifully calm night sea.


  There was no sign of Harry Keogh; with any luck that infuriating, meddling necrophile had gone straight to the bottom…and good riddance to him! But, if Keogh was indeed as clever as Hemmings was only now beginning to accept he was, it might also be possible that he had somehow taken himself out of here, presumably via a parallel dimension; an option that was not available to Gordon J. Hemmings, whose conjured doors all led in the same lethal direction.


  So what options were available to him?


  At least he knew where he was: in the middle of the dumping ground for all those worthless dregs of humanity that Keogh had called his victims, several miles out at sea off the northeast coast of Scotland; which was the only place he could be, having arrived here through what he considered the “inalienable” mechanics of his own metaphysical mathematics. Inalienable, and unalterable, that is, at least until Harry Keogh had come along.


  And as proof of the fat man’s whereabouts, if proof as such were required, there, no more than a mile or so away—but much too far to swim—the legs and platform of the Seagasso oil and gas rig reared up from the blackly glinting water like a freakishly angular, misted metal Poseidon. And cutting a swathe over the water from the rig’s upper decks, a lone beam of light, too faint at any appreciable distance to serve a purpose other than that of a warning beacon, revolved in an endless rota, like the single eye of some robotic Cyclops.


  But it was when that beam passed over the water between the rig and Hemmings’ position that the means of his salvation—as the great leech at first reckoned it—became truly visible in the shape of that gently bobbing craft with its silent, silver-eyed rowers. Whoever they were, and whatever their purpose here on the night ocean, Hemmings’ great black heart issued a series of flabby but grateful beats as he raised an arm high and cried out for life-saving assistance.


  This was an action that caused him to sink somewhat, blocking his breathing as his mouth and pipes filled with water; but dog-paddling desperately and forcing himself to the surface yet again, he saw the inflatable looming that much closer, and that several of its shadowy crew were leaning toward him, their arms outstretched. And choking, sputtering, fighting to stay afloat, the great leech expended the last ounce of his suddenly, shockingly, severely diminished strength, in reaching for and grasping those mutely proffered hands—


  —Those wet, pulpy, and oh-so-slimy hands!


  The silver glow of their dead but seeing eyes was bio-luminescence—the light of rotting fungi and moribund protoplasms—Hemmings saw that now. And their slippery hands and arms, where sheathing skin sloughed easily from soft, saturated flesh, left little doubt in his mind as to exactly what they were:


  Dead men, and a dead girl…the dead people that the Necroscope cared for…Hemmings’ previous victims, dispatched to the bottom of the ocean and now, albeit incredibly, impossibly, returned to the surface!


  As for their purpose: that was all too obvious…


  “No!” The fat man choked the word out, tried to snatch back his arms, and only then discovered that he had no strength. The dead ones were all gathering on his side of the inflatable now, tilting the craft a little with their combined wet weight. But where Hemmings was weak, they were strong and growing stronger, and the great leech knew why.


  Cold as his magnetic, mutant aura was, it was no match for theirs. For theirs was the cold of ocean deeps, of loneliness, emptiness. What quanta of their souls had been spared the attack that killed them, what remnants of their defining essences they had been left with, such residues were cold as the spaces between the stars. And that was a cold that sucked on Hemmings more fiercely than he had ever sucked on them! What the Möbius monster had stolen from them, they were now taking back!


  He struggled to be free of their gooey grasp…better to sink, drown, die quickly than fade to nothing and only then expire; but they wouldn’t let him go! Now that they had him they would drain him to nothing, to a husk, an empty gourd.


  “An eye for an eye,”—or for many eyes, as Harry Keogh had had it. Words that were no longer his alone—if they ever had been—but were theirs too, now. Their maxim, which spoke however ineloquently of the very obvious intentions of the dead.


  Eager now to drown himself, the fat man strove hard to push off from the wallowing craft and almost succeeded. But no, that wasn’t to be. For now there was another shape, a shaggy head, a face with pointed ears and luminous triangular eyes, glaring at him from the slithering silhouette of the dead ones gathered at the vessel’s side. Not a man’s face but that of a snarling animal: a dog’s face, tortured, with leprous white sea worms slopping from its gaping jaws, and small green crabs sidling through its glistening ruff.


  Snapping shut on Hemmings’ right wrist, the teeth in those long jaws sank deep into his flesh, causing blood to spurt. He cried his horror out loud, and galvanized into one final effort tugged free of the inflatable and dragged the German Shepherd—or rather the front half of that poor creature—into the sea with him!


  Black blood, bloated internal organs and ropes of uncoiling gut came with it, sliming the water, but the dead thing had him and wasn’t about to let go. And as bad if not worse the rotting crew of the rubber craft were still intent on reaching for him, their zombie arms at full stretch, jellied fingers twining, and black nails groping to take hold!


  But while there was no escaping the inevitable, still Hemmings had a choice. It could end like this—which was unthinkable—or he could conjure his device and use it one last time. And letting everything else go, closing his eyes and laying his huge head back in the water, the great leech fashioned a portal between himself and the empty half-sack of what once was a dog; and feeling the suction of an alien dimension, the sudden swirling of the water, he slid headfirst into it along with several hundred litres of filthy water.


  The Möbius murderer’s portal’s parameters were amorphous as those of his initial creation—indeed exactly the same, since Harry Keogh wasn’t here to change them and Hemmings didn’t know how—for this was the formula conceived in the fat man’s original precognitive von Stradonitz dream of parallel regions outside all human knowledge and experience. And as such, there was only one place it could take him.


  Which it did, and immediately.


  And half a mile over the rubber vessel’s momentarily disappointed crew, in an act not alone of suicide but also of purest irony, the continuum that the monster had created as a tool for murder now spat him out and down.


  Unlike the Very lights he had used to put his device to the test, however, Hemmings’ gross body was never designed to drift gently to earth or ocean; and so, subject to gravity, he plummeted ever faster to the waiting sea—


  —And died only halfway there, when his flabby black heart finally gave out. Then:


  Like a weird aerial bomb with trailing rags, his corpse hit water that might as well have been paved with garden slabs. For no longer the fat man but the flat man, the great leech’s frame at once burst open from groin to gullet and spread out over the sea like a ruptured bladder, a lumpy, nameless stain.


  At which the dead people in the inflatable had slopped overboard to take hold of whatever they could find. And as the vileness submerged and the abyss took back its due, half a dog continued to chew on Hemmings silently shrieking face; while slowly but surely that most grisly patch of ocean discharged its poisons and was clean again.


  And light as air, an empty rubber boat floated on a surface almost as flat as a millpond…


  Bonnie Jean returned to the city. For a week of late nights and long mornings Harry comforted himself—in fact they comforted each other—in B.J.’s bed upstairs at the wine bar. He needed her to hold at bay the flashbacks that sometimes accompanied or followed his adventures, and she needed him because…because…actually, she didn’t know why! Her hypnotism helped to keep him in place, not subservient but governable, while his…his whatever it was that he had—this difference she sensed in him but couldn’t define—did the same for her, keeping B.J., beautiful she-wolf that she was, just a little in awe of him.


  Thus in her bed, wrapped in each other’s arms, this disparate pair renewed the inexplicable bonds that tied, almost as if their separation had been a year instead of just a few days…


  And then for another week or ten days Harry did very little but felt the seasons slowly changing as finally he put the last of several banefully vivid dreams and flashbacks from his mind. The trouble was that he, too, had been having his share of faux von Stradonitz moments, doubtless as a result of Hemmings’ last lecture. In the worst of the Necroscope’s dreams, however, there had been more than one great leech, indeed dozens of them, each with his own uniquely deadly take on conterminous continua! And for a while the Necroscope had been unable to shake off the notion that indeed there could be many more mathematical mutations out in the world. For after all, wasn’t he just such a creature himself?


  All of which disquieting thoughts he had finally set aside, discharged for now. For if in fact there were others like Hemmings out there, then it was entirely possible he’d meet up with them all in good time; and if there weren’t he wouldn’t. Whichever was the case, he wasn’t about to go looking for them. Live and let live—at least for the moment—which had seemed the only rational way to deal with it…


  Harry visited the riverbank and spoke to his Ma. Knowing him as well or better than he knew himself, she made no mention of his tardiness. For after all, what was a mere fortnight to her? But as for herself: she had been far from idle.


  In contact with so many exanimate people with regard to the onerous tasks that Harry invariably set himself on their behalf, she was able to confirm that the general consensus of the Great Majority—in total agreement with her own appreciation of the situation—was that the Necroscope, while conducting the case equitably and necessarily, had put himself in too much personal danger!


  Harry accepted their criticism with a wry smile, especially his Ma’s. But of course she would think so—didn’t she always think so?—she was his mother! As for the rest of the teeming dead: while there was indeed a Great Majority of them there was only one Necroscope, one last thread connecting them to a world and its inhabitants now left behind, one bright-gleaming pharos in what might otherwise seem the endless dark of death. And the very last thing they wanted was to lose him!


  Harry asked after the drowned ones; he had tried to contact them himself and failed. But the ocean was like that: one stays where one is put in the earth, but the sea moves things around. People go with the tides, or with fishes that bit by bit nibble them away. But not Gordon J. Hemmings’ victims—their bodies, yes, but not them.


  They had moved on, Harry’s mother told him. For along with the essence they had recovered from the great leech—and with what they’d taken of his essence, dividing it between them in a paroxysm of transmigration that had been nothing if not just—their spiritual energy had returned. And since souls are mainly helpless or at best ineffectual in themselves, governed “solely” by the characters and emotions of their hosts, in that evulsion Hemmings’ life-force had been purified. But of the monster himself, body and soul, nothing worth mentioning remained…


  And among the living—finally Harry had spoken to Darcy Clarke at E-Branch HQ. He didn’t have much to tell the Head of Branch; the fact that it was Harry’s voice on the telephone and that he was obviously alive and well, in effect told the story for him. In return, Darcy had only one thing he considered of major importance to tell him.


  And so:


  That same day, a grey and dreary afternoon with a thin mist that wasn’t quite a drizzle forming droplets of dew on his overcoat, Harry stood with his collar up and head bowed—mainly to keep the moisture out of his eyes—before a grave in the well tended grounds of a Garden of Repose, a cemetery in Kensington, London.


  Good of you to come, Harry, said the one he was visiting. I wasn’t expecting you so soon, if at all! By which I mean I know how busy you often are; and anyway, I’ve barely had time to…well, to settle in, as it were. So if you had come any earlier, conversation might have been, you know, a bit awkward? I wasn’t making too much sense for a while! I mean, just look at me! I’m gibbering enough as it is!


  “What, on my behalf?” said the Necroscope, shaking his head. “Because I came? But there’s no need. If I had known sooner I’d have come sooner, because we’re friends.” And changing the subject, looking at a simple marker yet more simply inscribed with only Geoff Lambert’s name and dates, he continued:


  “Can I take it they’ve all made you welcome?”


  My goodness, yes! the other answered. I used to think I had friends on your side of…of…but I’ve a lot more here!


  Harry nodded. “And it’s not just that old ‘my enemy’s enemy is my friend’ thing either. If the Great Majority think they’re in your debt they’ll pay you back all they can. And they are in your debt, Geoff—me too. Which is why I’m here: to thank you yet again.”


  It was my pleasure, Harry. And…maybe it can be again?


  “Oh?”


  Why yes! You see, a great deal of knowledge—much of which has been lost to the world of the living—remains extant down here. Using your authority I can speak to its owners while they are still here…I can perhaps gain access to their knowledge before they move on and take it with them. I can be your encyclopedia, Harry, and maybe give your dear mother a break!


  “I don’t see why not,” said Harry, with a shrug. “So if you really want it, the job’s yours—well, subject to my Ma’s approval. But I’ll speak to her, definitely…”


  Then for a while the pair communed in silence, by no means as strange an activity as it sounds. Until Harry said: “I suppose I should be going. I’m…I’m getting wet up here!”


  Of course, said Geoff Lambert. But from now on you’ll know where I am.


  Harry nodded. “Contact me any time,” he said.


  Oh, don’t worry! the other replied. But I won’t be a pest, I promise.


  Following which:


  There was no one there to see the damp leaves spiralling a little in the empty space where the Necroscope had been standing. And as for Harry Keogh himself, he was no longer there…


  For the Dead Travel Slowly


  In the gloom of the woods something stirred, moving slowly and yet, for a Thing of its nature, paradoxically quickly and with purpose. It was an ancient Thing, and these woods had been its habitat for millennia. Upon a time centuries ago, a handful of its long-lived kind had dwelled in these selfsame woods, until all but this one had died in a vengeful fire.


  The last of its species, the Thing was as weird as can be, but then again the sweet rains and dark plasms of earth—and on occasion the salty juices and nutrients of other than clay-cold soil—have nurtured myriad bizarre species on the three-billion years-old paths of evolution; while fires, usually but not always natural, have destroyed a great many more.


  The Thing had intelligence that was more instinct; it was “sentient” in ways totally alien to men; it had nothing in the form of true emotions, except perhaps the frustration of loneliness and—in times of necessity, and others of ungovernable urges, when it sought out and fed lustfully upon certain alternatives to the bland nutrients of soil and leaf mould—something of the awful pleasure derived from indulging its needs.


  Being a survivor, and asexual both, the Thing had recently become aware of an important fact: that after these many centuries it would soon be time to reproduce, when bare subsistence on the mainly inert juices and minerals of earth would be insufficient to its needs. But it was summer, and summer had brought creatures into the borders of the forest; not little creatures like the ones that rustled in the fallen leaves or sang in the wood’s highest branches and nested there, but other, larger beings who sought out secret, shady places in which to embrace.


  Sexual activity…not that the old Thing understood very much about that, but it understood the fatigue, the temporary loss of consciousness that often resulted from this behaviour; understood, welcomed, and even possessed a means of inducing such weariness. For in dimly remembered times past, through myriad summer seasons since, when lovers embraced in secrecy in these dark, uncut woods, then it had been the old Thing’s time.


  …And would be again!


  It happened during the lost years, that chaotic, long-drawn-out period in the Necroscope Harry Keogh’s life of which, later, he would “believe” he remembered much while in fact recalling nothing of any real substance, clarity, or durability. And while he would know he had employed a mathematical (indeed metaphysical) formula, unique in himself, to conjure a means of teleportation and enable an exhaustive world-wide search for his runaway wife and infant son, still he would never manage to focus his memory upon more than a handful of the locations which he’d supposedly visited in this way. Vague and shifting landscapes, like forgotten phrases on the tip of his tongue, would form wraithlike yet frustratingly familiar scenes in the dimmest corners of Harry’s mind, collapsing into smoke there if he should attempt to bring them into permanence. Which was why—whenever he was caused to reflect on that persistently opaque period—thoughts that were usually inadvertent, or if not that then certainly reluctant—it would always be in terms of time lost. Even of years lost.


  The lost years, yes…


  All of this, however, this hiatus created by some blockage in Harry’s mind, was just as well; and because deep in the core of his being he knew or suspected this was so, he took care not to pursue the mystery too closely. Certainly the macabre events of the years in question were not such as to invite examination or investigation by any entirely normal man—a statement which should not be construed to imply that Harry was entirely normal or natural. No, hardly that. Human and physically normal, certainly, but mentally, intellectually?—never! He was apart from other living men as they are apart from the Great Majority, the teeming dead. For despite that Harry Keogh was very much alive, as the Necroscope he was by no means apart from the dead!


  “Necroscope”: a composite word created by Harry Keogh himself, and the only word that accurately described him or rather his function. For as the telescope spies on things afar and the microscope scans the incredibly small, so a Necroscope tunes in on the thoughts of the dead and can even converse with corpses! But no faker Harry Keogh; no cheating, so-called “spiritualist” but the real thing, the world’s only true master of matroclinic abilities passed down from genuine psychics: forebears of great power whose parapsychological talents had been inherited by one in whom even weirder skills, if such may be imagined, had evolved and continued to evolve—if not entirely “naturally.”


  It was during those oh-so-confusing lost years, then—at a time when Harry had left his lonely old house near Edinburgh and returned to the fields, villages, and country lanes of the county of Durham on England’s sadly declining northeast coast, that same region where he had grown to manhood, courted Brenda, and first explored his eerie skills—that the following incidents occurred. For it was in just such familiar settings, where yet again he had failed to discover a single clue as to the whereabouts of his wife and infant son, that the Necroscope stumbled across something entirely different…


  It was summertime, and Harry was feeling tired, or not so much tired as drowsy; the heat of the summer sun was getting to him, and his face, his forearms, and his chest in the V of an open-necked shirt, were tanned to a degree that was unusual for him.


  Even a light tan would make a sharp contrast with the normally pallid complexion of one who was not by nature a sun worshipper. What, Harry Keogh, a sun worshipper? No, far more likely a child of the night, the Necroscope: a creature of the moon and stars, a familiar of cobwebs, shadows and gloom…even of the gloomiest places of all, though the latter was more a matter of convenience than preference.


  FOR THERE IN THE DARKNESS of the last and longest night, that was where the majority—even the Great Majority—of Harry’s friends existed still.


  It had not always been that way. In earlier, less troubled or problematic times when he was with his wife, things had been very different. Brenda had loved beaches, breezes off the sea, cliff-hugging paths and leaf-dappled forest ways; she’d enjoyed the grass-tufted sand-dunes at Crimdon Dene, the sprawling mile of pure white sand at Seaton Carew, the penny arcades and fish and chip shops of the seaside resorts. Which was why the Necroscope had done it all over again—the beaches, breezes, penny arcades, fish and chips, the lot—while he searched for Brenda. Which was also how he had earned the patch of mild but irritating sunburn on the crown of his head.


  Today, having learned his lesson, Harry had worn a floppy, wide-brimmed hat that in its way looked camp on his young head; more especially so in the raw-knuckled ex-coalmining village on the coast where he was staying, where the miner’s flat grey cap was still the customary mode of headgear; this despite the fact that the local coalmines had closed down many years ago. For however much the fortunes of villages like Easingham, Blackhill Rocks, Morton, and Harden had suffered with the decline of “the pits,” somehow they managed to retain the character and customs of their salt-of-the-earth inhabitants; customs that would live on for some time yet, even as long as the last of the old-timers who had once hewed coal in the mines. But Harry’s hat—however out of place it might look—had served a double, even a triple purpose. It kept the sun from his itching scalp (kept it out of his eyes, too) and, in the privacy of its floppy brim, he could mumble—apparently to himself—without being observed by anyone who might otherwise have reason to consider him an idiot.


  At the moment, however—relaxing as best a restless nature would allow, in a deckchair, in the seclusion of the garden of a friend he had known since preteen secondary-modern school days prior to the start of his technical education and the continuation of pursuits that were rather more esoteric—there was no fear of that.


  His boyhood friend was James “Jimmy” Collins, who was once captain of the school’s football team and later became the best striker Harden Colliery FC ever had—until, at only seventeen years of age, his right knee bent sideways in a game and failed to get better, ever. Since when he had been an electrician like his father before him, which was a lot better than working down the pits would have been, if they’d lasted longer. Despite Jimmy’s alleged boyhood aversion to girls (he had once sworn that he would “hang himself from a goal-post” rather than get caught with his arm around a girl when the lights went up at the local cinema), he had ended up getting one in trouble, done the right thing and married her, and just seven months later learned that the baby wasn’t his. No, it belonged to the youth he caught his wife with when he came home early from a job one morning. Well, he was not the first young man who had fallen for that one, and he certainly wouldn’t be the last. Fortunately the little house his parents had given him as a wedding present was in his name; the “lady” had moved out—and right out of the district, too—and Jimmy had gone back to swearing off girls.


  “Still weird, eh, Harry?” Jimmy’s voice broke the garden’s sunny afternoon silence, and broke into Harry’s mental privacy. Actually it roused him from a drowsy, very-nearly-asleep condition of semi-consciousness. He’d been dreaming about…someone calling? A cry for help? A distant, desperate and possibly dead voice? An SOS from beyond? Well, perhaps. But far more likely a daydream, gone now into that limbo where all dreams are said to have origin. Whichever, he wasn’t too concerned; he had “heard” or become aware or conscious of several ill-defined, out of the ordinary sounds or thoughts just recently, especially that time when he’d discovered that even fossils from Earth’s prehistoric past can have “voices” of a sort.


  Lifting his head, Harry blinked owlishly as Jimmy Collins came from the house into the garden. Jimmy was carrying chilled fruit drinks in tall glasses, one in each hand, and as he drew closer Harry muttered, “Eh? What’s that you say?”


  Jimmy nodded, and answered: “Yep, you’re still weird! Even if I didn’t recognize the physical Harry Keogh—or rather your face, which I couldn’t, and didn’t—still I think I would have sensed the weirdness anyway and known it was you. Like who else could it be, knowing what you knew? And you know something? For all that you look different, still the longer you’re around and the more I see of you—even though you’ve only been here for a week—damned if you haven’t started to look more and more like…well, like you! Like Harry! I mean like the Harry you used to be! Damn!”


  Wide awake now, Harry knew precisely what the other meant. But grinning at his young old friend from the shade of his hat, and reaching for the welcome drink that Jimmy was offering him, still he said, “Oh yes? And after a muddled mouthful like that, you still have the nerve to call me weird? Was that English you were speaking just then, Jimmy?”


  “Huh!” said his friend, pulling a face. “Oh, you’re weird all right, Harry! But hey—is it any wonder I get my words all tangled? I mean, after all this time, showing up here, like…like this? Who else would have believed that story you told me, if not someone who would recognize Harry Keogh’s weirdness, eh? It may have been a long time, but yours is a brand of peculiar that’s unmistakable. Well to me it is, anyway.”


  “Precisely why I came to see you!” said Harry, with a curt nod. “Because I knew you would know it was me. But also to find out if you’d heard anything of Brenda; and to check on you, see how you were doing—because I’d heard you had problems. Yes, I knew you’d accept me, Jimmy…and you’re right, it has been a long time since I moved from school here in Harden to the technical college in Hartlepool. After that, I don’t know, we just seemed to lose touch.”


  Nodding, Jimmy seated himself in a deckchair next to the Necroscope. “Yes, we did,” he said, “until you showed up again and asked me to be your best man. You and Brenda Cowell, sweethearts at first sight, or as nearly so as makes no difference.” Reaching out, he lifted the floppy brim of Harry’s hat to stare deep into the other’s eyes, and continued: “Both of us married, eh, Harry? As it happens way too young, and both regretting it. Mine has gone—good riddance, I say—and yours has flown the coop, leaving you to wonder why and to grieve over it.”


  “No,” said Harry, “I don’t think I am grieving any longer. And I do know why; at least I think I do. It’s this new face of mine. My face, and my…my…” He paused for a single moment, then hurriedly went on: “And anyway, Jimmy, as you just pointed out, we were much too young…” He had caught himself barely in time, having almost said, “my face and body!” Which could only have led to a lot more questions.


  For the body he was wearing—despite that it was a good, healthy one—wasn’t the original that he had been born inside. Neither the face, nor the body. No, for not long ago the Necroscope had undergone an astonishing, involuntary metempsychosis, until now “he”, the mind and soul of Harry Keogh, inhabited the body of someone else. Mercifully that someone had been completely brain-dead when Harry commandeered his empty shell; there’d been no arguing over possession, as it were. But there had also been precious little hope that his wife would accept him in his new identity, and it was one of a number of reasons why she had fled and taken the baby with her; or more properly why the baby had caused or enabled her flight…which is another, and perhaps even stranger story…


  As if reading Harry’s mind, Jimmy was now frowning, examining his guest more closely and biting his lip as his narrowed eyes swept the Necroscope up and down. And finally, shaking his head, he said, “Even now—I mean, you know what I mean—even now I’m not quite, not entirely—”


  “What, not sure, Jimmy?” Harry cut him short. “And is this the same bloke who stood beside me on the beach after I knocked that bully Stanley Green on his fat backside? Oh, you were sure enough then! There was a whole bunch of our classmates there. I had given Green a beating, then offered the same to anyone else who fancied it. I told them: ‘What I said to this shit goes for the rest of you.’ Something like that, anyway. Then I said: ‘Or should any one of you just happen to fancy his chances here and now…?’ Which was when—”


  “—When I came to stand beside you,” Jimmy took over from him, “and said, ‘Or any two of you?’ There were no takers. Huh! They weren’t cowards, just a bunch of ordinary school kids. And after they’d seen big bully Green knocked down in the dirt, his nose all wobbly, blubbering and grovelling, they were relieved it was over, that’s all…”


  Harry nodded. “Yes, that’s exactly how it was. So then, is this me or isn’t it?”


  “Well, it better be,” the other grinned ruefully. “Especially since you’ve been sleeping in my spare bedroom for a week! But even so you tell a damn strange story. Like, you were working for the government on a secret job when you were caught in an explosion that wrecked your face, so they fixed you up with plastic surgery? I mean, how weird is that?”


  The Necroscope shrugged. He wasn’t much for lying—certainly not to a friend—but he knew that the truth was stranger yet. Jimmy really wouldn’t have been able to accept the truth, which would have thrown everything else into doubt, causing all sorts of complications. Harry might have had to find other lodgings, for one thing, or go back along the Möbius route to his place on the outskirts of Edinburgh every night, which wasn’t a good idea. He was actually enjoying his time away from that old house, in the company of one of his few living friends from his schooldays, and the trouble with indiscriminate and unnecessary use of the Möbius Continuum was that he might be observed stepping out of nowhere when he arrived back in Harden one morning. Life was difficult enough already, and Harry was an adherent of the creed that the easiest plan is usually the best.


  “I mean,” Jimmy went on in that questioning manner of his, “why couldn’t these secret government people fix you up with a younger face? Er, not that you’re ugly you understand, but was that the best they could do for you?”


  Fortunately Harry had seen fit to devise an answer to that one in advance. “They couldn’t just pick and choose, Jimmy!” he said. “And neither could I. This is how it came out, and that’s it. And anyway, it serves a purpose: with these new looks I can go on working undercover, you know?”


  Jimmy scratched his head. “My old pal has become some kind of secret agent!” he said. “Harry Keogh, aka 008! So why aren’t you working ‘undercover’ right now, or are you? What, here in Harden? Hell no! No way! Impossible!—unless some crazed terrorist is building a nuclear device in one of Harden’s old mine-shafts! Mind you, he’d have to be really crazy, because there’s not too much that’s worth blowing to smithereens around here!”


  “Ha! Ha!” said Harry, however humourlessly. “No, you know I’m looking for Brenda. See, I’m still a bit, er, shell-shocked after the explosion—just one of the hazards of being a field operative—and this is how I’m using some of my R-and-R time.” He tried not to look or feel too guilty, and knew that in fact he wasn’t guilty; for despite that he was lying now, it wasn’t long ago that the Necroscope had been involved—in his unique way, and however involuntarily—in some vastly important work on behalf of a special branch of Her Majesty’s Secret Services.


  Now Jimmy sighed, shook his head, and said. “I still can’t tell whether you’re serious or not! But you’re weird and that’s for sure! What was it you were muttering to yourself when I was coming out of the house? You were asleep, or almost asleep. You were very still and quiet and seemed to be holding your breath, as if you were straining to hear someone or something. Then you began to mumble to yourself and I think I heard you say, ‘What? Who? Where?’ Something questioning like that, anyway. Now what was that all about? A nightmare maybe? Or rather, a daymare?”


  Harry shrugged, and answered: “A bad dream? I suppose it’s possible.” And after sipping thoughtfully at his drink, he continued: “In which case maybe I should be grateful that you woke me up, eh? But whatever it was, and since I can’t remember anything about it, it couldn’t have been too important. No, it was just a common-or-garden dream, that’s all. No big deal.”


  And perhaps it really wasn’t such a big deal; but now that Jimmy had started him thinking about it—wondering why he’d seemed to be, what, “straining to hear someone or something?”—suddenly Harry wasn’t nearly so sure about that…


  The fact was that the Necroscope had been hearing—or rather, sensing—things for some time now. The talent he had inherited from his female forebears (a talent which some, including Harry himself, might from time to time more readily consider a curse) was gradually becoming more acute in him. If it had been purely physical, as in diseased, malfunctioning hearing, then it might be diagnosed as tinnitus or a similar disorder. But how to diagnose a metaphysical—indeed a parapsychological—condition as grotesque as this one, involving things which Harry “heard” not with his ears but with his mind? In a future as yet unimagined and unimaginable, he would name his dubious talent “deadspeak” when using it to communicate with deceased people. As for what he was experiencing now, however, while some of the things that “spoke” to or “informed” him were most definitely dead, they were not always people…


  In addition to which, there were perfectly normal mechanical sounds which Harry heard, naturally enough, with his ears. Out in the privacy of Jimmy’s walled garden, for instance, the buzzing of bees in the roses and flower borders wasn’t the only sound; there was also the infrequent drone of an airplane from on high, the sound of traffic from the main coast road, even the near-distant clicketty-clack of steel wheels on rails, wafting on the balmy summer air right across the sleepy village from Harden’s old railway viaduct.


  Of course, these were sounds that Harry heard like so much white noise—sounds he expected to hear—which in no way registered as other than ordinary…


  In that selfsame garden, however, beneath the overhang of inward-sloping terracotta tiles where they decorated the top of the high wall, several spiders had their webs, all more or less evenly spaced out so as to avoid territorial disputes. In those web larders of the spiders, the tiny corpses of flying—or at least once-flying—insects were neatly cocooned and hung like game to ripen. If Harry were to concentrate on these small dead creatures he would actually—and had actually—become conscious of a certain sensation, awareness, or intuition: the merest glimmer, as faint in his unique mind as the fantasized sound of a snowflake’s fall to earth might be in his ears. He had traced this un-sound to the fly mummies under the tiles.


  And yet this was more than mere intuition, for Harry sensed the surprise, bewilderment, even the indignation of the drained midges. It was in a way “sentience”—according to that word’s definition, at least—if not as men would normally understand and accept it. But in his mind it registered as a question—or more properly an infinitely small “why?”—to which there could never be any answer that the insects framing the question would understand.


  They only understood that the freedoms they had known were no more, that their aerial scavenging and pheromone-driven contact with others of their species—natural pleasures of eating and mating—had been suspended, replaced by this abrupt denial of flight. Then there had been the struggle that shook the web, and the rapid approach of the terror that these silken vibrations had so swiftly summoned; finally the paralysing bite that had frozen life to a halt, leaving only the darkness.


  And in the absence of everything they had known as individuals—deprived of life while yet they had no concept of death—these cocooned insects could only ask, “Why?”


  Which was the “why?” that the Necroscope heard.


  Deprived individuals, yes. But—


  —In sharp contrast, three inches underground, in a sandy border at the rim of a path where the crazy-paving was cracked, the bodies of a veritable community, an almost entire colony of one of Nature’s smallest ant species—insects only a few millimetres in length—were heaped in what was meant to have been a last ditch attempt at providing a protective phalanx around a pile of glistening, tiny white eggs. The colony had been killed off by Jimmy Collins after he noticed a lot of ant activity and all the damage their excavations were doing to his path. It was truly astonishing that anything so insignificant could make any impression on the world at all, but small heaps of soil and the dust of crumbling mortar were ample evidence of just how effective the ants had been in undermining his garden path.


  Also evident (at least to the Necroscope) was the massed cry of distress and total panic that Harry could “hear” or sense issuing from the poisoned hive. Faint as the deadspeak cries of the enshrouded flies, yet totally different in nature, these myriad voices had one theme, one concern, and issued forth as from the mind of one creature. “Survive!” that massed voice cried, despite that Jimmy and his insecticide had seen to it that survival was no longer an option. “Survive!…Save the eggs!…Protect the young queens!” But of course, for they were the entire future of a hundred hives yet to be!


  Not even a whisper in the Necroscope’s mind—nothing more than intuition—yet still he knew that once again dead things were crying out against the immobility, negativity, and unknown darkness of death. But as with the cocooned flies it was knowledge he could ignore, must ignore because there was nothing he could do about it. The world seemed to be full of dead things; even the soil underfoot was made of dead things! And if indeed the Necroscope tried to accept or empathise with every thought, message, or feeling—with every ache or echo from beyond—it would surely mean the end of him.


  And so Harry was having to learn to put this side effect—this parallel or ancillary phenomenon of his talent—aside and make white noise of it, as he did with so much of what he heard with his ears, just like every other human being whose hearing is not impaired. And he was succeeding, except—


  —”Hey, are you alright?” Jimmy Collins’s concerned query from the shade of the doorway finally got through to the Necroscope. Jimmy had been absent for a few minutes only, preparing more drinks in his kitchen, and Harry had half-dozed off again—or so Jimmy supposed. He could scarcely be blamed for believing this was so, for on returning to the garden he’d discovered his guest with his arms folded on his chest, head down, and hat low over his eyes, as still as a man deeply asleep. But in fact Harry had been rapt in concentration…listening…listening…listening! If not with his ears.


  Listening to the incorporeal, yes, but not to anything as inconsequential (however remarkable) as ant and fly murmurings; not now that a yet more remarkable phenomenon had arrested his attention, and not now that he recognized it as something very different and very strange.


  “Eh?” Starting—giving a pretty good impression of someone freshly shocked awake—Harry jerked upright in his deckchair. “I…I must have drifted off again! So now you can see how it is with me. Like I told you, I’m still sort of shell-shocked. I can’t seem to stay awake for more than a couple of minutes at a time.” He offered a shrug. “But perhaps it’s just that I’m warm and comfortable here, and the place is so peaceful and all…”


  Jimmy was concerned, and the Necroscope felt bad about it: that he had conned his old friend like that. But it was part of the action that he now intended to take. “I think I’ll just—” he began to say.


  But Jimmy cut him off with:


  “And I think you’ll be better off taking a nap indoors! If you go to sleep with your mouth open out here, you’re likely to come a cropper. It’s just a fortnight ago that I got stung by a wasp inside my lip doing just that—falling asleep in the garden. It still hurts, even to talk about it!” But:


  “No, I don’t think so,” said Harry, standing up and accepting the drink that Jimmy handed him. “I’ll drink this, and then I think I’ll go for a walk—toward Hazeldene, maybe? Get some fresh air into my lungs, see if I can shake off this dull sloth or lethargy or whatever it is.” He took a long pull at his soft drink, almost finishing it in one go.


  “Well, you’ll know best.” Jimmy shrugged. “You’ll be going on your own, though. There are a few jobs around the house I’ve been meaning to get done.”


  “In which case I’ll see you when I see you,” said Harry as he handed his friend his almost empty glass, then stretched and grimaced before heading for the garden gate.


  Watching as Harry opened the gate, Jimmy’s frown displayed his continuing concern. “Are you sure you’re okay?”


  “Absolutely,” said the other. “You’ll see. By tonight I’ll be my old self again and full of the devil.”


  Finally Jimmy laughed, and said, “Full of the devil? Okay, but if you don’t get too full, maybe later on tonight we’ll top up with Old Nick down at the pub! That’s if you’re up to it.”


  “Well, maybe,” said Harry. “We’ll see.” With which he went through the gate into a lane lined with a hedge, and headed for a stile that climbed over and down onto a narrow path. The path led off into knee-deep, grassy meadows with hilly ground rising beyond. That way, maybe two miles distant, lay Hazeldene’s forested valley, which was where this other—but this other what? This metaphysical interference maybe, or mental static?—this other “sound,” anyway, seemed to have its origin. But if only it wasn’t so hard to pin down, so very faint!


  Unnaturally faint, when considering its human origin! Even as faint, and indeed fainter, than massed dead-ant hysteria or deceased-fly musings. But what sort of communication could this possibly be? Which was exactly what the Necroscope intended to discover, and asap. More especially so because he knew instinctively that however remote or suppressed its source, this was a concerted cry of horror, which to him was the same as an SOS: a cry or cries for help.


  But an SOS from the grave? Now what could the dead have to fear? A question which only the Necroscope could answer. And in fact he knew that there were indeed things that the dead should fear, for he had met up with several of them before…


  The sun blazed down, and even under the wide brim of his floppy hat Harry felt its heat. Using a handkerchief to mop sweat from the back of his neck, he sought respite on a bench in the shade of a flowering elder. Having crossed the fields to the high back road, he could now look down across Harden to the landmark viaduct and the North Sea that sprawled beyond. The sea, once grey from coalmine spoil, was bluer than Harry had seen it in a long time; but then he hadn’t been back this way since…how long? Last summer, perhaps? The one before that? In any case, he knew the blue was simply the reflection of a mainly cloudless sky.


  The western horizon, on the other hand, saw that same blue sky merging with a bank of green: the rim of the densely wooded valley of Hazeldene, which was the Necroscope’s destination and the source of those infinitely faint whispers that continued to sound in his mind. For the moment he tried to ignore the apparent desperation, the subdued terror in those whispers. What use listening to the unknown dead ones in question when he couldn’t talk to them? He had tried that already but they didn’t seem to hear him. Harry sensed—he “knew,” by virtue of his fantastic intuitive talent—that they were close, only a few miles away; and yet they sounded as distant as could be. It was the strangest thing and quite beyond every previous experience…


  The back road, hedged and narrow, had grass verges. Apart from a police car parked some fifty yards away half-on, half-off the road, where three-bar fencing broke the hedge’s monotony, there were no other vehicles in sight. Harry assumed that the patrolman was taking a break nearby, perhaps relieving himself behind the hedge. What else would a policeman be doing out here in the open countryside, where there was little or nothing to police?


  Moving away from the Necroscope toward near-distant Blackhill Colliery, a young man and his girl ambled arm in arm. From the opposite direction, closing with the couple, a pair of teenaged colliery youths—their flat caps jutting and their hands thrust deep in their trouser pockets—slouched along the grass verge. Harry, where he enjoyed for the moment the elder’s shade and a soft salt breeze wafting in off the sea, gradually became aware of the coarse sniggering of these two youths as they drew level with the young couple; but suddenly he found himself listening far more intently, no longer to the faint and mysterious murmurings of the dead but to the lewd, uncouth comments of the living—in the shape of this pair of louts.


  Just a moment ago the largest and ugliest of these village types had taken his cap off and addressed the young couple with the words: “Oh, hello there! Lovely day for a country walk, eh? Out for a sneaky shag in the long grass, are we? Eh? Eh?”


  And his smaller, stockier companion had grinned and added: “Can we watch? I mean, maybe we could help you out a bit if you get, er, stuck or something?”


  “Why you dirty—!” Outraged, the young man let go his companion’s arm, placed himself in front of her and faced the pair of troublemakers. It was immediately apparent, however, that he would be no match for them. He was tall but spindly, and by his looks and actions—his rapidly reddening face and clumsy, uncertain movements—by no means a fighter. As for the thugs:


  They had received the response they’d been looking for and their hands were out of their pockets now, clenched into fists. The bigger of the two had thrust himself forward, grabbed hold of and bunched up his potential victim’s shirt.


  “What’s that you say?” he snarled. “Did you call us dirty, you soft-looking prat? I mean, did you call me dirty? See, this is just us having a bit of fun—fuckhead! We wouldn’t want to fuck your stupid tart. Personally I’d rather fuck you—except you’d probably split in two! What do you say to that? Eh? Eh?”


  By which time the Necroscope was on his feet and half-way across the distance between the bench and this ugly and totally unanticipated confrontation. As he went, however, he found time to speak to a friend of his in the cemetery near his old school in the village:


  Sergeant, are you getting any of this?


  All of it, Harry, through your eyes! Sergeant replied, and the Necroscope sensed a grim, however incorporeal, nod. You could maybe use some help, but from the looks of these two bully boys, only a very little help. And by the way: good day to you, too!


  Er, I was going to come and look you up, said Harry truthfully if belatedly. In fact there are several old friends close by who I’ve yet to talk to.


  It’s okay, no sweat, Sergeant answered, and the Necroscope sensed the grin he’d be wearing if he still had a face on which to wear it. But hey, do you want me to handle this? If so you’d better let me in. But hey, do you want me to handle this? If so you’d better let me in.


  Harry opened his mind to him—opened it all the way—and at once felt the other’s presence like a mild electric shock in his body and all his limbs. By which time he had almost reached the four people where they faced each other off.


  The smaller of the two thugs had become aware of his approach and said, “Hey, Jim, will you look what’s here? Some kind of twat in a hat!” With which he burst into sniggering laughter and did a funny little foot-stamping jig. “I mean, just look at this bloke—his flashing eyes and hard-man scowl! God, I could die laughing! Talk about the caped crusader to the rescue? Well in this bloke’s case it’s the floppy-hatted twat!”


  “Eh?” said the slack-faced larger thug, releasing his grip on the young man’s shirt and turning to look at Harry with dull narrow eyes. “What did you say, Kev?” Jim, who obviously wasn’t nearly as clever as Kevin, focused his eyes on Harry for a few seconds before bursting into guttural laughter like his smaller companion. And: “Oh yeah, I get it!” he said. “A twat in a twat hat, eh? Right?”


  By now the Necroscope was within arm’s length of the group. As he came to a halt and without preamble, he said, “You have a choice, you two: to either get on your way or to get hurt, it’s up to you. So what’s it going to be?”


  “Eh?” said Jim—his favourite comment, apparently—as a disbelieving frown furrowed his forehead.


  “Were you born thick, you fellows?” said Harry, grinning a deliberately caustic grin that he kept in reserve for occasions like this. “Or did it take a lot of practice? Maybe you studied for it in reform school, right?”


  As it happened, however, they weren’t quite that thick and the Necroscope knew from the way their jaws dropped that he had beaten these thugs at their own game, taunted them beyond endurance.


  Jim and Kevin glanced at each other furtively, and yet in a fashion familiar to them; for they had known similar situations before. And as an unspoken message passed between them, then as one man they turned on Harry and lashed out at him with knobbly fists—which was an enormous mistake. For of course “Sergeant” Graham Lane was now a part of Harry, mind and body.


  The Necroscope’s dead friend, an ex-Army physical training instructor and a very hard man in his time—a man who had left the Army early to become a PTI for pre-teen schoolchildren, and who had died in an accident when Harry was just such a child—had loaned his martial arts expertise to Harry on several occasions in the past and was pleased and eager to be able to do so again. Since the Necroscope was his only contact with the world of the living, however, this was hardly surprising; and just as Sergeant was into Harry’s mind, so the Necroscope was into his:


  Sergeant! he now cautioned the dead man. Hurt them, by all means, but try not to break any bones. Please remember that I’m the one who might have to explain it if you do…Oops!


  That last because Sergeant didn’t appear to be listening.


  Leaning back from the wildly flailing arms of the pair of bullies, Harry’s supple body turned side-on and bent at ninety degrees at the waist away from his opponents. At the same time his right foot came off the ground, his heel stiffening into a club that his piston leg drove into the larger thug’s genitals.


  “Ow!” That one at once grunted, gentling his groin in both hands, dropping to his knees, and slowly toppling over sideways to the grass verge. And again, with feeling: “Ow!” as he curled into a ball there.


  Sergeant! Harry warned. But too late because his body—as of its own volition, but in fact of Sergeant’s—had spun like a top through a full three hundred and sixty degrees, his right leg extended and rising into a higher orbit. And once again his heel had come into crippling contact with soft flesh, this time in the form of Kevin’s nose.


  Blood and snot flew; as did the astonished, agonized thug, his arms windmilling as he landed on his backside in a drainage ditch between the verge and the hedge.


  With both thugs immobilized and sobbing their misery, just as quickly as that it appeared to be over. But—


  “Well now!” said a calm and mature, unfamiliar but plainly authoritative voice from behind the Necroscope, just as he felt himself beginning to relax. “And what have we here?”


  Harry turned to face a uniformed constable in shirt-sleeve order. Despite that he appeared to be in his late thirties, the neatly-clipped sideboards coming down under his policeman’s hat were prematurely grey; his eyes were also grey and perhaps more than a little cynical, as was his thin, tight-lipped mouth. Yet paradoxically, in a way that was hard-to-define, the aura given off by the man behind those eyes and that mouth seemed far less cynical than careworn and world-weary. Also—looking oddly out of place, as did the man himself—a pair of binoculars dangled from a leather strap worn around his neck.


  “Er, I—” Harry began, only to be cut off by the girl he had rescued from an embarrassing, even threatening situation:


  “This man helped us out when things were beginning to look bad,” she explained. “And as for these two—” she indicated the pair who were still on the ground, “—they were acting like…like animals! They well deserved what they got!”


  Her young man added: “I was…well, I was taken by surprise, else I might have been of some help. But—”


  “But as it happened,” the policeman cut him off, “I saw it all and this gent here—” he indicated Harry, “—didn’t appear to need any help, now did he?” Taking out his notebook, he then spoke to Harry. “Might I ask who you are, sir?”


  “My name is Keogh—Harry Keogh,” the Necroscope replied. “I’m from Edinburgh, staying with a friend in Harden.”


  The policeman made as if to write in his book, changed his mind and tucked it away again in the shirt pocket that held his whistle. “You don’t have much of a Scottish accent,” he said.


  “I was brought up in these parts,” said Harry. “I attended school in Harden.” And after a moment’s pause: “Look, I’m sorry if I’m in the wrong here, but I heard the filthy language these two louts were using and it seemed to me that this young couple were in trouble. Also, when I approached, I too was threatened! So it appears to me your time would be better employed speaking to these thugs rather than the ones they were insulting.”


  The other smiled a tight smile. “No need to speak to these two,” he said. “I know them well enough. Work-shy hooligans, the pair of them; nothing they like better than causing trouble for decent, hardworking people.” He scowled at the thugs where they were beginning to crawl away along the grass verge, then asked: “Do you want to bring charges, any of you?”


  Feeling relieved, Harry shook his head. “I’m not sure it’s necessary. I think they’ve learned a lesson.”


  And the young man asked, “What do you suggest, constable?”


  The policeman chewed his lip, thought it over, and finally said, “I think you should let it go. Twenty years ago it’s possible I might have wheeled them down to the station and let them spend a night in the cells. They’d get out tomorrow, each with a black eye, a fat lip and a few bruises, and that would be that. Today, however, it doesn’t work like that. The do-gooders would be yelling about police brutality and all that rubbish, and I’d be the one to end up in the dock. And—” he turned to stare at Harry, “—so would you, Mr. Keogh.”


  The louts had got to their feet and were limping painfully away. The constable called after them, “You two: I know you, Jim Carter, Kevin Quillern, and I saw what happened here. Any loose talk, accusation, complaints from you two, you’ll answer for it in court, believe me. So consider yourselves fortunate, and now bugger off and quick about it!” Far less threateningly, he then turned to Harry and the young couple, saying, “Do please excuse the bad language, though it wasn’t nearly as bad as theirs!”


  “Can we get on our way now?” the young man asked.


  “After you’ve told me your names,” said the policeman. “In case it later turns out that I need them.”


  “Alex Munroe,” the other replied. “I’m from Easingham. And this is my fiancée, Gloria Stafford, also from Easingham.”


  “Good enough,” the policeman nodded. “You can go. I’m only sorry you’ve been troubled.”


  The girl turned to Harry. “You’re very kind and brave, Mr. Keogh, to have stepped in like that. Thank you very much.”


  “Er, you’re welcome,” said the Necroscope. “But really, it wasn’t much. I mean, I didn’t have a lot to do.”


  Barely anything, in fact, said Sergeant, receding from his mind and body.


  As the young couple moved off, the constable said, “Do you mind telling me where you learned to do that—your karate, or whatever it was?”


  Harry had to think fast, but why tell lies? “My instructor was an ex-Army PTI,” he said. “He died in an accident some time ago.” And giving Sergeant his due: “He was a Black Belt in some disciplines and exceptional in many more. As for my own skills: well, for what it’s worth, they’re all down to my knowing him.”


  “He obviously taught you well,” said the other. “I wish I was half as good! What were you doing up here?”


  “Just walking,” Harry answered, with a shrug. “Heading for Hazeldene. A bit of nostalgia, perhaps? I used to play there as a child.”


  As they set off back towards the parked car, the constable volunteered, “I’m Jack Forester—the lesser half of local law-enforcement. The greater half is the senior officer I share the workload with. Actually, today is my day off—but I had nothing better to do.”


  And Harry thought, What, no home life? Nothing outside of your work? Now that is dedication! Or is it something else? But he nodded and out loud said, “I can remember the police station being close to my old school—Harden’s Secondary Modern Boy’s—down toward the viaduct.”


  “Yes, and the school is still there,” said Forester. “But the police station is only a police post now. We still get some petty crime—sometimes not quite so petty—but when it’s big stuff the detectives or reinforcements drive in from Hartlepool or Sunderland. It’s all down to communications really. You see, Harry, in villages like Harden the computer age has put many of us out of business, and I suppose I’m fortunate to still have a job!…I take it it’s okay to call you Harry?”


  “By all means,” said the Necroscope. And more boldly: “May I ask why you were out here, er, Jack? I mean, with your binoculars and all?”


  Glancing at him through narrowed eyes, Forester said, “Oh, I was just keeping my eyes on things, you know…?” And quickly changing the subject: “Look, I’m taking the old farm track past Hazeldene right now, so if you’d like a ride…?”


  Harry shook his head. “Thanks, but no thanks. I think I’ll enjoy the walk.” Actually, and if he wanted to, he could get to his destination long before the policeman, but that wasn’t something he was about to mention.


  “Suit yourself,” said Forester, getting into his car. “And let’s hope you have no more trouble from local louts, eh? But I should warn you, these days we have more than our fair share of them. Plenty of crazy people, too!”


  Harry watched him drive away, but at a bend some two hundred yards away the car stopped and Forester got out. The Necroscope wondered if perhaps the constable was intending to have a few more words with the thugs; seeing no sign of Jim and Kevin, however, something warned Harry to step into a gap in the hedge where he could watch Forester without himself being seen.


  And when he peered out along the road:


  There was the constable, standing tall on the top step of a stile, staring intently toward Hazeldene through his binoculars. At which Harry could only shake his head in wonder.


  What, yet another mystery? It would certainly seem so…


  Most of the time, the Necroscope had no problem making use of a rather exotic means of transportation—in fact, teleportation—which he called the Möbius Continuum: something he’d acquired from another friend and mentor, the long-dead German astronomer and brilliant mathematician August Ferdinand Möbius of Leipzig. On certain fortunately rare occasions, however, when experiencing a mild form of paranoia, Harry would use the Continuum only sparingly; this was mainly out of fear of being observed during the operation of the thing. For it wouldn’t do to be seen quite literally disappearing out of this world, or for that matter to be witnessed reemerging out of nowhere back into it!


  Today, up until now, had been just such an occasion; Harry had so far avoided instantaneous mobility partly as a result of this paranoia, partly from a genuine sense of nostalgia. For he really had played in these fields and along these woodland ways as a child, and walking here again had conjured mainly friendly memories of his boyhood. The past, in which he had known little of the true horrors of the world—horrors he had now faced and must surely go on to face again—had felt far less threatening than the known present and unknown future…


  But now there were things the Necroscope must investigate, tasks which he knew could be performed much more efficiently by means of the Möbius Continuum. First he wanted to know what had so fascinated a policeman like Jack Forester that he spied upon it in secret, and he knew that the object of that fascination—whatever it proved to be—lay to the west in the direction of the valley of Hazeldene.


  All well and good, for Harry felt sure that the source of the oh-so-faint voices—so very faint they might even seem to be calling from the stars—lay somewhere in that same sprawling expanse of gloomy, uncut woodland with its narrow paths and tracks known only to the gamekeepers…for the ancient forest was private now and belonged to a landowner.


  And who could say? Despite the seemingly long odds against such mysteries being connected, maybe the Necroscope would somehow manage to kill two birds with one stone. Except, Harry told himself wryly, where killing is concerned, I know the owners of those phantom voices are already dead…


  As for how he would proceed:


  Forester had been gazing not only toward Hazeldene, but also in the direction of a cluster of derelict barns and buildings known to the Necroscope from teenage times as Bellingham’s Farm. Now, in a short series of Möbius jumps, Harry would move as close as possible to the ruins and there, if only to satisfy his own curiosity, would try to locate the object of Constable Forester’s. Successful or not, he would then use the dilapidated farm as the first of three Möbius co-ordinates, employing triangulation to pinpoint the more or less precise location of…the location of—


  —But of what? Best start thinking of it, Harry supposed, as the unquiet grave of a number—very possibly a large number—of terrified dead ones. Because for the time being he had no other name for it…


  The one known to the ancient Thing in the woods as the Searcher was close by. The Thing “sensed” the unmistakable essence of an enemy, a being bent on revenge: the Searcher!


  There had been others scattered down the lonely centuries; as time passed they had all wearied of searching for the Thing, or they had simply grown old and died. Their lives were of very short duration, after all. This one, however, was very persistent. Spring or summer, fall or winter, he would be there; sometimes on the rim of the forest, at other times deep within, his scent radiating from him as it had on that warm summer day when he’d fallen asleep at the edge of the woods after embracing with a companion, and the Thing had stolen her away. Then, following a brief hiatus—a pause that was at least brief to the Thing—this one had returned as the Searcher, his essence changed from a warm, benevolent flux not unlike the bodily wafts and emanations of lesser creatures, to a bitterly cold flow of implacable hatred. His underlying scent, however—which was of the blood and so unchanged—had been instantly recognizable. And so the cat and mouse game had commenced…


  The theft of the Searcher’s companion that time was only the most recent example of the Thing’s occasional requirement: the abstraction of sustenance of that nature. And it had taken place a good many summers ago; not very long at all to a Thing of numberless years for whom the very concept of time scarcely had meaning; in whose perceptions the seasons of Earth came and went like so many days and nights. But as for the Thing’s periodic urge to satisfy certain needs in that fashion: it was only an “occasional” requirement, yes; for while it might feel tempted to indulge itself whenever the opportunity arose, a certain event remembered from the past warned of the potentially lethal cost of such feasting, if or when currently quiescent creatures should find a reason to rise up in anger and come searching in the depths of the woods for an ancient Thing.


  And so because even one Searcher was too many, the Thing knew to keep itself hidden away. The difficulties it would face if there were more of them—and the vengeance they might wreak if its hungers got out of control—simply did not bear contemplation. For the ancient Thing remembered the terrible heat and awful stench, and the crackle and whoosh! of the fire which had taken each and every other member of its species, offering them up to the stars in the form of so much smoke and drifting ash!


  Which was not the way to go!


  Ahhhhh! But it also remembered how very sweet it had been on those occasions when it had given in to its needs and urges, and it kept these memories fresh by prisoning its dead victim’s souls so that it might listen to their undying cries of outrage and horror! Which to the Thing’s way of thinking—in its cognizance or consideration—was by no means an act of monstrous cruelty. For emotionless except for those aforementioned “pleasures,” it probably wouldn’t even recognize the concept of malevolent intent. Does an octopus consider the ingestion of living molluscs cruel? No, it doesn’t consider it at all except as the taking of sustenance. It is simply octopus evolution: a requirement necessary for the survival of species, the renewal of like kind.


  And so, in the near future, when the Thing would reproduce and bring about the renewal of its like kind, then, Searcher or no Searcher—with all possible terrors set aside—its needs must be satisfied and another sentient creature taken.


  But ahhhhh! It would be sweet again, and when all was done…yet another trophy voice adding to the chorus of those gone before, crying into the void that lies beyond life. And only an ancient Thing to hear and enjoy that chorus and the memories it brought—


  —Or so the Thing thought…


  From the top step of the stile where Jack Forester had used his binoculars to gaze toward the ruins of Bellingham’s Farm, Harry scanned the horizon in all directions and made sure that he was quite alone. Then, stepping down into the field on the far side of the fence, he moved behind the hedge.


  It had been quite a while since the young couple he had saved from their awkward, even threatening situation had moved on, and Harry had allowed yet more time since the departure of Constable Forester’s police car. Until at last, satisfied that he couldn’t be spied upon, he shuttered his eyes, conjured Möbius math, and set the dead scientist’s incredible metaphysical formulae scrolling and mutating down the screen of his mind.


  A moment more and a Möbius door, invisible to anyone else, took shape before him. It was like a patch of utter darkness, a black hole framed by the real or physical universe; except this immaterial door—this portal on a “place” that lay parallel to all space and time which Harry had named the Möbius Continuum—was also very real, and he knew how to use the weird dimension that it guarded.


  Harry had gazed across the fields at a near-distant hedgerow which he would use as a co-ordinate. Now he stepped through the door preparatory to going to the hedge, and saw that within the Continuum it was as it had always been: a nowhere and nothingness that yet held the secrets of everywhere and everything, the original and selfsame Totality that existed before ever God demanded “Let there be light!” It was a “place,” yes, which was the simplest and the only way to describe it; a place where the absence of physicality was utter, where thoughts had weight and time was nonexistent, so that not a single moment of the Necroscope’s personal time passed between his entering the Continuum and his leaving it. Now he stood beside a hedge which, the last time that he’d looked at it, had been a third of a mile away! While across the fields the derelict old farm buildings were of course that much closer…


  Still unseen, Harry conjured and used the Continuum again, and yet again, until he arrived at his destination. Except this last time, upon emerging as from nowhere, he saw how very fortunate he was that his coming had not been observed.


  Constable Jack Forester’s police car, parked with its door standing open, was the first thing to inform of the presence of others, followed by shouting and wild cries of pain or protest. Hurrying round a corner of fallen farmhouse wall, where a stone chimney stuck up from the debris like an obscene gesture, Harry stepped into the open. His sudden arrival, however, went unnoticed by the two who were there. They were concentrating on what they were doing: Jack Forester, sitting on and apparently beating a yelping, struggling, shabbily dressed younger man on the ground, and the latter fending off the policeman’s blows while protecting his face and wincing eyes with his forearms.


  “Hey!” Harry called out, moving forward. “What on earth is going on? Is that you, Jack Forester?” He knew full well it was the constable, of course, but felt he really ought to intervene in what seemed a very unequal fight where the young tramp—who or whatever he was—was sure to get the worst of it. Also, in Harry’s judgement and from what he already knew of Forester, he was fairly sure that the policeman wasn’t by any means a brutal man; which meant that some sort of explanation seemed in order. As he drew closer to the pair on the ground, however, it became clear that Forester wasn’t so much punching the other as trying to slap him. Not only that, but the constable was actually sobbing!


  Coming to a halt in the dusty, rubble-strewn farmyard, the Necroscope said, “Oh!” because he didn’t know what else to say. And Forester stopped his unproductive attack on the man beneath him, got slowly to his feet and brushed himself down with shaking hands. Looking at Harry, he saw the Necroscope staring back at him; at his gaunt, dusty cheeks streaked with tears. And:


  “The dust is…it got in my eyes,” the constable lied by way of explanation, his voice close to breaking.


  “So I see,” said Harry, seeing nothing of the sort. “But I still don’t know what’s going on.”


  Forester stooped, picked up his hat and positioned it carefully on his head before answering. Then, scowling at Harry, he snarled, “Just who the fuck do you think you’re talking to, Mr. Keogh? I’m not one of your colliery thugs that you can practice your karate on. I’m the law around here and nobody questions me or talks to me like that!”


  “No,” said his younger victim, as he propped himself up on one elbow, “and nobody can talk sense to you either, that’s for sure!”


  “Why you filthy, twisted, lying—” Forester turned to Harry again, who for a moment thought he was going to kick him. But then the policeman spun around and without another word set off toward his car. The Necroscope remained silent, watched him out of sight around the corner of the derelict building, waited until he heard the police car driving away. Then he went to the man on the ground, offered a hand and helped him to his feet.


  “What happened here?” he inquired. “What is going on? What does he have against you? And if it’s that bad, then why didn’t he arrest you?”


  “Arrest me?” said the other bitterly, as he dusted himself off. “Oh, he’d like to I’m sure. But no, he can’t do that. It’s this double jeopardy thing, you know? And anyway, the way he is—the state his mind is in—it isn’t his fault. I don’t…I mean I can’t blame him.” And he shook his head.


  Harry thought: This man is quite obviously intelligent. He may look like a tramp: unshaven, attired in old, second-hand or charity-shop-soiled clothing, but that’s just part of the overall jigsaw puzzle. Just another part that doesn’t seem to fit.


  Now he studied the man more closely, albeit as unobtrusively as possible. Five-ten or close to; lank, mousy hair; gangly limbs and a somewhat unbalanced or lopsided stance; and a long, oh-so-sad, deeply lined face—even an old face on his youngish body. So maybe he wasn’t so young after all. Whichever, it appeared that he was aware of the Necroscope’s scrutiny, and as if he’d read Harry’s mind he said, “I don’t fit the picture, do I? I don’t look the type that policemen go around beating up on.”


  “No, you don’t.” Shaking his head, Harry again offered his hand. “I’m Harry Keogh. I lived in Harden and grew up here, but right now I’m just a visitor.”


  “Greg Miller.” The other took his hand and shook it. “I do still live here, and some people resent it: Constable Forester, for instance. But, as I believe I already mentioned, he has his reasons. Anyway, I’m thankful for your timely intervention. Not that he would have hurt me too much. He never does.”


  “Really?” said Harry, feeling utterly baffled. “Well look, er, Greg?” (But Greg Miller? A name that rang certain bells out of the past? It seemed possible.) “While I know it’s none of my business, would you mind…I mean, do you think you could perhaps explain some of that? You mentioned double jeopardy, which hints of a crime. Your crime, maybe?”


  “You’re dead right, Harry,” the other told him, “it’s none of your business. And as for explaining my ‘crime’: well yes, I do mind! So please excuse me, but if you don’t already know the story I’m not about to enlighten you. It was a long time ago and…look, I’ve been called a lunatic far too often already! But just wait and see. Eventually it will happen again, and when it does they’ll all…huh!” Pausing abruptly, Miller gave a massive start and glanced anxiously at the green wall of Hazeldene some hundred and fifty yards away. And as a puff of cotton-wool cloud passed unhurriedly over the face of the sun and the shadows grew longer in the ruined farmyard, so the colour seemed to drain from his face and he quite visibly shivered.


  “Greg?” said the Necroscope, suddenly aware of an ominous darkening—not only of the light but of the atmosphere—and of an oppressive weirdness here. “Now what in the name of…?”


  But as the cloud passed and the farmyard was flooded with sunlight once more, so the other looked at him, shook his head, and in a husky, dust-dry voice said, “That’s right, Harry, don’t ask—because you just wouldn’t understand. You have to be able to feel it, to have known it, to understand it. Which is why no one else understands or believes in it. It’s too…it’s just too…”


  He broke off, shook his head as if lost for words, turned away and set off determinedly if unsteadily out of the farmyard in the direction of near-distant Hazeldene.


  But while Miller couldn’t know it he was in part mistaken in what he’d said, because Harry had definitely felt something. On the other hand he was also right in that Harry didn’t understand it…at least not yet. But for a fact Miller’s name had found something of resonance in the Necroscope’s memory, making a connection that only served to increase his curiosity. And so:


  “You think I wouldn’t understand?” said Harry, following a few paces behind the other. “So why not try me? I’m no stranger to fantastic stories, Greg. I’ve heard—and done—some rather odd things in my time, and I’m a pretty good listener.” (All of which was an absolute understatement if ever there was one.)


  But as for Greg Miller: he wasn’t listening at all. And as Harry came to a halt so the other carried on, his gaze fixed on Hazeldene’s green border rising up unbroken beyond a field that had lain fallow for too many years.


  The Necroscope watched him until he merged with the rim of the woods, then shook himself mentally and thought to return to the other half of his original plan: to triangulate the phantom voices. But alas: when he concentrated, when he tried to tune in on them with his esoteric talent, they were no longer there. It felt almost as if…as if they had deliberately shut down. In fact he might even take it one step further and say he believed that they had been shut down, and that whatever it was that had controlled or restricted their volume previously—causing them to be so faint—that same power was now blanketing, smothering their cries to total silence…


  Back in the farm ruins Harry hid himself away in the shell of a roofless room, conjured a Möbius door, and used it to return to the co-ordinates of Jimmy Collins’s garden just inside the gate. The high walled garden was exactly as he’d left it: with a pair of deckchairs facing each other across five feet of neatly cropped grass. Somewhere inside the house Jimmy was whistling as he worked, breaking off now and then as he remembered the words to various parts of a song by Elvis Presley, and singing them. Not a bad impression at that, thought Harry, wondering what kind of songs Elvis was doing now. Having been dead for a while, the King of rock-’n’-roll would have settled in with many of his own kind, musicians who had gone that way before him. But one thing seemed certain: whatever music they were playing and songs they were singing now, they wouldn’t be dirges!


  “Hey!” Harry called out—at which the whistling and singing at once stopped. “Jimmy, I’m back.”


  A few moments later Jimmy came out of the house. “Already? You couldn’t have gone very far. What, a couple of hours, maybe less? So where’d you go?”


  “Oh, towards the old farm.” The Necroscope was deliberately vague. “But it was just too warm. Up on the back road, I got hot and sticky, decided to come on back. But something happened up there: I met up with this sort of scruffy-looking man called Greg Miller and…well, I can’t be sure, but I seem to remember his name in connection with something or other—something bad, I think—when we were kids at school.” For that bell out of Harry’s past was ringing more clearly now, and he had indeed recalled something of an occurrence featuring a man called Greg Miller. Miller, a girl, and—if Harry’s memory served him well—an incident that had outraged this entire northeast region.


  Jimmy had been fixing and grouting some tiles in his bathroom; wiping his gritty hands on a rag, he came forward and sat down in one of the deckchairs. Taking the other chair, the Necroscope said, “So, do you remember anything about that?”


  Jimmy screwed up his eyes, frowned and nodded. “I remember something of it, yes. It was the talk of the town. I even heard my old folks whispering about it. Wasn’t Miller a crazy man who murdered his girlfriend and buried her body somewhere in Hazeldene? And if that wasn’t bad enough, she had to be the daughter of a local policeman!”


  “Ahhh!” said Harry, feeling the short hairs lifting at the nape of his neck. “Yes, of course. And the policeman’s name? It wouldn’t have been Jack Forester, would it?”


  “Forester?” Jimmy was still frowning. And now he shook his head. “No, I don’t think so. I seem to remember Symonds, Arnold Symonds. In fact I’m sure it was him, yes.”


  “You’re sure?” Now it was Harry’s turn to frown. “But we were just kids and it was quite some time ago; all of fourteen, maybe even fifteen years? So how is it you’re so sure?”


  Jimmy winked knowingly and tapped the side of his nose. It always felt good to get one up on Harry. “Because it was in the Northern Echo just a day or so ago,” he said, grinning.


  The Necroscope sighed and said, “Okay, Jimmy, go on. What, exactly, was in the newspaper?”


  “A list of all the people who’ve jumped off Harden viaduct since it was built in Victorian times,” Jimmy answered. “It was a hot spot for suicides during the depression. And I see you’re wondering why there’s a newspaper article about that now? Well, because someone left a note saying he intended to jump, that’s why.”


  “And did he?”


  “No, the fool walked into the sea and drowned himself! But it was a suicide so they did an article on the viaduct anyway.”


  “And this Arnold Symonds,” said Harry. “You say he was the father of a girl that Greg Miller is supposed to have killed?”


  “It was a double tragedy.” Jimmy nodded. “The loony Miller kills Symonds’s daughter, and then Symonds the local cop—who has already lost his wife to cancer a year earlier—can’t take any more so throws himself down from the viaduct. The Echo carried these thumbnail sketches on all the suicides, including his.”


  “And Miller?”


  “A loony, like I said,” Jimmy answered. “A head case. They put him in a high security madhouse, and a few years ago transferred him to the mental facility at Sedgefield. Until you told me you’d seen him, I thought he was still in there.” He shrugged. “Maybe he’s been cured or done his time or something. Me, I don’t think we should ever have done away with hanging!”


  “No, Jimmy, you’re wrong there!” Harry grimaced, shook his head. “It’s a terrifying thing, the so-called ‘dirty death’—to hang by the neck until you’re dead. I mean, think of all the thoughts chasing each other through your head: the regrets, the bowel-emptying fear as the noose tightens around your neck, the sudden, undeniable knowledge that this is where everything ends…until it really does end, as it all shuts down and the only thing left is the cold and the crawling darkness…”


  Jimmy’s brow had creased up while Harry talked and his jaw had fallen open. Looking at the Necroscope curiously—perhaps even inquiringly—he very quietly said, “Harry, I’m convinced! Heck, the way you make it sound, it’s as if you’ve already been there! Like you’re Death’s closest relative, or best friend, or something!”


  Or something, yes. Or even all of those things! And glancing back at his friend, Harry thought: I know a great many things about Death, Jimmy. Oh, a great many things! He wished that he could say it out loud, explain it in detail; but anyway, who would believe him? No, not even Jimmy. Or possibly Jimmy, which could be worse still! And so, saying nothing, he kept the weird truth of the matter to himself—and also to the Great Majority, as always.


  When it looked as if Jimmy might be about to question something else, however, the Necroscope quickly stood up, and said: “James, my most excellent friend, I seem to remember you saying something about a beer? So how about it? Are the pubs open yet, do you reckon?”


  Which seemed as good a way as any to change the suddenly morbid subject: a ploy that Jimmy was only too pleased to fall for, which left any uneasy notion conjured by the Necroscope’s vivid portrayal of death to morph into a sort of mental miasma, a mist that drifted unexamined from his mind…


  Early the next morning, Harry rode a bus from Harden into Hartlepool where, in the Northern Echo’s dusty archives, he discovered almost everything he desired to know about the Greg Miller case. Much of what he learned corroborated Jimmy Collins’s version of the story; but most important among several new items of interest, the Jack Forester connection finally came to light in an interview that the constable had given following the suicide of his friend and mentor Arnold Symonds. At last the Necroscope could understand and make sense of Forester’s animosity towards Greg Miller.


  The story went like this:


  In the summer of 1966, all of fifteen years ago, the then nineteen-year-old Greg Miller, a coke-oven worker at the colliery, had courted Janet Symonds, the seventeen-year-old daughter of Sergeant Arnold Symonds who was the senior policeman at the police station in Harden. Janet had been a popular young woman; her charming personality had made her a firm favourite with the staff at the electrical goods factory where she worked in Hartlepool. Where Miller was concerned, however, Janet fell foul of her father who believed that her choice of a man in “pit-black”—a coke-oven worker—was a poor one; for of course Sergeant Symonds had planned better things for her.


  Perhaps Symonds—whose wife of twenty years had succumbed to cancer a little over a year earlier, in the spring of 1965—was simply being overprotective of his daughter; or then again, considering the way things were about to work out, perhaps not. Whichever, Janet’s eventual disappearance and presumed death by murder was the final tragedy that broke the policeman’s will to live; more especially after young Greg Miller had told his side of the story, a tale which clearly amounted to a madman’s “confession.” And shortly after Miller had been locked away, Arnold Symonds took his own life by leaping from the viaduct’s central span.


  As to Miller’s so-called confession:


  That had been brought about by the discovery at the rim of Hazeldene of Janet Symonds’s ripped and dishevelled clothing—in particular her under things—which still had traces of Miller’s semen on them. After that…it had to have been obvious to him that he must offer up some sort of alibi or explanation, or else suffer the consequences of such irrefutable albeit circumstantial evidence.


  As for Miller’s reason for remaining silent to this juncture: it was because he had felt that no one would believe him, which was more or less what he’d told the Necroscope only yesterday, all these years after the fact.


  And as for the “confession” itself:


  While admitting that he and Janet Symonds had been lovers, and that they had made love in the shaded fringes of the forest on the day she disappeared, Miller had insisted that he was innocent of her murder. But oh yes, it had been murder…or more properly the incredible semi-ritualistic entrapment and violent butchery of a young girl, of a sort seldom if ever witnessed or experienced by any man before him.


  And the guilty party: that had been a monster, a nightmare in the shape of—


  Of the forest itself! A part of which had turned carnivore, stripped Janet of her clothes and then her flesh, tearing her limb from limb on the very spot where she and Greg had made love!


  This was as far as the investigators had allowed Miller to continue with this sick, sexual fantasy of an account, which of course amounted to little more than a grotesque confession; and discovering the facts of these events now, the Necroscope could well imagine what sort of reception such a story—and for that matter what sort of treatment its author—would have received in these rough-and-ready northeastern parts fifteen years ago.


  And for a fact certain leaked reports of gratuitous police brutality, presumably the work of Miller’s counsel, had quickly found their way into print in the local press and had just as quickly been refuted. Not that they would have greatly improved the suspect’s chances; having presented or attempted to present his “ridiculous alibi,” the tide of public and judicial opinion had now very definitely turned against Greg Miller…


  Eventually, following the deterioration of Miller’s mental condition into emotional chaos, various psychiatric reports had been prepared. According to one such, Miller was suffering from “a morbid degenerative psychosexual schizophrenia,” a statement which the Necroscope believed must have played a part in saving the man from a life sentence. For with the exception of extreme and dangerous cases, society in general is opposed to the long-term incarceration of the mentally ill, by far preferring hospitalization and psychiatric care; in which respect it appeared Jimmy Collins was correct to assume that Greg Miller “had been cured or done his time or something…”


  As for Constable Forester’s press statement following Sgt. Symonds’s suicide: there was more to that than at first met the eye. In its way a eulogy, still Jack Forester’s bitterness was evident; he seemingly mourned the loss of Janet Symonds as much if not more than that of his friend and mentor, her father! And having met Forester—having witnessed at first hand his raging hatred of Miller—so now, reading between the lines, the Necroscope began to believe that he knew who Sgt. Symonds would have preferred as a life companion for his daughter Janet, and moreover that the man in question had in all probability desired to be just such a companion. It could only have been Jack Forester himself: Arnold Symonds’s police protégé, and the author of this very statement.


  More curious than ever, and determined to fathom the Miller/Forester story in its entirety—and even more determined to solve the mystery of those trapped and terrified phantom voices from beyond life—Harry concluded his research at the offices of the Northern Echo and rode the midday bus back to Harden…


  During the half-hour ride, however, seated on the upper deck of the bus, with occasional glimpses of the North Sea on his right and mainly open countryside on his left, except where the route cut through once-proud colliery villages which now looked sadly neglected, the Necroscope found that his thoughts kept drifting back to something Greg Miller had said towards the end of their all too brief conversation at Bellingham’s Farm. Miller’s oddly cryptical comment, that “eventually ‘it’ (would) happen again,” kept repeating like an echo in his mind. Or perhaps not like an echo, for instead of fading Miller’s words seemed to be getting clearer and ever more insistent.


  “Eventually it will happen again,” the man had said, without specifying an “it” that had since become self-evident. “And when it does, they’ll all … huh!” Which was where he’d paused abruptly when he—and, in fact, the Necroscope, too—had sensed that weird oppressiveness of spirit and its attendant darkening of the psychic atmosphere.


  Following which, as if lured hypnotically or magnetically, Greg Miller had set off determinedly however unsteadily towards Hazeldene; towards that great brooding forest, yes, in the same direction as the currently undiscovered source of those massed, smothered voices from the darkness beyond life, or close enough to that source that it made little or no difference.


  As for Miller’s “it”: assuming that the man wasn’t still psychotic—if he ever had been—and that he hadn’t in fact murdered Janet Symonds himself, it had to refer to whatever he thought had happened to her. His assertion, however, that this fatal attack by a maniacal forest elemental would recur seemed to Harry to indicate a possible familiarity with a recent history of such assaults. Which could mean that the man was indeed a killer and was hinting—perhaps even warning, however unwittingly or subconsciously—that he might soon be ready to kill again! Or, on the other hand…


  …Was it possible, the Necroscope wondered, that what had happened to Janet Symonds had happened before but long ago, and that somehow Greg Miller knew about it? If so, how often had it happened, and how had Miller learned of it?


  Perhaps there was a way that Harry could find out…


  Jimmy Collins had given Harry a spare key to the house. Letting himself in, the Necroscope found his host’s note in the kitchen. A small factory in an older part of the village was urgently in need of a rewiring job; Jimmy’s services had been called upon; he calculated he would probably have to work on it for the rest of the day, and maybe tomorrow too. But not to worry: there was food in the pantry and Harry should just go ahead and use whatever he needed.


  Giving it a moment’s thought, the Necroscope decided that a ploughman’s lunch—cheese and pickle, a wedge of crusty bread and a pint of beer in a friendly pub; not necessarily a village pub, rather a town pub in Sunderland some twenty miles north of Harden—would do very nicely. Not that he had anything against Harden’s pubs, but Sunderland had something that Harden didn’t: an old museum, with a small reference library devoted specifically to these north-easterly regions…


  In his pre-teens Harry had visited the museum frequently; the contents of its echoing, dusty rooms had never failed to fascinate him. But in those formative years when his weird talents had been immature, undeveloped, the museum’s relics—its many dead things, the fossils, stuffed birds and animals—had exerted little or no influence over him. Now, however, when the Necroscope could sense, hear, and occasionally even feel their incorporeal emanations, it was very different. But now too, he had learned to exclude such deadspeak babble from his metaphysical mind, much as he had with the plaintive insect murmurings in Jimmy Collins’s garden. He knew instinctively which thoughts were from active—albeit dead—intelligences that had become aware of his warm presence and were attempting to communicate, as opposed to the abstract echoes and amorphous images of once-living creatures whose cognitive skills were even more limited in death than they’d been in life, and either responded or refrained from responding accordingly.


  Not too far from the museum was a disused underpass whose shallow, arched-over recesses were a godsend for young couples on Friday and Saturday nights when the local dance-hall turned out. In his middle to late teens Harry had frequented the spot himself, with Brenda, as they walked from the dance to the bus stop to catch the late night bus to Harden, and he still remembered the co-ordinates. The tunnel like subway wasn’t the most hygienic trysting-place for lovers, not at all, but apart from the odd tramp, or some down-and-out sleeping off a drunk there, it would normally be deserted during daylight hours and so was ideally suited to Harry’s purpose.


  And indeed it was deserted on that early afternoon as the Necroscope left the Continuum and the shadows of the underpass, stepped out into sunlight, and made his way to a nearby public house. One ploughman’s lunch later and he was all set to visit the museum, whose afternoon open hours were two till six. A few minutes before opening time he climbed marble steps to the massive oak doors of the place, where he saw a tall, thin, forward-leaning old man—who with his dust-dry, cadaverous looks could only be one of two things: either the curator or a local undertaker—using heavy brass keys to open the place up.


  The last time Harry was here the place had been closed…but not to him, with his esoteric skills. Remembering that visit now, and meeting the curator for the first time, he felt just a little guilty. This feeling, however, very quickly passed…


  Seeing that Harry was the museum’s only customer, the only person waiting to be let in, the old gentleman sighed and said, “Well, at least you seem keen for knowledge, or you wouldn’t be so eager…you wouldn’t be here dead on time.” Rambling on as much to himself as to Harry, finally he fumbled the great doors open and continued, “Ah well there you are. Now we can go on in.” And:


  Isn’t it just amazing, the Necroscope thought, how often the word “dead” comes up in everyday conversation? Dead centre, dead cert, dead on time, and so forth? And right now, as far as I’m concerned, we really shouldn’t forget dead-and-alive: as in “dead-and-alive hole!” He meant the museum, which was beginning to look rather dilapidated. But then, on an afterthought and far more cruelly: Or perhaps it’s not so much the place as its attendant—who seems far more dead-and-alive than his museum!


  But out loud, already regretting his silent sarcasm, Harry only said, “I came here quite regularly as a boy, but even then there didn’t seem to be too many people using the place.”


  “Using it?” The curator repeated him, nodding thoughtfully as they went inside. “How interesting. Of course, the museum is here to be used, but in the main its contents are merely viewed…it is a curiosity as opposed to a resource. You see, microcomputers are doing away with small museums, just as television has done away with the radio.”


  So that was the old fellow’s problem, was it? He felt that the museum was no longer needed—and possibly himself with it—and very likely correctly.


  “I can see how you’re probably right,” said Harry. “But at least nothing has yet come along to replace books.”


  “Ah, books!” said the other. “But this isn’t a library, my young friend. And even if it was, I think I would be correct in answering that even books are beginning to suffer; their sales, I mean. We do have certain very old manuscripts, of course, but all of them under glass I’m afraid. What exactly were you looking for?” Without waiting for Harry’s answer, he headed for his office: a modern, aluminum-framed, glass-walled cube of a room looking completely out of place where it stood against the wall of this high-ceilinged, oak-floored anteroom.


  Following close behind, the Necroscope answered the curator’s question with two of his own. “But you do have a reference library of sorts? Even if it’s mainly regional and dedicated to these northeastern parts? I seem to remember doing research on Hadrian’s Wall here; a homework project from my history teacher when I was maybe eleven or twelve years old. Actually…well, it wasn’t so much homework as a punishment—and I hated it!”


  Half-way through the doorway into his office, the old man paused and turned to face Harry. “Your memory serves you well,” he said. “Indeed we do have a small reference library dedicated to County Durham and Northumberland; it’s located on the second floor. That too is under lock and key, however, because of some of the rarer manuscripts. We’ve had more than our fair share of thieves, you see. So I’m sorry, but I shall have to lock you in while you do your research…er, though not on Hadrian’s Wall again, surely?” Here he actually offered the ghost of a smile—but in the next moment was sober again—and almost apologetically he continued: “Just give me a second or two to find the keys, and I’ll be pleased to accompany you upstairs…”


  The old building lacked an elevator; as the pair climbed a wide mahogany staircase, then walked down an echoing parquet-floored corridor that ran the length of the building, so they conversed. “Well then,” said the curator, “may I ask what you’re researching? Perhaps I’ll be able to offer some assistance. The section you’ll be entering isn’t the tidiest in the museum, I’m afraid. I never seem to have enough time to put things straight—and I dare not trust my cleaner to go in there without damaging something. A manuscript is just a bundle of old papers to him—and given a chance I know he would smoke in there. Oh yes, I’m sure he would! And why not, since he smokes everywhere else? Even in the toilets, where the atmosphere is sufficiently, er, fragrant without that we need to introduce burning tobacco into it!”


  “Well, you needn’t worry about me,” said Harry. “I’ve been known to smoke on occasion but haven’t any with me. As for what I’m researching: there’s a densely forested place some miles to the south. It’s called Hazeldene. Some years ago a girl disappeared there, presumably murdered. I want to know if that was an isolated incident, or if—”


  “Or if, historically,” the curator interrupted, “there have been similar, er, ‘incidents’?” And unlocking the door of a room toward the end of the corridor, he glanced back over his shoulder at the Necroscope. “Well now! What an odd coincidence! And what’s more, it appears I really can help you!”


  “A coincidence?” Harry followed him inside the room, where he saw what the old man had meant when he said that this wasn’t the tidiest place in the museum. In fact it seemed to be one of the most cluttered, with open books scattered across the top of a leather-topped table, numerous scrapbooks and albums of newsprint clippings lying four volumes deep on the seat of a chair, magazines and pamphlets of bygone times piled up totteringly on the floor, and shelves and pigeon-holes where yellowing scrolls and other seemingly fragile documents looked in imminent danger of falling into dusty ruin.


  Seeing Harry’s look of dismay, the curator offered a sigh, shrugged and said, “You see what I mean? Where would I find the time? It would take days—maybe a whole week—to put all of this back in order and get everything correctly located. Oh, the shelves are labeled clearly enough, but everything else is completely confused, a literary jigsaw puzzle where I might search for hours for just one piece! But as for your search…yes, I really do think I can help.”


  “A coincidence,” the Necroscope said again. “You mentioned a coincidence? Can I take it that in fact someone else has been researching murders in Hazeldene? Was that your meaning? And if so, when? Years ago or more recently?” He already suspected the latter.


  The curator dusted off a chair by the table and sat down, indicating that Harry should do the same. Harry removed a pile of books from another chair, positioned it facing the old man, seated himself and said, “Well, then? Are you going to tell me about it?”


  Tapping a long finger on the cover of a visitor’s book or register lying on the table directly in front of him, the other nodded and said, “Yes, of course.” And indicating the book: “At least I located this easily enough, eh?” And he opened the register to a leather bookmark.


  “A visitor’s book?” Leaning forward, the Necroscope tried to read and decipher the entries: signatures and dates, presumably a record of past visitors. But the curator was once again tap-tapping with a fingernail, partly obscuring the entries or perhaps indicating one in particular—the last one—a mere squiggle of ink at the bottom of the scrawled column. And:


  “Ah yes! Here he is!” he said.


  “And that’s him?” said Harry, staring harder. “This other person, the one who was here before me? He signed himself in?”


  “Indeed,” the curator answered. “Oh, yes! Just as you must sign. But alas I was careless and never inquired as to his full name, and he only signed his initials: ‘G.M.’”


  Harry at once thought: Greg Miller! And wondered, So then, if it really is my G.M. what did he discover here, if anything? While out loud he asked: “What’s the date? And do you think you could describe him?”


  The date was some fifteen months ago—shortly after Greg Miller had been released from nearby Sedgefield Hospital’s secure mental facility—and yes, the curator was able to describe the researcher, a description which fitted Miller to a tee…


  “The first time he was here,” the old man said, “he spent two, perhaps three hours, then left in a hurry seeming very excited. The next week he was locked in up here all day on two consecutive days. I haven’t seen him since then, but he left the place as you see it now. He kept a purple manuscript folder or portfolio containing some loose leaves and a notebook with scribbled details of anything interesting that he came across during his research. I know this for a fact, because I looked in occasionally and saw him at work. When he’d finished here, I found that he’d taken his notebook with him but abandoned the folder. It’s still here; I found it just a few weeks ago and I believe I put it somewhere safe in case he should come looking for it. If memory serves it still contains some of the material he was researching: mainly some old pamphlets by regional authors, a few loose leaves of scribbled notes, and some Second World War newspaper cuttings. But damn the man, why couldn’t he just put everything back where he’d found it? For the good Lord knows I haven’t had the time!”


  “You say this documents folder is still here?” The Necroscope glanced this way and that all about the cluttered archive, trying to spot something coloured purple. “But can’t you remember where you put it? It could be very important—and not just to me. I think it likely that a great injustice has been worked upon someone, and I’ll do what I can to put things right.”


  The Curator stared at him for long moments, then said, “In which case I can only try to do my best, too. So then…where did I put the thing?” He got stiffly to his feet, joining Harry in gazing all about the room. But a moment later: “Ah!” he said snapping his fingers, “But of course! Where else would I put it in order to separate it from the clutter?” And reaching beneath the table he opened a drawer. Sure enough, a heavy purple cardboard folder—more properly a reinforced document case—was in the drawer, and the old man lifted it out into view.


  The Necroscope could scarcely contain himself; he reached across the table…but the curator held up a hand. “First you have to sign my register,” he said, “and then I’ll leave you to it. And if what you’re looking for is here, perhaps you’ll take time later to explain all of this to me?”


  “Well yes,” Harry answered. “Perhaps I will.” But when the old man passed the book across the table to him, the name Harry added to the list before dating the entry was “John Smith.” It was a small but probably prudent deception.


  “Good!” said the curator, without checking the entry. “Now I’ll lock you in. The button under the light switch will summon me. When you’re done, or before I lock up for the night, whichever is first, I shall let you out. So then…good luck!”


  With which he left, closing the door behind him, and Harry heard a key turning in the lock…


  First the Necroscope examined a half-dozen sheets of notepaper bearing Greg Miller’s untidy but mainly legible scrawl, and it was at once apparent that the man hadn’t confined his research to just one library. Indeed, only half-way down the first page of spidery script, the note that first attracted Harry’s attention referred to a visit Miller had paid to the British Museum’s rare books department to seek out a translation of Lollius Urbicus’s Frontier Garrison, an obscure manuscript circa AD 138.


  This was not the first time Harry had come across Urbicus’s name; he recognized it from that time when his disgruntled history teacher had punished some minor misdemeanour by requiring him to write an essay on Hadrian’s Wall. On that occasion Harry had borrowed certain of his essay’s contents from a Historical Society pamphlet published in 1911, entitled North-East England Under the Romans: AD 100—AD 300, by Alan Henbury. And Henbury had written of Urbicus as being an educated Roman nobleman who, having fallen foul of Rome’s civilian government, had in effect been banished west, where he became a governor in what was then the farthest of Rome’s many far-flung provinces: in fact, in the northeast of England. His Frontier Garrison was looked upon as being the fictional and indeed highly fanciful story of a roughneck centurion’s adventures in and around one of the many forts strung out along the length of Hadrian’s Wall.


  And as Harry cleared off an area of the table in order to spread the remaining contents of the documents case more evenly across its surface, so he once again came across Henbury’s very pamphlet. Brittle and yellow, still its thin pages seemed in no worse condition than when he’d last pored over them as a schoolboy; which, it suddenly struck him, must have been at about the same time as Janet Symonds’s disappearance! And while the Necroscope was sure that this was nothing more than a classic example of synchronicity, he nevertheless found it oddly disturbing…


  Referring to Miller’s notes again, Harry quickly saw how, until now, he had been following the man’s trail in the reverse order. For it now appeared that Miller, too, had read Henbury’s pamphlet here in the museum before journeying to London; indeed it must have been the pamphlet which inspired him to search out the Urbicus translation. And Harry now believed he knew why.


  The answer, despite that Henbury had mentioned it briefly, and then only in passing, lay right here in his treatise.


  Henbury, not unlike several turn-of-the-century contemporaries whose works had been known to him, had considered Lollius Urbicus little more than a fabulist; but it now seemed possible the Roman governor had been nothing of the sort! And the Necroscope was suddenly certain in his own mind why he—why Harry Keogh himself—had returned today to this drab old museum.


  Not simply or merely to research occurrences in or around Hazeldene forest, as Greg Miller had done—no, though that was certainly a large part of it—but also because lodged deep in his subconscious mind, having lain dormant there from that time in his preteen years, a vague memory had finally resurfaced in respect of something very important that he had stumbled across in Henbury’s pamphlet…only to disregard it! But no longer.


  For while those paragraphs that Harry had skipped over so blithely all those years ago had nothing to do with what he had been researching at that time, he now felt a genuine thrill of excitement in turning the fragile pages once again.


  And there they were: Henbury’s brief references to certain inexplicable, weird or occult occurrences—called “witcheries” by Lollius Urbicus in his novel—which the Roman governor and fantasist had used as plot elements with which to send his fictitious centurion hero, the “narrator” of various chapters, off on his adventures:


  “Of these fantastic ‘witcheries’ in Urbicus, there were several; most notably when: ‘A coven of Pictish sorcerers summoned from Avernus Yegg-ha, their gigantic familiar creature, who breached Hadrian’s Wall and dispatched with his bare hands, horns and fangs a half-centuria of Rome’s finest, before the last handful of legionnaires were able to cast him down, put him to the sword, and separate and bury his gross, gory remains!’”


  But witches and wizards, or sorcerers, in Roman times? Of course, for the Romans were notoriously superstitious, as were most of the peoples of those ages. And an unfounded, unnecessary dread of these early metaphysicians had persisted not only down the decades but for at least a millennium and a half, and not least in Scotland.


  Living quite close to Edinburgh, Harry had often visited the famous Castle on the Rock, where an iron drinking fountain and basin against the esplanade wall featured two heads—one ugly and the other beatific—and carried the inscription:


  “Near the site on which many witches were burned at the stake. The wicked head and the serene head signify that some used exceptional knowledge for evil purposes, while others were misunderstood and wished their kind nothing but good…”


  About this alleged battle, however—the “fabulous” Yegg-ha versus fifty trained Roman soldiers—Henbury believed that Urbicus had learned of the disappearance, and the presumed destruction, of a half-centuria of men who had been sent to defend an area of the Wall under attack by the Picts. Thereafter, Urbicus’s fictionalized version of this ignominious event had been posited as an excuse for an unusual defeat, most probably the result of a Pictish ambush and slaughter carried out one misty night.


  But this episode was not Lollius Urbicus’s only “witchery,” and among several others was the one which had remained as the vaguest of vague memories in the deeps of the Necroscope’s unique mind. Little wonder it had taken so long to resurface; for as with Yegg-ha and others of Urbicus’s “fictions,” Henbury had mentioned it only in passing and it had had nothing to do with Harry’s research:


  “When Urbicus ran out of ideas for bloody battles around Hadrian’s Wall, and other skirmishes beyond the Wall, on Pictish soil, he sent his ‘magnificent centurion, one Quintus Britannicus’—obviously a Briton, a hireling of Rome who, in Urbicus’s fantasy, had risen through the ranks from legionnaire to centurion—on various quests and escapades in northern and middle England.


  “As he developed the Britannicus character, that of a man torn between loyalty to Rome and the natural love of his own kind, Urbicus provided many opportunities for his hero to assist his often down-trodden fellow countrymen: such as the chapter where evil ‘forest devils’ were regularly stealing away and eating the maidens of a hamlet some two dozen miles or more south of the Wall.


  “Having devised this typical heroic quest scenario, Urbicus then sent his somewhat heavy-handed protagonist to avenge these supernatural atrocities by burning down a huge swath of the forest in question!


  “We can be fairly certain that Urbicus’s inspiration for this chapter of Frontier Garrison came from an actual conflagration, details of which the diligent researcher may discover in contemporary records. According to such accounts as are available, this real forest fire occurred during a very hot summer and consumed many thousand acres of what was then a far greater, denser expanse than many forests which exist today…”


  And there Harry had it.


  But man- (or girl-) eating “forest devils,” stealing away and eating the young maidens of a hamlet two dozen miles south of Hadrian’s Wall, which would place its location in very close proximity with modern day Harden and Hazeldene? Surely it could only be a myth or a local legend that Urbicus had exploited. It must certainly seem so to anyone other than Greg Miller…and now the Necroscope.


  For if Miller had served his sentence, been declared sane and released, and yet continued to pursue some monstrous, murderous Thing in Hazeldene’s forest, then surely he was as crazy as ever, self-deluded and totally obsessed! Either that or…or he had spent all those years in prison for a crime he never committed, whose author had dwelled—and might even now dwell—in the gloomy heart of Hazeldene.


  And if ever there existed a man who knew beyond any shadow of doubt that indeed there were ancient, nightmarish beings on and under this earth, then surely that man was Harry Keogh, Necroscope…


  Next Harry looked at a thin sheaf of newspaper cuttings, mainly from 1939—45 (instantly recognizable as the period of World War II), and found his conviction substantiated in that all of them treated of the disappearances of girls in and around Harden and the surrounding countryside; no less than three of them, who had vanished without trace, stolen from the arms of their lovers in the Stygian blackouts of German air-raids on the region’s coalmines and coastal railway. But…his conviction? Yes, because what Miller had been doing now seemed obvious to him: trying to find a way to prove—if only to himself, since no one else was ever likely to give credence to his fantastic story—his innocence; trying to show that Janet Symonds wasn’t the only victim of whatever it was that lurked in Hazeldene, but one of several or even many who had suffered the same fate before her.


  And in that respect, at least as far as the Necroscope was concerned, Miller had already succeeded. Moreover, Harry suspected that both Miller’s forest monster and the something that he himself had sensed in the woods were somehow connected, different facets, perhaps, of one and the same…but the same what? The same anomaly? For without a better understanding of it, how else might Harry describe it? Thus he had arrived at a juncture where he completely—or almost completely—believed Miller. Except…


  …He was also aware that it could be a case of “what came first, the chicken or the egg?” Had Janet Symonds’s disappearance initiated Miller’s search for evidence of its cause, historical facts which he might use to clear his name? Or had he possessed previous knowledge of the earlier cases, knowledge that perhaps affected the balance of his mind, causing him to perpetuate the horror? Or there again, could it be that he’d succumbed to some strange emanation from the forest, such as the weird psychic—and peculiarly siren-like—whispers that had so disturbed the Necroscope?


  Harry looked at the faded, brittle cuttings once again and had to smile, however wryly. Greg Miller may not be a murderer, but he was certainly a petty thief! The newspaper cuttings were all over stamped with the archival crest of the Sunderland Times and the constraint: “Not to be removed from these premises!”


  It seemed Miller had been quite thorough in his search for evidence, until now—having gone as far as he could in museums and such, and convinced of his own sanity—he had begun searching for the actual villain of the piece in the gloomy verges of Hazeldene; a task in which it was more than possible the Necroscope could assist him.


  Having determined to do precisely that—and perhaps simultaneously solve that other facet of this mystery—Harry would now return to Harden; except he wasn’t sure how best to explain his business here to the curator, as promised, and as always he would avoid telling lies wherever possible. There was of course a way around that problem, but as for what the old fellow would think when he came to let Harry out of the locked room, only to discover that he was already out and the door still locked…!


  Well, since it seemed unlikely that the old man would ever meet up with “John Smith” again, the Necroscope could only hope that maybe he, too, enjoyed the occasional mystery…


  When Harry emerged cautiously from the Möbius Continuum behind a bush in Jimmy Collins’s garden, it somehow felt as if the time should be moving on toward evening; as if he’d spent the entire day in that dusty old museum room instead of less than an hour. Shrugging the feeling off as the summer sunshine warmed him, he put the sensation down to a combination of his relatively brief exposure to the museum’s intrinsic gloom and, despite its total absence of time, the Möbius Continuum’s utter, even primal darkness.


  Entering the house he brewed a pot of tea, took a cup into the garden, sat in one of the two deckchairs and used the other chair as a table to support his cup and saucer. Then, trying to relax—for he felt unaccustomedly nervous—and slowly sipping his tea, he gradually settled into an uneasy reverie as his metaphysical mind took over and allowed the background “static” of dead voices to wash in upon him.


  These were not in the main human voices, though the echoes of a few frightened souls—people who were only recently dead and couldn’t as yet understand what had happened to them—were there on the periphery of the Necroscope’s awareness. No, these were the revenant reflections of other than people: such as the massacred ants in their crazy-paving mausoleum, or the cocooned flies under the terracotta wall tiles, or even the frogspawn in a nearby ditch, where a pitiless sun had steamed away its jelly and myriad unhatched tadpole siblings to a gradually stiffening paste. These things—


  —And then, suddenly, something else!


  This time, because he had experienced it before and knew where to concentrate his mind, Harry tuned in on it instantly, almost by accident and before he was ready to receive it: that eerie sighing, those massed pleading cries from a place beyond life! No longer the psychic susurrations, the “white noise” of exanimate semi-sentients—but most certainly the pitiful telepathic petitions of human revenants trapped in a nightmare and unable to awaken or escape—the voices were, as before, even fainter than those of phantom insects; but they were the deadspeak cries of people! And whatever it was that the Necroscope had happened upon, he was now more determined than ever to put an end to it.


  Yesterday (oh really? But it felt more like a week!) Harry had thought he might track down the source of the emanations by use of a system of triangulation: by taking a number of psychic readings from various locations around the forest and pinpointing the spot where they crossed. He’d been distracted from this plan first when he came across Forester and Miller scuffling in the derelict farmyard, next when the phantom voices had either shut down of their own accord or had been…but what, cloaked against their will? If the latter, it seemed possible that whatever power or agency had suppressed them had done so because it sensed the Necroscope’s presence. And now Harry remembered Greg Miller’s reply when he asked him what was going on:


  “Don’t ask, because you just wouldn’t understand,” the man had said. “You have to be able to feel it, to have known it, to understand it.”


  Well, Harry had felt something—indeed, he was feeling it even now, as it dawned on him that “it” might be feeling him!—so that he at once erected his mental shields to secure himself from telepathic probing. But too late!


  He felt a sudden shock, a convulsion in the psychic ether—as if something had suddenly started awake—and in that same moment the dead whispers were shut off as surely as if a switch had been thrown!


  Harry jerked in his deckchair, spilled his tea in his lap, and shot to his feet. Standing there in the enclosed garden, he stared west in the direction of the forest, glaring at the high garden wall as if trying to burn a window through it, picturing in his mind’s eye the near-distant, gloomy, brooding expanse of Hazeldene. And despite that the day was still and he could feel the sun warm on his shoulders, he also felt that a chill breeze had sought him out, found him and blown upon his soul.


  Moments later, as he calmed down and used the flats of his hands to squeegee warm liquid from the front of his trousers, the Necroscope tried however cautiously to locate the phantom voices again—to no avail. Apart from the “usual” background static or white noise, he could detect nothing whatsoever; indeed, it felt as if the psychic atmosphere itself was dead.


  And despite that Harry, as wary as he was, remained eager to regain contact—and for all that he continued to focus his mind, to concentrate, as the shadows grew longer in the garden—that was how things would stay for the rest of a frustrating, mentally wearying afternoon.


  But only a little while earlier on that same afternoon…


  As so often before during this long, hot summer, the old Thing in the forest had sensed the presence of the lovers, this time less than a quarter mile away. And as always it had vented its most powerfully seductive pheromones in the hope that something of them would drift in the right direction.


  Those pheromones were the lure, the sickly sweet but irresistible honeysuckle “scent” that excited the lovers and, after they made love, caused them to sleep; and slowly but surely the lure was working. Five or six weeks ago at the beginning of the hot weather, the lovers had used to sate themselves in a favourite, secret trysting-place almost a mile away: a shady spot beneath the spreading branches of a tree at the rim of the woods, by a field lying fallow with lush grasses. And when the ancient Thing had realized how frequently the pair pleasured each other in that place, then it had determined to undertake a long, slow trek in that direction, while at the same time using its exotic musk to lure them toward itself. For it was the ancient Thing’s resolve, its intention, that in this way it would meet with the lovers at some juncture…a fatal “tryst” for at least one of the pair, whose juices should be all the nutrition necessary to facilitate the release of the Thing’s spores, alive and vibrant as the quality of the salty-sweet sustenance itself.


  But for now…


  …The Thing had sensed the lovers there in the afternoon, felt their nearness and seen how they’d moved that much closer, how its aphrodisiac pheromones were luring them day by day more surely toward their doom. And the old Thing was pleased—or it would be except…


  …The being known to the Thing as the Searcher was there, too. But of course he was: he always was! The bitter reek of an enemy’s essence, the Searcher’s plasma, was unmistakable; likewise the mental bile—the mordant flux of tangible, implacable loathing—which he felt for the ancient Thing. And day by day, he too drew menacingly closer. But after all, what could he do? How might the Searcher ever hope to locate an ancient Thing who could disappear into the sprawling bramble thickets whenever he got too close? Oh he was a strange one for a fact: a different one who seemed to sense the old Thing’s presence as no other of his species ever had. But then, the old Thing had taken the one he loved. That must be it: revenge! But never so strong, not in all the Thing’s millennia of existence and experience.


  Which was the closest it would ever come to an understanding of the nature of human love…


  But while love remained a mystery, the old Thing did understand determination: the same concentrated effort of will that so pervaded the Searcher, and which the ancient Thing itself expended to entice its victims. It understood it and even now, or especially now—in the still of the forest, where beams of sunlight filtered down to dapple the leaves with gold—could even feel it reaching to enfold, to explore…and to know?


  But feel it? Determined curiosity?


  The ancient Thing could feel it, yes—the intrusion of an outside influence!


  An outsider, not the Searcher but some other—someone or something else—something far stranger, far stronger. A rare force: a creature that listened, heard, was drawn to the voices of those gone before who now formed a part, albeit an unwilling and metaphysical part, of the ancient Thing. A unique mind that fastened like a leech to those whispering voices and heard them not as the grotesque “singing” or “chorus” which so entertained the old Thing, but as cries of protest, outrage and horror from a place beyond life, from within the Thing’s very mind. Unique, yes, this being—


  —This intelligence that spoke to the dead!


  As that alarming truth dawned so the ancient Thing lowered mental barriers over the voices that betrayed it to the strange new Power, stifling them however temporarily. And then, closing its mind to the outside world—concealing as best possible its psychic aura—it ceased its laborious locomotion and became as still as its sudden trembling would allow…


  At about 7:00 p.m., with the shadow of the house falling square on the garden, Jimmy Collins returned home from a day’s work to find Harry still out there.


  Sunken-eyed from his hour-long sessions of mental concentration, separated by only brief periods of rest, the Necroscope seemed worn out. And because he’d spent most of the time facing west, his face was rough and reddened from an unaccustomed overdose of ultraviolet radiation. So that Jimmy’s first words when he saw how exhausted Harry looked, were: “Hey, Harry—are you okay? I mean, you look completely knackered!”


  Waving his friend’s concern aside, the Necroscope replied, “I…I’m okay, yes. I went and fell asleep again, that’s all. After you warned me about that, too!” Then, standing and allowing his shoulders to slump a little, he headed wearily indoors.


  Jimmy was hot on his heels, and as Harry collapsed into a kitchen chair he said, “Look, let me fix you a coffee before I go and freshen up. I’m dry as a stick after working in a dusty attic all day. I was hoping maybe we’d get down to the pub again? I mean, couldn’t you just kill a pint?”


  At which the Necroscope realized how dry he was, and also how careless; to have let himself become so totally dehydrated!


  “Well?” Jimmy pressed him. “What do you say? The first round is on me.”


  “I think we should both freshen up,” said Harry. “So let’s do that, skip the coffee and get on with it—and the second round is on me!”


  THE PUB was one of Harden’s oldest buildings; with its bull’s-eye pane windows, open hearth, low ceilings and smoke-blackened, exposed oak beams, it was very atmospheric. The haunt of old-timers, retired miners whose bow-legged gait and coal-dust ingrained faces spoke however ineloquently of their many years of hard work in the pits, the pub’s wooden chairs, green baize card-tables, and tobacco-scented air seemed especially welcoming to the Necroscope and his friend after the disparate trials of a mutually taxing day.


  As they crossed the floor to the bar, Harry found himself drawn to peer into a shadowy corner beyond a small table where a wooden bench backed up against the wall. For a single moment a face returned his gaze, then quickly drew back out of sight; but not before the Necroscope recognized Constable Jack Forester. And he thought to himself: How fortunate! Because there’s something I’d like to ask you, Jack. So while Jimmy ordered the drinks he crossed to Forester’s corner.


  “Hello again and good evening,” he said, as he approached. And before the other could reply: “I’m glad I spotted you there in the corner. It will save me a trip down to the police post.”


  “Oh?” said Forester, his voice a little slurred. “And why, may I ask, would you be calling in down at the shop, Mr. Keogh? Or ish it—er, is it—perhaps, that you want to report something?”


  Harry started to nod, changed his mind and shook his head, and finally said: “Well, yes and no—or maybe both: something to ask, and also something to tell.” He drew up a chair and sat down.


  “Something to ask?” said Forester, cocking his head on one side. “An enquiry? In respect of? But before you tell me, don’t you think you might have asked if you could join me before sitting down? After all, it could be that I’m waiting for someone. And since I’m not in uniform surely I desherve—I deserve—my privashy, a little time to myshelf?”


  “I didn’t mean to disturb you,” Harry replied, “but I find myself involved in something strange, and I think—”


  “—And I think,” the other cut him off, breathing alcohol fumes at him, “that what you’re talking about, what you want to know about, and what you want to tell me, has to do with me and Greg Miller, right? I mean, it’s fairly obvious that you talked to him the other day, and it’s likely he told you a lot of lies and a bloody crazy story! Frankly, I think you’ve got a lot of nerve, Mr. Harry Keogh, coming in here annoying me on one of my rare evenings off!”


  Attempting to stand up, Forester half-made it to his feet, staggered and sat down again. His forearms, in thumping down on the small table, caused a cluster of empty glasses—a one pint glass and three shots—to jump and clatter, while a full pint glass slopped a little beer. Avoiding the splash, Harry jerked his chair back from the table. There had been enough accidents with liquid for one day.


  “Damn!” said Forester, looking stupid, just as Jimmy Collins arrived with a pint beer glass in each hand.


  “Er…” Jimmy mumbled, glancing from Harry to Forester and back again. “I mean…am I interrupting something?”


  “Just give us a minute or two,” said Harry, accepting his beer. “The constable is advising me about something. When he’s done I’ll be right with you.”


  Looking mystified, Jimmy shrugged and moved away, back to the bar. And Forester said, “I’m what? Advising you about something? Huh! I don’t recall shaying I’d—”


  “—Just an excuse,” said Harry, cutting him off. “But if I can be frank too, it seems to me you’re still punishing yourself over something: probably over the Symonds girl? How first you lost her to Greg Miller, and then how both of you…well, lost her?” He drank a mouthful of beer before continuing: “Oh, and by the way, I don’t think you’re a hundred percent sure he killed her. No, not by any means.”


  Propping himself in the corner and seeming to shrink down a little, Forester was silent for long seconds, then said, “If I was shober, I believe I’d give you another chance to dishplay your martial arts skills. And if I could get just one good shot at your nose, maybe it’d teach you to be jusht a bit more careful where you’re sticking it in future!”


  “Listen,” said the Necroscope, undeterred. “I’ve seen some of Greg Miller’s evidence that suggests he may not be as mad or as bad as you think he is—or was. For instance: did you know that during World War II, there were—”


  “—Several cases of people, including young girls, going missing in and around Harden and Hazeldene?” Forester was starting to sober up.


  Sitting up straighter, he slid his almost full glass to one side and began using beer mats to soak up some of the spillage. “You see, Harry,” he continued, “this is all old stuff that Miller’s lawyer dug up fifteen years ago.” He shook his head tiredly. “It didn’t convince anybody then and it won’t now.”


  “Oh really?” said Harry. “Well, it helped to convince me!”


  “Then you’re a fool!” said the other. “And anyway, who the hell are you, digging around in all this…this rubbish? Some kind of sensationalist reporter? A columnist for UFO Monthly or something?” Breathing deeply, and shaking his head to clear it, the constable made as if to stand again. Taking a chance, Harry reached across the table and applied pressure to Forester’s arm to keep him off balance and hold him in place if only for a few more moments. The man was an officer of the law, of course, but Harry knew people in London with a great deal more power—not to mention Powers—than any village policeman.


  Perhaps at that moment—as he felt the Necroscope’s hand on his arm—suddenly, for the first time, Forester truly recognized Harry’s authority. At any rate he sat still, focused his eyes more surely on Harry’s face, and said, “Okay, I’ll ask you just one more time: who or what the hell are you?”


  “I’ll tell you what I’m not,” said Harry. “I’m not a reporter or columnist for any sensationalist magazine. But I do have connections in very high places, and I am interested in investigating injustices as or when I come across them. And yes, I do believe there has been a great injustice here. But unlike you I know I’m not infallible, and I admit that the story in its entirety eludes me. In fact I still don’t know the half of it, and I’ll be only too willing to listen to any logical argument, any genuine proof of Miller’s guilt that you might care to produce. So, if you’re still keen to knock me down, Jack, you can forget about giving me a bloody nose and simply prove me wrong.”


  As Harry withdrew his hand, Forester relaxed and finally, huskily said, “I’ve had this stuff bottled up in me for a long time. I really loved that girl, you know? She was truly wonderful, my first love, and if I had my way she’d have been my last and would still be here. Oh, sure, I loved Janet, but it didn’t work that way for her. Yes we were sweethearts for a while—at least I thought we were—but for her it was just kid’s stuff, not the real thing. I was more a friend than someone she wanted to stay with for life. So that when Miller came along…well, she thought he was the real thing, and the change came quickly.


  “Harry, you could never understand what that was like for me. To be so deeply in love—me, a young policeman and friend of Janet’s father, having to watch him suffer because after his wife died Janet was all he had left and he could feel her slipping away—and me, having to comfort him but no one to comfort me, while they were out walking, talking, holding hands and…and doing God-only-knows what else, Janet and that bloody, that crazy Greg Miller!”


  Harry nodded. “So Miller took your girl away from you. I’m sorry to sound so cold but that’s what it boils down to. And it hardly makes him a killer. As for him being psychotic: maybe he was—perhaps he still is—so why not tell me the whole story, from your point of view, and then let me make up my own mind?”


  “The whole story?” The other repeated Harry, his forehead furrowed, frowning. “Step by step, d’you mean?” Half in denial, he shook his head.


  “Any way you like,” said Harry.


  “But isn’t your friend waiting for you?” Forester indicated Jimmy at the bar, where he sat enjoying a cold beer. “Young Collins the electrician, isn’t it?”


  Again Harry nodded. “He’ll be okay. He won’t bother us.”


  Forester slumped down again. “Very well—but we’ll do it my way. I won’t tell you the story the way Miller tells it, because I won’t have any truck with sheer fantasy! So this is how we’ll proceed. You show me your evidence—or what you think is evidence, that tends to prove his innocence—and I’ll tell you my conclusions, how I’ve tried to rationalize these things over the years. And we’ll see how easily you can be shot down!”


  “Agreed,” Harry answered. But after thinking it over for a moment, when he tried to begin with: “First we should—”


  “—Wait a moment!” Forester barked. “First you should know that…well, that I think this may be—I don’t know, how do they say?—therapeutic? Or cathartic? I mean…I’m not sure what you’ve got that no one else I ever knew has, but since you sat down I’ve found myself toying with the notion that perhaps I can talk to you. Maybe I just need to get all this stuff off my chest, I can’t say for sure. But don’t get me wrong, there’s no way you could ever convince me of Miller’s innocence. It’s more that I’m going along with this to clear my head, get rid of all the rubbish that’s accumulated in there. Which has to be better than continuously thinking about Janet and her father, poor old Arnold—unable to get it off my mind, the way he jumped—and keep finding myself sitting in my car, parked up there on Ellison’s Bank, looking down across the village…looking down at…at that…that damned old viaduct!” He paused and visibly shuddered.


  Sensing, understanding the constable’s meaning—that he, too, had considered jumping—the Necroscope could feel Forester’s fear. And staring hard at him, challenging him to meet his gaze, he said, “Oh, really? And you think Greg Miller is crazy? Jack, the way you’re feeling, what you’re suggesting, that has to be the real madness! I understand that you loved that girl, and I can fully understand how her disappearance might disturb the balance of her father’s mind—but you’re not her father! And you were a lot younger, stronger then. Are you saying that this has been preying on your mind for all of fifteen years?”


  Yet again Forester sat up straighter. He took a long swig at his beer, a very deep breath, and looked about to get angry. But then, letting all the air out in a sigh, he said, “It isn’t all the time. But sometimes up in the fields near Hazeldene, when I’m keeping an eye on Miller—well, I’m not sure why, but sometimes up there I can get to feel very, you know, depressed and sick at heart? I mean, I can start feeling so low that I really don’t know why I’m alive, or why I would want to be…”


  Pausing to blink and rub at his eyes, and shaking his head as if to wake himself up, Forester finally continued, “But this is getting us nowhere and I shouldn’t have interrupted you. You were about to say…?” He had deliberately changed the subject, and the Necroscope knew it. But he also knew that the constable was right and they were getting nowhere. For which reason:


  “Okay,” he said, “let’s start again and revisit this World War II thing: these girls and sometimes young couples who disappeared during air-raid blackouts. You said Miller’s lawyer brought it up during the trial, and I know for a fact that Greg Miller himself has been at work gathering together a dossier of similar cases. But you spoke of such things as being worthless, no use at all as evidence. Now why was that?”


  Forester nodded, and sounding a lot more rational replied, “Very well, let’s deal with that:


  “You and me, Harry, we weren’t even born during World War II, and not for a long time after. Maybe we should consider ourselves lucky at that, because at the time a lot of less fortunate young fellows were reaching eighteen years of age and being drafted to go and fight der Führer. If you lived in a colliery, however, and had mining experience, you had a choice: you could always work down the mine, because coalmining was indispensable to the country’s war effort. Apart from which, and a handful of other protected trades, there was only—”


  “The armed forces,” said Harry.


  “That’s right: the Army, the Navy, or the Air Force. It was your duty. But as in every war there were so-called ‘conscientious objectors,’ though often as not their main objection was to being cannon fodder! And who can blame them for that? But there were also those who—all excuses aside—simply cut and ran. Maybe it wasn’t always cowardice; perhaps some of them had what they considered reasonable objections other than conscientious. Those who had young lovers, for instance: girlfriends, prospective wives…people they couldn’t bear to be parted from, who they felt the need to protect during dangerous times.


  “And what better opportunity for the occasional young fellow to abscond, ‘presumed dead’—as often as not along with a special loved one—than during one of those German air-raids, eh? Oh, a terrible thing, to be blown to bits by a German bomb! And yes, people did get blown to bits and go missing in London! But here, in the northeast, the collieries? Why, you can count the casualties, meaning genuine, proven casualties, on one hand! Okay, Miller has his dossier of so-called ‘disappearances,’ but does he also have one for all the cases that the Redcaps had to deal with?”


  “Redcaps?”


  “The Military Police, Harry, who were stuck with the task of tracking down all the AWOLs and deserters. They worked hand in hand with local police authorities, and I’ve read plenty of their notes, reports, accounts in old ledgers. You want to know something? Up until seven or eight years ago—all those years later—men were still turning themselves in! Old or middle-aged fellows who ‘disappeared, presumed dead’ in 1942—43, the middle of the war years. Sometimes they had wives, who ‘disappeared’ with them! As for how they got away with it for so long—well, who can say? They changed their names, kept moving from job to job, brought up families…you name it. But the point I’m making, the girls who ran off with these AWOLs or deserters under cover of German air-raids and/or in other circumstances: they weren’t killed by Miller’s bloody forest monster. They moved away, went underground, that’s all; they escaped from unhappy, unfortunate situations. Miller’s dossier and the ‘evidence’ his lawyer produced: these things were just a bunch of red herrings thrown into the mix to confuse and deceive…”


  Listening to all this, remaining silent as he took it in, Harry found his faith in himself and his own beliefs beginning to falter; but he wasn’t about to give in. Eager to regain control, perhaps too eager, and letting the words tumble from his mouth, he said, “Did you know that Miller has even traced similar cases back to Roman times?” But having blurted it out, he just as quickly realized how weak, even ridiculous that statement must have sounded. And so:


  “I mean…” He began again, more cautiously.


  But Forester was slowly shaking his head, peering at the Necroscope curiously and with the suggestion of a wry, knowing smile tugging at the corners of his mouth. “Oh, and now who’s crazy?” he said. “What’s all this, Harry? Another of Miller’s ‘dossiers’? What, Roman times? Now we really are scraping the bottom of the barrel!”


  Harry sighed and said, “Well, while I suppose you’ll find it risible, I’ve seen documents dating back to the second century A.D. showing how a centurion put great swaths of Hazeldene to the torch, set it ablaze, to stop a ‘forest demon’ stealing away young women from a nearby hamlet—which would just have to be Harden, of course.”


  “You know,” Forester replied, “it’s true I’m just another son of a miner, born and bred right here in the northeast, but if there’s one subject I was good at in school it would have to be history. And the Romans—for all their achievements in the arts, empire building, warfare, their structuring of social and governmental systems—still they were probably as superstitious a so-called civilized people as ever existed. They stocked their religious or supernatural pantheons and demonologies with stolen or borrowed gods and devils from almost every race they encountered, and having been ambushed by ‘foreign demons’—the barbaric tribes of the period—in every thicket and copse they bulldozed their way through in France, Germany, Belgium, indeed the whole of Europe…well, it hardly surprises me they credited the existence of monsters in Britannic woodlands too! What you should remember, Harry: in those days forests were forests. Coast to coast and from John o’Groats to Land’s End, there were dense, fearsome woodlands almost everywhere. Why, fifteen hundred or more years later we were still building our fighting ‘ships of oak’ from those very forests! Huh!”


  The constable paused—at least until it looked like Harry was about to reply—then said: “And before you start searching your brain for more ‘dossiers,’ you should consider this:


  “Forests have always attracted maniacs, murderers and rapists. I defy you to find a single wooded tract of any considerable size in the entire British countryside that hasn’t at some time or other been the scene of this sort of heinous crime. And as far as I’m concerned Greg Miller is just such a madman, with Hazeldene just such a forest…”


  Pausing again, Forester drank a little beer to moisten his throat, and continued: “I think that’s me done. So then, have I shot you down or what?”


  The Necroscope shook his head. “No,” he very quietly said. “And I still haven’t seen any actual proof that Greg Miller is a murderer. In fact it appears to me he was convicted solely on the basis of circumstantial evidence. Oh, strong circumstantial evidence, I’ll grant you that—based mainly on what they found on the girl’s underclothes—but on the other hand, well, Greg and Janet were lovers, after all…”


  At which Forester’s involuntary groan was clearly audible; and despite that he had earlier acknowledged at least that much of the Necroscope’s obviously hurtful argument, still it seemed he might be about to reply—in anger or denial, whichever. But at that moment Jimmy Collins returned to the corner table, and his voice broke the momentarily charged lull:


  “Harry, it’s your round. But hey, if you’re busy I’ll get them in again and you can catch up later.”


  “No, it’s okay, Jimmy,” Harry replied, glancing up at him. “I’ll be right with you.” And as the other returned to the bar, so the Necroscope stood up, leaned on the table and looked the constable straight in the eye.


  “Well?” said Forester, his voice uneven and breaking. “Are we done? We’d better be, because I’m not prepared to accept any more low, dirty blows.”


  “No more low blows.” Harry shook his head. “But one thing you should know. However it plays out—and I will be around to see it play out—I know for a fact there’s something weird and evil as hell in Hazeldene. Miller knows it, too; he’s searching for it, as I think you’re well aware. I’ll help him to find it, if that’s at all possible, because I think it will either condemn him as the madman you believe him to be, or finally set him free…by which I mean really free, not just from some prison cell. And Jack, who knows but it might even set you free, too.”


  Reaching for his glass and gradually slumping in his seat again, the constable remained silent, sullen as Harry straightened up and made for the bar. Glancing back at him, seeing him withdraw into the corner’s shadows, the Necroscope had to feel more than a little sorry for him…


  Mercifully, the evening was cooler than of late, with a velvety dusk falling as the pair got back to Jimmy’s house, where Harry went directly into the garden while his friend made coffee. Out there in the garden, Harry felt the strangeness, the mysterious texture of the darkening summer air. It always felt this way to him of a summer evening, and even more so in the autumn. It was hard to explain: a feeling or emotion he’d always thought of as “an awareness of darkness as a presence,” even as a friend. But he had never been more aware of darkness than right now, if for an entirely different reason: because what he intended to throw light upon, or into, wasn’t at all friendly, welcoming, or anything in which the Necroscope might ever wish to cloak himself. No, for while the shadowy corners of this familiar garden might be harmless and empty, a certain greater darkness out there was something else, and it harboured something darker still.


  Having twice sensed this thing in the near-distant forest, Harry knew where to “look”; the only difference this third time would be that he now knew it—whatever “it” was—could also sense him! Following his most recent effort, and aware now that the thing wasn’t about to offer itself up for any lengthy examination, he reasoned that if he intended to fix its latitude in his metaphysical mind he would have to be quick about it. Find the thing, retreat from it, erect his mental shields: the Necroscope’s plan was that simple. And tomorrow morning, in full daylight but from a different base, a spot to be chosen from farmlands to the north of the forest, he would employ the same plan to finally triangulate and so discover the thing’s coordinates, the source of those deceased but yet desperate deadspeak whisperers.


  It should have been no more difficult than that, but as he prepared himself for what was to have been a quite small effort of will, so Harry became aware of a faint but peculiar musk, an odour not unlike honeysuckle or certain night-blooming flowers, which he nevertheless found oddly…offensive? Or if not offensive, unsettling? It reminded him—but he didn’t know why—of rain, damp earth, and mould, and conjured to his unique mind vague but very disturbing half-memories from earlier times that he couldn’t quite place, like those terrifying nightmares which go completely unremembered on waking. And such was the instantaneous effect of this depressing taint that suddenly Harry felt that what he was doing was of no consequence in comparison with the misery he was feeling. Why, was anything of consequence any more? He very much doubted it. What an utter waste of time life really was, and—


  “Harry?” Jimmy Collins touched his arm, then jerked back a pace as the Necroscope gave a massive start. And: “Damn!” Jimmy cried aloud, arching his body away from the coffee that slopped from one of the mugs he was carrying. And angrily, “Now what in the name of…?” But in the next moment he was conciliatory. “I mean, did I startle you or something?”


  “Yes,” said Harry. And: “No, my fault—sorry! I must have been daydreaming. And anyway, this has been a hell of a day for small damp accidents! Did you get some on you? Hey, I’m sorry, Jimmy!”


  But he wasn’t sorry that Jimmy had come from the house and disturbed him, interrupting whatever had been happening to him. And while as quickly as that he no longer remembered why he had felt so down, he remembered only too well something Jack Forester had told him: how sometimes, when he was in the fields near Hazeldene keeping an eye on Greg Miller, he would start to feel so very low that he really didn’t know why he was alive, or why he would want to be!


  And with that memory, almost as a reflex action—or maybe an instinctive, even a retaliatory one—Harry opened his mind to scan afar and to the west. The evening was cool but far from cold, so that the icy chill he felt as his probe touched momentarily upon…upon something other, something monstrous, which had even seemed to be waiting for him, was a chill of the soul rather than a physical thing.


  Repulsed, the Necroscope’s automatic, defensive retreat was even more immediate than his previous planning had called for! Even so there was time enough between the moments of recognition and withdrawal for Harry to feel the utter evil of an alien presence in the psychic aether, time enough to sense the vile satisfaction that the presence was unable to conceal: as if the darkness itself had smiled and licked its lips—


  —Perhaps in anticipation?


  Jimmy had already gone back into the house and so failed to see Harry’s involuntary shudder, the way he drew his elbows in to his sides, hugging himself and trembling however briefly. In another moment the chill passed—likewise the sickly-sweet musk, fading away to nothing—and Harry was pleased to follow his friend inside. But closing the door behind him and shutting the darkness out, he wondered what had caused his weird adversary to generate such a huge burst of satisfaction, and to such a degree that he too had felt it.


  Some weakness in himself, perhaps? If so, and despite that Harry’s resolve remained as unyielding as ever, it was scarcely reassuring…


  The next morning Harry was late rising. Some few minutes after eight-thirty the sun was well up, the morning steadily growing warmer. Jimmy Collins had already left, gone to continue and/or finish his rewiring job; but he had left the kettle full of hot water which would take but a moment to bring to the boil. This was good, because the Necroscope was eager to proceed with his own kind of work and had precious little time to waste.


  Over coffee and cereal for breakfast, he contacted his dear mother where her remains lay in mud and weeds on the bed of a river in Scotland near a property where once she’d lived. He might have contacted her sooner, but had wanted to avoid explaining the nature of his current investigations. Though many years dead, Mary Keogh was invariably, though not unnaturally, concerned for her son’s welfare in a frequently hostile world.


  Now, however, asking his Ma’s help seemed the next logical step. And coming straight to the point Harry requested that she inquire among the teeming dead in northeastern burial grounds, to see if she could find someone who knew of one Janet Symonds, late of Harden colliery, presumed murdered and illegally interred in an unmarked grave some fifteen years ago. After beseeching him to take care, Mary said she would see what she could do and get back to him as soon as possible.


  With their conversation at an end, Harry went out into the garden. And with his eyes narrowed, his mind shielded, he gazed west; shielded because he knew that somewhere beyond the garden wall lay horror in the shape of a thing that should not be. For last night in his sleep, the Necroscope’s subconscious mind had recognized or remembered an occurrence which ordinarily should have been apparent as it happened—if it had occurred during waking hours—and which he now desired to prove one way or the other, either as a dream or as reality.


  It had to do with his mastery of the Möbius Continuum; the fact being that whenever Harry established co-ordinates for new locations, their points of reference then remained as permanent fixtures in his metaphysical mind along with myriad locations he had used previously. And, since all a Möbius co-ordinate was a location at an established distance in a known direction, once “fixed” it became immutable except perhaps for the negligible effect of magnetic shift, the minute creep of the planet’s tectonic plates, or gravitic anomalies caused by the inexorable but ages-long carouseling of stars on the galactic rim.


  Last night, however, the rules had been—or had seemed to be—broken; and now, as the Necroscope thought back on it, not for the first time. Indeed, yestereve’s confrontation with whatever it was in the forest had been Harry’s third; and since the unknown woodland’s evil seemed to have intimate connections with the final resting places of any number of exanimate persons who continued to protest however feebly against some kind of forced confinement…then how was it that the Necroscope had detected the source of that evil in three separate locations? Co-ordinates don’t move.


  Harry was reminded, however paradoxically, of the title of a chapter in a macabre novel he’d read as a schoolboy: “For the Dead Travel Fast,” or something similar—which was paradoxical insofar as the dead he was concerned with appeared to be moving slowly! Nevertheless and despite that the changes in the angles of the Necroscope’s lines of contact had been very small, still the deceased whisperers did seem to be travelling! Or, assuming that in their inanimate state they were in themselves incapable of motion, was it possible they were being…what, conveyed?


  It was a question which served to remind Harry of another story he’d read in his teens: “The Travelling Grave.” All very fascinating, not to mention disturbing, for it now appeared he had discovered a very slowly travelling grave of his own!


  And a mass grave at that…


  Back inside the house, Harry obtained a number from the directory, called the village police post and at once recognized the voice that answered. “Constable Forester?” he said. “Jack? Good morning. It’s Harry Keogh…” And after a moment’s silence:


  “Oh?” Forester replied. “And what is it now? Are you still determined to waste my time, Mr. Keogh?”


  “A couple of questions, that’s all,” said Harry. “And they only require brief answers.”


  “Is that so?” said the other. “Well I’ll be holding you to that. And anyway you’ll have to be quick because I’m due out on patrol. You caught me on my way out the door.”


  “Okay,” Harry replied. “Briefly then. What is it you hope to catch Greg Miller doing up there, in Hazeldene? I mean, it’s fairly obvious to me that you spend a lot of time watching him. And—”


  “—And you haven’t figured it out yet?” Forester’s voice was sour. “I’m working on the principle that one day I’ll catch him returning to the scene of the crime.”


  “Ah!” said Harry.


  “Also,” Forester continued, “I’d like to find out exactly what it is that this crazy bastard is hiding up there in those fields around the forest, and why!”


  “What he’s hiding?”


  “He buys these cheap hold-alls, sausage bags from the charity shops. I don’t know what he puts in them but I’ve sometimes seen him with one up there on the edge of Hazeldene. Of a morning he’ll have a sausage bag with him…come the evening when he goes back home to his rundown place just outside the village toward Hartlepool, the bag will have disappeared. It’s happened three or four times that I know of, but I’ve never been able to discover how he disposes of them. It’s possible he buries them, but…” The constable paused—


  “—But that’s enough. And now I have to go.”


  “Wait!” said the Necroscope. “One more question. You told me you sometimes feel very low up in the fields near Hazeldene. But have you ever noticed a strange smell? I mean, like a—I don’t know—like a sad sort of odour? More a feeling or sensation than a true smell? Something that somehow reminds you of things you’d rather forget? A sickly-sweet—”


  “—Like honeysuckle and shit?” Forester cut him off. “Two smells in one? Yes—and I don’t much like it. It has to be the forest, tree pollen and the like. Blackberry blossoms and crab-apples, too. And the shitty stink is animal dung…well, probably.”


  Even though Forester couldn’t see him, Harry found himself shaking his head. “There are no blackberry blossoms, or crab-apples, for that matter—not this early in the year,” he said. “In another two or three weeks, then maybe. But not just yet.”


  Harry sensed the other’s shrug—and that it was an uneasy shrug, more like an itch that the constable couldn’t get at to scratch. “Then it must be like I’ve said,” Forester said. “Just honeysuckle and shit.”


  “I suppose so.” The Necroscope nodded, if only to himself. And echoing the constable: “Well, probably.” At which:


  “Careful Harry,” said Forester. “Or you’ll wake up one day as crazy as Greg Miller.” With which he put the phone down…


  And now it was time. Harry went back out into the garden and gazed west—seemingly at a solid brick wall but in fact through it, in order to “see” beyond it—then shuttered his eyes and used a deadspeak probe to scan afar. For one brief moment he found himself focusing upon a babble of faint, frightened voices in a pitch black room…which in the next moment was gone, voices and parapsychologically conjured “room” alike, as the darkness in his mind withdrew and he opened his eyes to a bright summer morning. And Harry believed he knew what had happened.


  Whatever the connection was between the forest thing and a number of dismayed dead people—whether it was their custodian or jailer, though the Necroscope was sure it was the latter—and whatever its physical shape might be and however strong its metaphysical abilities, it was certainly aware of him and since yesterday evening at the latest had made ready to shield itself and shroud its prisoners’ voices at the slightest indication of his presence!


  As for Harry’s convictions with regard to its nature: the briefest of brief contacts on this occasion had been sufficient to reinforce any previous, half-formed suspicions into the sure knowledge that it was evil. For in the instant of its departure he had felt that a switch had been thrown and a light turned on that dispelled the darkness and temporarily cleansed the psychic atmosphere of something alien and rotten.


  And if that unknown “something” wasn’t evil, then the Necroscope simply didn’t know what was…


  Once again Harry’s intention had been to locate the source of the dead voices, and if they had been calling to him in person and not just crying out in some kind of psychic wilderness, he would have achieved his goal. In the Möbius Continuum he would have traced the voices to their co-ordinates as easily as finding a lost child crying in a room in a sprawling mansion. As it was, however, Harry now knew the direction—the latest direction of the voices and their tormentor—but not the distance. Gauging that would have to be an effort of trial and error.


  Leaving the garden by the back gate and making a series of line-of-sight Möbius jumps, he moved to the cover of a hedgerow some hundred yards south of the derelict Bellingham’s Farm and there paused to consider his options. The comparative “silence” of the metaphysical atmosphere by no means indicated a lack of activity on the part of the living; there could be couples out walking, picnickers in the fields, perhaps a gamekeeper in the vicinity. And as usual Harry’s need to keep his talents secure from public knowledge was uppermost.


  So perhaps it was time he employed the Möbius Continuum in a new if somewhat alarming way that he had been considering for some time. For after all, what better way to observe the lie of the land than from a bird’s-eye viewpoint? And if by some freak of chance a ground-based observer should happen to glance up at the sky, and if Harry didn’t linger on high for too long—not that the latter was likely; the branch of physics that governed gravity wasn’t about to ignore his physical presence—he might even be taken for a bird or a kite broken free of its string.


  And without more ado he chose a spot in the sky—in fact one occupied by the tiny speck of a hovering skylark—and used the Möbius Continuum to go there.


  For a moment the Necroscope stood still on the air, scanning the land below, his gaze sweeping north and south along the eastern edge of Hazeldene. And attracted by movement, the first thing he spied was Jack Forester’s police vehicle bumping along a farmland track. That told him what else to look for, and the next thing he saw—a little less than two hundred yards ahead of the constable’s car and much closer to the ominous green of the forest, in a field where the track petered out at the edge of a deep ditch—was a lone figure with the sling of a hold-all over one shoulder!


  Greg Miller? It could well be.


  These things Harry saw and then he was falling, with the rush of his descent belling his trousers, tugging at his shirt, and filling his eyes with tears. At that moment, any other man would have been fearfully aware of Death’s rapid approach; but the Necroscope wasn’t like any other man. And concentrating on the mutating equations of exotic Möbius formulae, he used them to conjure a door directly beneath his hurtling figure and let himself fall through it…


  And in the next moment, steadying himself, he stepped from the Continuum into the co-ordinates of his previous location by the hedgerow. In all, it had been a flight of just two or three seconds duration; but in that time Harry had seen everything he could have hoped for, at least for now, and his unique mind had recorded several new co-ordinates.


  He could now afford to take a moment or two and let Miller enter the woods, then follow close behind him in a Möbius jump. He would be well ahead of Jack Forester, with his vehicle stuck at the ditch, and hot on the heels of Miller, still heading in the direction of his brief contact with his unknown quarry. In fact, it now appeared likely that Miller was following the same trail, albeit by some means unknown to the Necroscope. Perhaps the man had developed some kind of rapport with the forest entity, evidence of which Harry had witnessed when first he became aware of this dark alien incursion. Or then again, Miller might simply be following—


  —Following his nose?!


  For there it was again: that smell, that indefinable odour that was more a melancholy feeling or perception, that reminded the Necroscope of…but of what? Of every sad thing that ever happened to him? Every worried, anxious, sleepless night he had ever spent? It felt as if a dark cloud had passed over the sun, and the entire weight of the universe was pressing down on him. Except this time Harry knew it was no coincidence, knew that it was connected to Greg Miller—definitely to Jack Forester and something in Hazeldene forest—and now to himself. And he knew if he let it take over, take control, that he couldn’t say what it might make him do. Because his life seemed so utterly pointless with this great black cloud hanging over him…


  What, on a bright summer day?


  For deep down inside Harry knew that it was a lie; he knew that life wasn’t pointless, that he had purpose, especially now that he was so close to an answer to all of this. And he knew a place where he’d be safe and free of whatever was doing this to him, probably to Greg Miller, and most certainly to Jack Forester: a place called the Möbius Continuum, where whatever it was couldn’t possibly follow him, but from where he could pursue it to whatever end was waiting…


  The Necroscope conjured a door, toppled himself through it, and immediately felt an effect, or rather twin effects: one of negative gravity in the weightlessness of the Möbius Continuum, the other a sense of relief in his instantaneous freedom from alien pheromones whose message had been one of suicide. Then, growing angry as he wondered whom that weird biological miasma had been fashioned to target: himself, Forester or Miller—or maybe all three of them?—Harry sped to the co-ordinates where he’d seen the latter entering the forest.


  And there was Miller, frozen in an attitude of listening—or perhaps of sensing?—just a few paces ahead of him. But as Harry had stepped from the Continuum into the gloom of the forest, so the other had heard the crackle of twigs breaking under his feet. Crouching down, Miller spun in a half circle, causing his heavy hold-all to fly up and throw him off balance.


  As Miller lurched, so the Necroscope grabbed the hold-all, yanking on it to keep the surprised man out of kilter. Also, he stuck his foot out to trip the other up, then fell to the leaf-mould floor with him. And clamping a hand on Miller’s mouth to stop him crying out, he whispered, “Quiet now! I’m here to help you. I believe what I know of your story, and I think I know what you’re trying to do. But we have to keep it quiet. We don’t know who or what is listening, and our mutual friend Jack Forester isn’t far behind us.”


  Miller grabbed Harry’s hand and dragged it from his face. He shook his head and said, “No, you don’t know what I’m doing; you can’t know! All you’re doing is interfering, and I’ve never been as close as this before. So whoever you are—” He blinked rapidly, frowned and looked puzzled “—and however you’ve managed to follow me so quietly, don’t get in my way now! In fact, why don’t you just get the hell away from me?” But for all that his response was negative, still he’d kept his voice low, which at least told the Necroscope something of just how close Miller thought they must be.


  “But close to what?” Harry wondered out loud, which simultaneously questioned both Miller’s cryptical comment and his own thoughts. And as the other shook his head again—this time in obvious frustration—he quickly added, “Because I can sense it too! I sense it, smell it, and I even know what it wants of me: that I should kill myself! But what the hell is it?”


  At which Miller’s eyes widened; he’d read the truth in the Necroscope’s words, his voice. He grabbed Harry’s wrist, sat up and reached for his hold-all. Its zipper had burst open when it hit the ground and its contents were exposed: a vicious-looking chainsaw, and a plastic container full of a liquid whose unmistakable smell lingered from a recent filling. It was fuel for the chainsaw.


  Glaring at Harry, Miller repeated his question. “What the hell is it? This thing? Well why the hell do you think I’d need a chainsaw, eh? I mean, what do you do with a chainsaw?”


  Harry shrugged, and answered, “You can cut wood, even soft metal if the saw has the right kind of metal teeth.”


  “Metal, no,” said Miller, licking dry lips. “Wood, yes…except I don’t even know if it is wood! I mean, I can’t see how it can be, and yet it looks like…like a fucking tree! Maybe not quite right but close enough to fool you until you’re right on top of it…or maybe right under it! So who knows? Who can say? But Jesus—as crazy and impossible a thing as it is—it eats human flesh!”


  “So, you don’t know what it is,” said Harry, barely able to suppress a shudder as he got up, dusted himself down and helped Miller to his feet. “But you do know where it is, right?”


  Miller shook his head. “That’s the trouble, you can never be sure. It…it moves! It moves slowly, but it moves. I told them where it had killed Janet—where we’d fallen asleep after making love—and where I’d woken up, seen what it was doing to her. Then…it had knocked me aside, out of its reach, unconscious, and I had lain there all day. They found Janet’s clothing okay, but not the thing. When I finally worked it out…by then it was too late. I was locked up and no one was ever going to believe me. But since getting out I’ve never stopped looking for it. Chainsaws? I’ve buried half-a-dozen chainsaws all round Hazeldene, so I’ll be close to one if or when I find the thing. Wood? Sure, they’ll cut wood. But when I find that bloody thing—which could well be today—you can bet I’ll be cutting something other than wood!”


  Harry heard a car’s door being slammed. Turning and looking out into the open through smoky shadows pierced by shifting shafts of sunlight, he saw Jack Forester, hands on hips, standing beside his car on the far side of the drainage ditch. Maybe one hundred and fifty yards away, the constable peered left and right up and down the ditch. He was looking for the easiest way across, obviously.


  Miller had meanwhile taken the opportunity to pick up his hold-all and venture into the trees along a route that ran parallel with the forest’s border, where the open fields remained barely visible beyond the low branches and leafy canopy of the outermost trees. Hurrying after him, but trying to avoid stepping on dead, fallen twigs, Harry said, “Greg, you told me you don’t know where the thing is. Yet now you seem pretty sure of your—”


  “Yes, and you told me you could sense it, too,” the other whispered, cutting him short. “Oh, really? Well, as for myself, I’ve never felt it so close before—and getting closer! And I really do know this thing. I know and hate it! As for the feelings it gives off, like long-distance hypnotism: I ignore them—well, mostly. By concentrating my hatred, I can simply drown them out! So now let’s just hold still a while and try to pick up its rotten scent, shall we?”


  Miller paused and held a finger to his lips, and shortly, in a small, hushed, quivering voice, he said, “There! So then, if you really are sensing it, tell me what you make of that?”


  “I’ve been getting that ever since I set out to find it—or you, or both of you,” the Necroscope answered. “A feeling that life just isn’t worth it. I might even have got something of it the first time we met, after your fight with Jack Forester. But I know what it is now; or rather, I know something is doing this to me—that it’s not my nature but something else’s nature—which is what helps me to fight it. Forester, on the other hand, wrapped in his own misery, he doesn’t know, can’t understand. And slowly but surely it’s working its poison on him. I think it’s been working on him for a very long time.”


  “Yes,” the other nodded. “I’m pretty sure it’s doing it to him, too. Makes him hate himself so much he wants to die, which is why he takes it out on me.”


  “And of course Forester has other reasons—” said Harry, “or at least one other reason—for hating you. Which makes the thing’s grip on his emotions that much more effective. He feels even more worthless because he can’t dish out the sort of justice he can’t even be sure you deserve! Little wonder the man’s so frustrated, angry.”


  Now Miller was frowning. “You really do understand, don’t you?” he said. “But, er, Harry? You haven’t seen this thing. I mean, shit, you can talk about it, call it ‘it’, feel or sense what it can do, but you haven’t seen it! I’ve only seen it once myself, yet I dream about it every night. Because I saw what it did. Because in taking Janet’s life it ruined mine. And who can say how many other lives it’s taken down the years, the decades and centuries? Maybe even Janet’s father? I’m been told he used to come out here looking for her, after they nailed me for what happened to her. Old Man Symonds. Poor old Arnold, yes…”


  Harry nodded. “That makes sense,” he said. “His suicide, I mean. But you should understand, Greg, that I’m…well, that I’m very sensitive to certain things. Things other people would find strange to say the least. And I know the beast you’re hunting does a lot more to its prey than just kill and eat them. It may sound like a cliché, but its victims really do suffer fates worse than death…and longer lasting! And because in a weird sort of way that I can’t even begin to explain all of this affects me personally, you’ll simply have to believe me when I say I need to put a stop to it just as much as you do.”


  “Okay,” said the other, “I believe you—mainly because I don’t have time to argue—and anyway, I could probably use the help. But what you should understand is that no matter how much you think you may know about this…this monster, you haven’t actually seen it. As for what it is: animal, vegetable, or something else, who can say? But one thing’s for sure: it’s big and it’s fast! Slow-moving in its approach, maybe, but big and fast enough to kill us both if it attacks! The last time I saw it—actually it was the first and the last time—while I was lucky enough to survive, poor Janet wasn’t. So if you still insist on being in on this…at least you know what we’re up against.”


  “Thanks for the warning,” Harry answered, even as he heard the sound of a dry twig breaking underfoot somewhere back along their trail. “But Greg, this isn’t my first dangerous situation—nor even my tenth. So now can we get on with it, before Jack Forester catches up with us and further complicates matters?”


  With a simple nod as finally he accepted the Necroscope’s help, Miller glanced left and right, then leaned forward as if to sniff out the direction. But in the same moment, passing him by to press on through hanging foliage where shifting, slanting shafts of yellow sunlight pierced the dust-laden shadows, Harry had already taken the lead. Upon which:


  “Why…yes!” Miller told him, taken by surprise where he followed on behind. “It looks like this could be the right way! But how on earth do you…?”


  “How do I know it’s the right direction?” Harry whispered, anticipating the other’s question.


  “Because where you can sense or feel it, I can hear it—that’s how!” Which wasn’t quite the truth, because it wasn’t the forest creature he was hearing but the deadspeak cries of its victims. No longer reaching Harry as frantic whispers, their voices rang out louder and clearer than at any time previously, which meant that at last the Necroscope could actually hear and understand at least something of their pitiful mass protest:


  No, no, not again! Please God, not again! Not another poor innocent whose soul shall join us in our misery, crying out endlessly into the empty void! Not another victim—or worse still victims—to rot in the body of the beast!


  But what did it mean? Another innocent victim, and possibly more than one? More flesh for the monster, and more souls to join the trapped ones in their unending misery? What was it the tormented dead knew that the Necroscope and Greg Miller didn’t? What was about to happen—and right here and now apparently—that had roused these prisoners of the Hazeldene thing to such sudden, frenzied activity?


  The short hairs prickled at the back of Harry’s neck, and despite the warm, musty breathlessness of the forest, he felt a bitter cold wind blowing through the corridors of his metaphysical mind. For he had suddenly realized that the unknown forest creature was no longer shielding its victims’ cries of warning, horror, and outrage. No, for now in addition to this previously suppressed eruption of deadspeak, the monster’s own excitement was becoming increasingly apparent!


  But it was more than mere excitement that the Necroscope was sensing in the psychically charged atmosphere. He couldn’t know it, but it was an irresistible craving, a drooling hunger; it was LUST as no entirely human being might ever know it. LUST: the alien force that energized the ancient Thing’s drive for immortality, made manifest in the perpetuation of its species. And from the way that Greg Miller suddenly jerked and staggered, gasping his recognition of looming horror, Harry knew that indeed he had felt it, too.


  “There! Can you f-feel that?” Barely breathing the words, still Miller almost gagged on them. “And can you s-smell it? It’s that smell, Harry—that smell, or sensation, whatever it is—that I woke up to just before the monster took Janet! I’d given her an engagement ring that very day; she accepted it and for a few short hours was mine…until that thing took her. And now it’s happening again, Harry! Now it will happen again! Not to Janet, thank God—but to us—unless we do it to the thing first!”


  And Harry knew that he was right. In its eager, evil anticipation, the thing had thrown all caution aside; like a killer whale in its voraciousness, an orca charging from the ocean up onto the beach in order to take a seal, the creature was at the stage where it utterly ignored all possible dangers. Indeed the urgency it radiated in this prelude to its feasting was such as to make the worst human greed seem insignificant, and it was so close to happening now that the Necroscope would swear he could feel a great black heart beating in the psychic aether!


  Some fifteen minutes earlier, Alex Munroe and Gloria Stafford—that same young couple that Harry and Forester had rescued from an embarrassing, even threatening situation involving a pair of local thugs—had finished making love in their secret place, a natural arbour enclosed by brambles close to the forest’s rim.


  Every weekend since early May, and almost every day during the last fortnight, the period of their annual summer holidays, they’d made love in the woods, moving from place to place until finally they had discovered this totally private spot. Only let them venture out into the summer air…it was as if they were drawn here! There was this incredible quality of atmosphere: an aphrodisiac musk, a sense of sexual potency, and such was their passion they invariably exhausted themselves and fell asleep in each other’s arms. Which was exactly what they had done today!


  Having dressed wearily after enjoying the mutual pleasures of their bodies, now they lay asleep, curled up on their spread jackets and secure in the knowledge that they were all alone in this secret place, invisible to the world outside the forest.


  But to the world within the forest—where the presence of one more tree would easily escape the notice of inefficient human eyes, and where the many shades of green gave assistance by acting as camouflage—the lovers were anything but invisible. And as for believing they were alone:


  In that they were very much mistaken…


  Once again, as so often before, the lovers had entered the forest; they were there in the secret place that they’d discovered and called their own without ever guessing the help they’d had. For without the ancient Thing’s pheromones calling to them they might never have entered the shade of the trees and found their love nest, might never have lusted after each other, never have lain naked in each other’s arms in the first place.


  One alien aphrodisiac musk to fire their passion and lure them into the forest, and another narcotic, almost opiate scent to cause them to sleep when their bodies were spent. These were parts but not all of the ancient Thing’s arsenal, which it used as instinctively as a butterfly attracting a mate, or more germanely, as a flytrap fermenting its gluey nectar. To that extent at least, in the secretion and use of such poisons, the Thing’s activities were just as much instinct as breathing to a mammal; the difference being that it worked with purpose, with deliberation, and its every action in this respect was and would continue to be premeditated.


  Another weapon was a powerful depressant which kept at bay gamekeepers, poachers, and artless wanderers alike. Only let the ancient Thing detect an unwanted presence, its sphincters would issue jets of a chemical as light as air, which it would waft as best possible toward the encroaching presence. And such was the potency of this aerosol that men would feel dejected and dispirited, only recovering when they’d put themselves beyond its influence. Then, should they return it would be to risk repeated doses of the sinister colloid, so lowering their self-esteem to the point of suicide and occasionally, fatally, beyond.


  But now, today, the lovers were there in their place and the ancient Thing had almost completed its wearying, seemingly endless journey of a little less than a mile. An enormous trek but one which, as the last of its kind, it felt obliged to complete—which it must complete—if its species was to continue in perpetuity. For while its myriad spores were close to bursting they were not ripe, and they never would be without a special ingredient that the Thing sought: the life-blood of a human being or beings. To spawn now—ejecting its precious, once-in-a-lifetime spores high into the air, only to have them drift to earth without the liquids necessary to sustain them until their flaccid rootlets had matured sufficiently to suckle on the oils of earth—would be akin to murder. Worse, in the Thing’s case it would be genocide! But taking the life or lives of human beings, in this case the lovers…that was simply survival.


  Or perhaps not so simple. For as with all sentient life-forms, certain incentives and inducements were inherent in the reproductive process. In humans it was sex—the exquisite if fleeting joy of the orgasm—and similarly, where the ancient Thing was concerned, the pay off from today’s business, in addition to the survival of species, was to be its own oh-so-rare pleasuring. Except this would be the ultimate pleasuring: gratification more ecstatic and fulfilling than anything the Thing had ever known before which, when the materials of its victims were absorbed, would trigger the release of its myriad bloated spores.


  First the old Thing would revel in the joy of the lovers’ agony as its hollow barbed spines supped on their juices. Then, in a state of alien, orgasmic euphoria, it would flense them of their skins, liquefying and devouring their flesh and even their bones. And finally sated, as the crimson pulp suffused its entire being, so the ancient Thing would clothe its limbs in the flaccid, wrinkled remains of its victims.


  Then, with their skins on the outside and their immortal souls—their unquiet spirits—on the inside, they would be trapped forever, along with all the other incorporeal captives of the Thing! And while its spore progeny took shallow root in forest loam, in time becoming sentient and growing to maturity, so the monstrous Thing would while away whatever time remained, perhaps centuries, enjoying the “sweet songs” or more properly the outraged cries of its victims.


  This was its plan, the dream it had nurtured, and now was the time.


  Its inexorable creep through leaf-mould and turf—which it ploughed in front with its five principal “roots” or stabilizers, and carefully covered up behind—finally ceased. Its lower “branches” reached out across a wall of brambles to cast a dark shadow over the sleeping pair in their no longer secret place. It trembled in a fever of anticipation as chitin-barbed tendrils with needle-tipped siphons uncoiled from its core to sway out silently over the lovers in their bower. And:


  Ahhhhh! For if the ancient Thing in the forest could sigh, then most certainly this would be the right time to do it.


  Except, of a sudden, it sensed—


  —Intruders! Or…perhaps only one intruder? The Thing couldn’t be sure. Its inflamed senses were confused, jumbled, disarrayed. Ah yes! It was the Searcher; the cold flux of his implacable hatred was unmistakable. Here he was, finally caught up with an old enemy, a monster who was no longer willing to play their cat and mouse game. No, for the Searcher had come here at precisely the wrong time—and he was now destined to stay here for all time!


  To stay here, yes, fueling the old Thing’s pleasure while enabling the spawning; vulnerable to the ancient one’s raging passions and diverse weapons. But the pair in their bower—who were even now stirring to the sound of crashing foliage and shouting voices—they would offer the least resistance and so must be taken first.


  But…shouting voices? More than one, then?


  About to begin its attack on the lovers, the Thing paused. A moment ago it had thought to detect only one intruder. So why now was the air suddenly vibrant with the cries of at least two of them? Two voices calling aloud, alerting the lovers to their danger! One was the Searcher’s, certainly, but as for the other…could it be the group voice of myriad captive souls calling from beyond the psychic divide? Well possibly; for now that the Thing focused its efforts on more important matters, its long-suffering prisoners were more nearly free to vent their horror.


  So, perhaps it was them…and then again, perhaps not.


  As a precaution, the ancient Thing sprayed aloft several pheromones in copious amounts, diffusing the clearing with its poisons. There! Now let the intruder or intruders proceed with whatever was their business—if they were still able!


  And it seemed that at least one of them was; for now this second voice was actually attempting to answer the cries of the Thing’s captive souls! So that finally the Thing recognized this most recent enemy, to its knowledge a being unique to the human race: this man possessed of a talent not unlike its own, who would now use to far greater effect this Power to speak to the dead!


  But what difference did it make? The scene was set and the ancient Thing’s needs must be satisfied. Whatever else happened now its thirst must be quenched, its spores quickened, enabled, and an alien vitality passed on to its seedling progeny. So that without more ado—aware that something might yet go wrong as lust gave way to fear—the old Thing draped its barbed tendrils over the waking lovers and began tearing at their clothing…


  For all the many horrors Harry had known—the fantastic, monstrous events and incidents in which he, as the Necroscope, had found himself involved in his short span of years—even he had never come across or even imagined anything like this.


  At first glance the thing would seem to be a tree; indeed, in its inert or stationary mode it was almost indistinguishable from a tree. But its “leaves,” looking similar to an oak tree’s leaves, were in fact highly sensitive palps or feelers: sensors of atmosphere, pressure and presences, of motion and proximity.


  Its “bole,” with a horny sheath that looked much like bark, was the body that contained its alien organs. In addition to stabilizer roots that provided its mobility and took sustenance from the soil, it had a mouth high in its body, which it closed during inclement weather but kept open to drink the warm summer rains; a mouth whose thorn-like, chitin-plated throat—on rare occasions such as this—it would use to ingest entirely different fluids…


  Like a sea-anemone, the thing might easily be mistaken for a plant; it could in fact be a hybrid of both plant and animal, though it was more likely the latter. Not so much an anemone as an anomaly, however, the mystery of how such a creature came to be here—how it had been here for untold years and even centuries—was one which must remain forever unsolved by any mere human.


  For whether it and its long-dead sibling spawn had drifted to Earth as spores from some primal comet’s tail, or had simply evolved here over immemorial aeons, Greg Miller’s plan—while unintentional in this respect at least—made no allowance for any future investigation; not if he had his way. Which was why he’d equipped himself with a chainsaw and the fuel to power it, and just a little more than sufficient fuel at that.


  But as for the Necroscope, Harry Keogh:


  He was no longer shouting a warning at the young ones, who were awake now and trying to fight off the barbed tendrils that were tearing their clothes and starting on their exposed flesh, tendrils which would very soon flay them alive unless the thing was stopped. Oh, Harry wanted desperately to shout but couldn’t because he was paralysed! Not with fear, though he was definitely afraid, but physically paralysed! For a cocktail of potent pheromones was in his nostrils, his lungs; not just the earthy scent of the Thing but its concentrated colloidal liquids, undiluted by distance or dissipation in air or earth.


  And all these conflicting emotions had come upon him in a moment, a few seconds at most: the sudden need to run from this place, or to lie down and sleep here, perhaps even to die here. And yet, paradoxically, he felt drawn to be here, in this small tree-shaded clearing with its horseshoe bower; but irresistibly drawn here, like an iron filing to a magnet. And while the Necroscope was so very tired—indeed deadly tired, of life itself—at the same time, incredibly, he found himself lusting after the young woman in the bramble bower, half naked where the tree-thing’s tendrils had reduced her clothing to ribbons.


  “For God’s sake, man!” Miller shouted, grabbing the Necroscope’s arm, trying to haul him upright from where he’d gone to his knees in the soft loam. “Get it together, can’t you, Harry? Don’t you understand, man? This is what this damned thing does, and now it’s doing it to you! But not to me, thank God, because for all that it’s stronger than ever before, I’m at least partly immune. So snap out of it, Harry. I mean, surely you can see what’s happening here?”


  Harry’s hands in the soil supported him, stopping him from falling on his side. Having understood what Miller had said, he fought what was happening, the invasion of alien poisons in his system; until in the next moment he was shocked awake—shocked into his five, normal senses—when suddenly he felt the earth beginning to move under his hands!


  Then, snatching himself back from the disturbance, he saw the sudden eruption of a cloud of soil and dusty leaf-mould, as emerging from below a leprous white, purple-veined rootlet shot up into view! Squirming to and fro, the stabilizer searched for something on which to anchor itself, which in turn caused Harry to cry his loathing out loud, stumble to his feet, and back off further yet from the frantically lashing member.


  But Greg Miller wasn’t backing off; no, not at all. A puff of blue exhaust smoke and the sputtering, full-throated roar of his chainsaw spoke however ineloquently of his intentions as he stepped up beside the Necroscope and swung the blade of the saw through inches of soil where the root humped and bulged. And he grunted his satisfaction as a three-foot length of the tentacle was severed, splashing its dark green and scarlet-tinged juices all about as it whipped like a crippled snake.


  At which the Thing itself—the bulk of the thing—went mad with pain and terror. Its “branches” shook as if in a hurricane; its towering, twenty-foot, wineglass-shaped mass lurched drunkenly this way and that; its lashing chitin-barbed tendrils were withdrawn and snatched up from the bower, twining in agony on high like the helix of some giant’s DNA. And before the monstrous thing could regain control of itself:


  “Now, Harry!” Miller shouted, finding another subterranean stabilizer rootlet and slashing it through in a shower of leafy debris. “The petrol, man! Use the fuel!” And his meaning was very obvious.


  As the Necroscope took up the plastic container, unscrewed its cap, ran under the thing’s green canopy and set about drenching its bole, so the terrified lovers—bloodied, though not too badly, but wide-eyed in shock—came crawling in their rags from what was once their secret place. While beneath the creature’s wind-milling branch-like arms, Harry splashed the last few drops of fuel onto the dry leaf-mould at the foot of the thing, threw down the empty container and began to back away…until a frantically lashing branch buffeted him to the heaving earth.


  Winded, dazed, and still feeling ill, Harry huddled there, and all about confusion reigned. But this close to the wounded, maddened thing, the deadspeak voices of its captive souls were that much louder in the Necroscope’s metaphysical mind:


  The primitive, uneducated voice of a hunter, a survivor of the last ice age, whose tribe had foraged these woods in a time when all the trees were evergreens—the hoarse cries of a Beaker woman from 2000 BC, taken from her hut where she lay heavy with child, and even the wailing of her unborn girl-child—a woad-daubed warrior, fatally wounded in a tribal feud and abandoned, snatched aloft by the ancient thing long before he could die a more natural death—a Celtic druid Ollamh woman, who had actually worshipped the old monster before it killed her—young girls from local hamlets in a time when England lay under Roman occupation—and amongst these and many more, the sweet voice of a girl from the more recent past…whose name was Janet!


  All of these lost ones, crying aloud their misery into the deadspeak aether!


  If there was any cure, any antidote to the last dregs of the ancient creature’s pheromone poisons that Harry’s immune system was working to repel, then this was surely it. For the Necroscope had never turned away from the entreaties of the Great Majority, and he wasn’t about to do so now.


  Listen, he told the many captive souls, knowing that they finally heard his deadspeak. I’m going to set you free. And if I can’t…then I’ll probably die trying and join you anyway!


  “Harry!” Crouching down, Miller came swerving, zigzagging, somehow managing to avoid the old Thing’s flailing members as he swung his chainsaw in a high arc, severing any branches that came too close. “Out of my way, Harry,” he cried. “Let me set fire to this bastard thing!”


  Holding the chainsaw aloft in one hand, he fumbled in his pocket to find his cigarette lighter. But even as he found and brought it into view, so it was sent flying from his hand by the stump of a frantically lashing limb and vanished underfoot in the shuddering leaf-mould.


  “God…dammit!” Miller cursed, sobbing his frustration.


  Surrounded by flailing branches and tossing tendrils, he yelled: “Harry, find the lighter and use it. We have to put an end to this now, so burn the damn thing! Burn it to the ground!”


  Down on his knees among twitching lengths of tendril and oozing branches as thick as his own arms, Harry groped deep in the quaking leaf-mould until at last he found Miller’s lighter. But as yet more debris from the man’s vengeful chainsaw attack continued to rain down on him, the Necroscope saw something he would never forget—something which even he scarcely believed—that sickened him to his stomach. Some of the monster’s dismembered, writhing limbs where they voided their fluids on the forest’s slimy floor…some of them, indeed several of them, seemed coated or enclosed in sleeves of…of—


  —But of what, for God’s sake?


  Harry saw that while one of these vilely spurting lengths was mainly blackened by time, its sheath wasn’t so much bark as animal hide cicatrized and coloured with some kind of dark blue stain, forming a primitive, stylized pattern or tattoo image of a sharp-eared wolf!


  But animal hide? No, scarcely that, for in the Necroscope’s unique mind he could even now hear the guttural “voice”—more properly the incorporeal thoughts or deadspeak—of the once owner of this grisly remnant:


  You look upon my sigil, the voice said, which I wore upon my forearm. For I am Gar Unkh who hunted the wild wolves. Alas that something likewise hunted me! But who is it comes to free me? What, from the monster that seduced and killed not only me but likewise many fellow-men? I doubt that very much!


  Doubt it all you like, Harry answered this voice out of time, but that’s the plan. With which he thumbed the lighter’s knurled wheel, saw blue sparks jump to ignite a strong yellow flame—


  —Then let the burning lighter fall onto the fuel-soaked leaf-mould, and threw aloft an arm to shield his face when the earth beneath his feet seemed almost to explode!


  “Out of there, Harry!” Greg Miller yelled in his ear, his hand on Harry’s collar, dragging him from the sudden heat of a burgeoning inferno. “We can do no more.”


  But no sooner free of the flames, yanking himself from the other’s grip, the Necroscope shouted back, “Yes, we can do more! We need evidence, Greg!” And still retreating from the heat, he grabbed up some of the quivering members of the thing and half-carried, half-dragged them out from beneath the canopy to where he, Miller, and the terrified young lovers could stand in something of safety and experience the beginning of the end for the nightmarish thing:


  The demented, agonized gyrations of its branches and tendrils as the fire began to consume them; the sputtering of its boiling juices and the morbid stench going up from them, which wasn’t at all the usual smell of burning wood or green foliage; the hissing, piercing shrieks of pressured vapour jetting from the stumps of slumping members, so very much like screaming it might almost be an animal or perhaps even human sound…


  But as for the Necroscope: he was listening to something else. Not to any imagined or fanciful death-cry—nor even the actual, harrowing, howling telepathy of this evil, ancient thing—but to the glad psychic voices of so many others. And all of these latter souls, the prisoners of a creature who had kept them and their voices to itself, pouring out their gratitude to the man they had never had the chance to know or even to hear of. But they would know of the Necroscope soon enough, now that they could join the Great Majority.


  And as for the tree-thing:


  Releasing its grip on these long lost souls as finally it surrendered to the inevitable, the thing addressed the Necroscope directly in alien thoughts which only his deadspeak could translate or decipher:


  You have killed me and all that would have sprung from me. No more shall I hear the sweet sad songs of them whose essences sustained me, whose spirits I in turn sustained within me. They flee me now, ungrateful, wretched things that they are.


  To which the Necroscope replied: They were simply victims at first, who you murdered. Then they were your captives, cold and afraid in the dark. Their “songs” were cries of terror, as I believe you know well enough.


  And the dying thing responded: I wended these forest ways when your ancestors were savages. I have been here since times that even I cannot remember! So why have you killed me now?


  Because you’re an ugly evil thing, the Necroscope replied, whose time is over and done with in this and every other place. And this last he said with authority, with absolute conviction, in the sure knowledge that there would be no room in any afterlife for such as this. For the Great Majority would never allow it.


  The thing’s members were shrivelling, its oily flesh burning, melting. It toppled toward the Necroscope, who retreated as a gaping, barb-lined mouth yawned at him through the stink, the smoke and flames. Close by, tinder-dry bushes were already on fire as, in one final orgasmic spasm, the thing opened sac-like sporangia in its trunk to eject a cloud of winged spores. With their flaccid rootlets dangling, the spores twirled in the air for mere moments before their fragile leafy wings crumpled, sending them spiralling to the earth. Each as big as a man’s thumb, pulpy and lifeless, already they were rotting.


  Prodding one with his booted foot until it collapsed like a soggy puffball and sent up a vile stench, Greg Miller wrinkled his nose and grunted, “Ugh! Christ, what a God-awful mess!”


  The Necroscope, and the trembling young couple where they clung to each other, all three of them could only agree…


  Muffled by the crackle and whoosh! of the fire, Constable Jack Forester’s arrival had gone unheard, until a voice from behind the group of four snapped: “Greg Miller, you bloody crazy man! And Harry Keogh?” Then, as they turned to face him, the policeman also recognized the scratched and bloodied couple in their rags. “And you two?” he said. “Gloria Stafford and Alex Munroe, isn’t it? Now what the hell?


  Behind the four the blaze was spreading. Wide-eyed, shaking his head in disbelief, the constable went on: “Miller, you mad bastard! Did you do this? What, are you trying to burn Hazeldene to the ground or something?” His voice hardened. “Or are you simply destroying evidence? Is that what it’s all about?”


  For to Forester it seemed that this part of the woods had been set on fire deliberately—which it had been, if not for the reason he’d proposed. But still it seemed that way to him—at least until a crippled, smouldering tendril came snaking out of the blaze, hooked itself onto his lower right leg and almost yanked his feet out from under him! Even as the constable cried out in shock and astonishment, however, as he tried instinctively to pull away, so the writhing tendril released him and shrivelled back into the inferno.


  Shaken and staggering, off balance until Miller grabbed and steadied him, Forester looked again at the fire and saw blackened branches humping and vibrating where they burned: the involuntary, mindless activity of the ancient Thing’s melting nervous system; or perhaps the expansion of internal fluids in the vicious heat. For the thing itself—or the central nest of ganglia that was or had been its alien brain—was most definitely dead.


  The constable’s lower jaw had fallen open. Closing it, he started to ask: “What in the name of God…?”


  But as his mouth dried up he shook his head, leaving the obvious question hanging until Greg Miller finished it for him.


  “Nothing in God’s name!” Miller snarled, drawing Forester closer. “Nothing whatever to do with God, Jack. But now that you’ve seen it for yourself, surely you must also see what it had to do with me? Or with you and I both?”


  Forester again shook his head…in denial, perhaps? But the Necroscope would have none of that. He showed the constable one of the severed “branches” which he’d dragged from the fire: the one with the hunter Gar Unkh’s primitive wolf’s head tattoo outlined in woad, along with the wart-like blemishes of his self-mutilation. “So now you tell me, Jack,” he said. “What do you make of this?”


  As Forester’s jaw fell open again, so Miller staggered and moaned, then stooped to take up into his trembling hands one of the other limbs that Harry had saved. And:


  “Look!” he gasped, showing what he’d noticed to the constable. The Necroscope looked also, and at first saw nothing that meant anything to him—until the looks of understanding on the horrified faces of the two old enemies finally told the rest of the story, or more properly what remained of it.


  “B-b-birthmark!” Forester stuttered, finding difficulty in getting the word out. But he was right: a raised, near-perfect, four-leafed clover design in dark red—a natural “blemish” or birthmark—was clearly visible on the scorched sleeve of preserved human skin that covered the severed limb.


  “Janet’s birthmark, yes,” Miller confirmed the constable’s observation in a hoarse whisper. “Inside her right calf, two or three inches below the knee.”


  “I know!” the policeman husked. “Janet was always self-conscious about that mark, even as a kid at school taking swimming lessons on Friday afternoons. I remember! Oh, I remember! I was in a class for older kids, but we all used the same pool on the same afternoon together. Poor Janet! She’d sit poolside, trying to hide that harmless little mark. Oh God! Oh God! As long as I can remember, I was always…was always…”


  “You loved her, yes,” Greg Miller sobbed. “But it was me—I was the one that Janet loved—and you’ve been making me pay for it ever since. Well that’s all over and done with now! Damn you, Jack Forester!” Lashing out suddenly with a clenched fist, he knocked the policeman to the ground.


  Touching a split, bleeding lip, Forester scrambled to his feet, shook his head to clear it, and mumbled, “Well, I suppose that after all you’ve suffered, I had that one coming.”


  “That one and a lot more,” Miller growled, closing on him.


  But then the Necroscope stepped in. “That’s enough. Now we should get the rest of these awful things into the fire.” Turning quickly, he used his momentum to hurl the tendril with the prehistoric wolf-hunter’s sigil back into the blaze.


  “But that’s evidence!” Forester at once protested.


  “Of what?” said Miller. “Of your stupidity? The stupidity of all the people who called me a lunatic and convicted me? Do you really want to dig all of that up again? Me, I’ve had more than enough of that kind of limelight! I say Harry’s right: we should finish this—all of it—right here and now.”


  “Cover it up, you mean?” Forester was doubtful. “After you spent all this time tracking it down? After what it’s cost you? I don’t understand.”


  “I did it for Janet,” said Miller, his throat raw from the smoke and his broken sobbing. “I can move away from here, where no one knows me. I would have gone long ago, except I needed to do this first. And now…well, now it’s done. But if you want to report this, well go on, go right ahead. And people will say you’re even more crazy than I was—especially when there’s no bloody evidence!”


  Sobbing still, he spun around, hurling the branch with his lost love’s birthmark into the heart of the fire…


  Harry spoke to Forester. “Is there a radio in your car?”


  “Yes, of course.” Again the policeman shook himself, as if he had just woken up.


  “Then get back there and use it,” said Harry. “Let’s have a few fire engines out here before this gets completely out of control.”


  Forester nodded, headed back the way he’d come. But young Alex Munroe called out after him: “Hey, what about us?”


  The policeman glanced at the trembling couple where they stood in their rags, daubed with dried blood and criss-crossed with cuts and scratches. They were fortunate that most of their injuries were minor, but still they needed attention. And turning to Harry, Forester asked: “Yes, what about them? I can call up an ambulance, of course, but then what?”


  The Necroscope wasn’t slow when it came to supplying quick answers and alibis. “They saw the blaze,” he said, “and came to investigate. But they were caught between the fire and the brambles and got scratched up fighting their way out of the forest. Bramble thorns can rip your clothing right off your back…”


  And turning to the couple—or more properly to the girl—he asked: “Does that sound about right to you, miss? Or perhaps you’d prefer to let everyone know what you were really doing in the woods?”


  She tilted her chin at him. “We’re not ashamed of being in love, Mr. Keogh!” But then—glancing sideways at Alex Munroe, and seeing the way he nodded his head pointedly—she went on: “Still…your suggestion is probably for the best, er, Harry? And we’re very glad you were here to save us a second time!”


  Following which they found their way out of there into the cool clean air of the nearby fields…


  “What was that thing?” Munroe asked of no one in particular, as the five stood well back from the action, watching fire engines arriving and their crews scrambling to tackle the fire, a blaze that would yet go on to destroy more than two and a half acres.


  “It was something alien,” the Necroscope answered him. “It lured you into the forest, to a spot where it could do its evil work and remain unseen, unknown. It was a very ancient thing—as old as the hills and the last of its kind—a horror out of time that could either scare you off or draw you into its trap, then put you to sleep and kill you. Or maybe it would cause you to kill yourself!” With that last, he glanced knowingly at Jack Forester.


  “Old Arnold Symonds?” The constable knew it was so.


  “I think so, yes,” said Harry.


  Forester nodded. “And I might have been another victim. It doesn’t bear thinking about.”


  And Greg Miller, far more in control of himself now, said: “I might have killed myself, too. Probably would have, except I think I was mainly immune to the monster’s influence. It was my hatred that kept me immune; I wasn’t about to kill myself until I at least tried to kill it first! But you know, I think it may even have grown to recognize my presence? I felt it was playing some kind of game with me!”


  Pointing at a near-distant vehicle kicking up dust along a dirt track, Gloria Stafford said, “I think that’s the ambulance coming now.”


  And Harry asked her, “Have you two got your story straight?”


  Alex Munroe answered for both of them: “We were out walking, went to investigate a column of smoke in the woods and saw the fire. We panicked, stumbled into a large bramble patch, and so on and so forth.”


  “I’ll never again feel safe in the shade of a tree,” said the girl. “And I know that I’ll always have nightmares.”


  “That goes for me too.” Munroe put an arm around her, drew her close. “But when the nightmares come we’ll always have each other.” And she smiled at him, however wanly.


  “That’s it then,” said Forester. “It’s over.”


  Miller simply nodded, and Harry agreed, saying, “So it would seem.” And that was that—


  —At least until the young lovers had been driven away, when it became plain there was that on Miller’s mind which had been there for quite some time. For suddenly he turned to the Necroscope and asked him: “Who are you, Harry? Not just your name but—I don’t know—something else? I mean, who are you really?”


  And Constable Jack Forester was quick to agree: “Yes, I’ve felt the same way about you ever since I first laid eyes on you dealing with that pair of local ne’er-do-wells. So who in fact are you, Harry?”


  “I’m nobody important,” said the Necroscope. “I just know some things, that’s all. You could say I feel things that other people don’t. It’s what I do. And sometimes it works out right, like this time. I mean, if I can help people, ease their minds, that’s enough.” But more especially if they’re dead people, who need all the breaks they can get, and all they’ve got is me.


  But: “No,” said Miller and Forester almost as one. And the policeman followed it up with: “I’m sure you’re a lot more than that—but I’m damned if I can figure out what!”


  And Greg Miller said, “I suppose we’ll just have to let it go, like everything else that’s happened today. But anyway, who or whatever you are, you have my thanks, Harry.”


  “Mine too,” said the constable, nodding…


  When the Necroscope was on his own he spoke to his mother, who already knew much of what had happened. She’d heard it from the rescued newcomers, of course, who were now firmly incorporated into the Great Majority.


  That’s a very wonderful thing that you’ve done, Harry, she said. But you did put yourself in danger…again! Harry could sense her incorporeal frown.


  “You would have done the same, Ma,” he told her. “You know you would, if you were able. And of course, we now know why you couldn’t find any information on the girl: she just wasn’t with you—she hadn’t joined the Great Majority—couldn’t, because she was trapped inside that thing along with all those others.”


  Still sensing his mother’s frown, however, and before she could further upbraid him, the Necroscope quickly went on: “Ma, I won’t argue with you; I’m simply asking after your new people, that’s all. Because some of them were caught up with that creature for a very long time.”


  Yes, they were, she replied, and they suffered greatly. But the oldest of them—who should have moved on to higher places long ago—they have already caught up and passed on. Thanks to you son—all thanks to you.


  “Not all of it,” Harry answered, shaking his head, humbled in the presence of his mother and the teeming dead. “I had help this time: Greg Miller. And anyway, I wasn’t looking for praise, Ma.”


  Oh, we know you weren’t, son, she told him, but still her deadspeak “voice” was full of pride.


  “What of the girl, Janet?” Harry inquired.


  Janet is with her father now, the Necroscope’s Ma told him. We forgave him a long time ago for what he did, for he was in such pain, poor man. We frown on suicide, as you know; for if anyone knows how precious life is, it’s surely the Great Majority! But we accepted him anyway. What else could we do? He was so…so disturbed. But now that they’re together, we believe he’ll be a lot better.


  Harry knew she would sense his nod when he said. “Yes, and it really wasn’t his fault. Well, not entirely and probably not at all. Arnold Symonds was made to do what he did by that thing in the forest. You do understand that now, don’t you?”


  Indeed we do, she answered. So you needn’t any longer feel concerned, son. Not about anything. All’s well that ends well.


  And with that, feeling satisfied and fulfilled, the Necroscope nodded and went his lonely way…


  Old Man with a Blade


  It was Edinburgh in the summer but could as easily be any beautiful city or place anywhere at any time. For its fresh—if not always so fresh—victims, well some of them had known it must come eventually; they had been told it was coming and then had felt it in their bones. The way He looked at it, however, they’d done it and were still doing it to themselves. They were the victims of their own stupidity…but in an equal number of cases they were victims of their own genes, too. For as often as not, that was where it started.


  Take for instance the old boy in the wheelchair pushed by his haggard-looking wife. A classic case of who would go first: him with his Alzheimer’s—prompting him to stick his fingers in electric sockets, because he could never remember what they were for—or her, worn down by the weight of caring for him whose problem was in his genes, inherited from his father who in turn had got it from his father…and so on. But the bottom line for each of them eventually, was the same as for anyone else. If not just yet.


  The Most Ancient One’s curved blade on its long polished haft tingled on His shoulder with a life of its own; its owner sensed it lusting after the lives of others—even of this harmless pair—but again, not just yet. He leaned toward them anyway as they passed Him by on the pavement, sniffing at them to make sure He wasn’t mistaken. But no, He wasn’t, which in its way was disappointing; better them than some young innocent couple. But then again it wasn’t His lot to discriminate.


  The street was as good as empty; on this early Sunday morning most folks were still abed or only just stirring. But there were, of course, those who were driven to be up and about. Like that middle-aged man who had just come out of the newsagent’s shop, already tearing the film from his pack of cigarettes, and then the silver foil, his hand trembling where finally it groped in his pocket for his lighter.


  The Most Ancient One with His shining blade stepped closer, smelled the smoke from the expulsion of that first long drag, heard the addict’s sigh of relief…and also the cough welling up from the diseased lung of which, for the moment, the smoker wasn’t aware. But he would be, oh he would be! As the curved blade tingled again, a little more determinedly now, the Ancient One nodded to Himself, thinking, we’ll give him a year, my faithful friend, or perhaps a little less. And He patted the long handle of His blade.


  A little farther down the street, a bearded derelict wrapped in a torn blanket mumbled to himself where he lay in a shop doorway. Sucking the last few drops of wine from a brown bottle in a paper bag, he flopped back into a shady corner and waved a fluttery greeting to no one in particular. Gray vomit had hardened to crusts on his blue-veined naked feet.


  “Ah!” said the Ancient One with the tingling, sentient-seeming blade, once again speaking to no one in particular; and lifting the blade from the leather saddle on His shoulder, He reached into the doorway and touched the derelict’s dirty neck. Eyes closed and flesh numb, the bum saw and felt nothing at all…but then he wouldn’t have anyway. And:


  “Next winter,” said the Ancient One, matter-of-factly, as He nodded, straightened up and strode on along the street. “We can wait a while, but we’ll definitely get better acquainted next winter.”


  Disease, drugs, drink, and occasionally accidents. And the absolute harvest of war, naturally. And always the oldest man with His shining blade: always Death, of course. And so thinking, He moved on…


  The city was beginning to come awake now, daylight brightening. And the Ancient One wasn’t especially fond of daylight. He suffered it but it didn’t really fit the image of one who preferred to have things happen in the dark of night. However—and once again—it wasn’t in His power to discriminate…


  There was a fancy wine bar with an ornate varnished mahogany facade, opaque, small paned bull’s-eye windows, and a hanging sign above the recessed, arched-over double doors that read simply: “BJ’s.” As the Ancient One with the blade drew level, those doors opened and a girl, or more properly a woman, beautiful, darkly gypsyish, with eyes that shone in the shaded doorway, ushered a young man into the daylight. She leaned forward to kiss him—a temporary, reluctant farewell—leaving him on the street, going back inside, and closing the doors on him.


  There was something about the young man. He blinked in the morning sunlight and lifted a hand to shade his pale face; his eyes that seemed a little distant were dazed and disorientated. The old man with the blade thought it possible that He knew that look: He believed He’d seen its like before—often, on the faces of men who were lost or bent on suicide!


  And yet…there was something else about this particular young man, so the Ancient One with His scythe leaned closer, sniffing out the other’s origins, essence, nature, destiny. But just then a singular thing…just for a moment He thought He saw the young man’s faraway eyes focus and look back at Him! And more, it was as if the young man knew Him, recognized Him, as he might an old friend!


  And indeed they were old friends!


  The scythe no longer tingled but shivered; and its master, the Oldest Man ever, shivered with the scythe and jerked away, quickening His silent steps along the almost empty street. Ah! He knew this one now, remembered him for all the work he’d done for Him; knew also that He would never be required to accommodate this one. Oh, his time would come eventually—well, possibly—but not now and not in this world. That was not this one’s destiny. But there were other ancient ones with blades, a great many of them, in all the many worlds where life had taken root.


  One of them would accommodate this one—this Necroscope—well, eventually. Or possibly? Death stroked His living scythe to calm it, then paused to cast a glance back along the almost empty street. And finally satisfied He nodded to himself.


  For apart from a small dust devil where it collapsed close to the wine bar’s entrance, and the dirty naked foot protruding from a shop doorway, the street was otherwise empty, yes.


  And as for the old—indeed the immemorially—old man, He moved on…


  Resurrection


  Harry Keogh had dreamed a monstrous dream, indeed a nightmare, but one so real it had seemed like life. It had been his life, lived in the space of a single night, but such an amazing life! In the dream he had been gifted with astounding, even frightening talents; they came from genes passed down from his Russian grandmother, through his beloved mother, to Harry. He was like a faith healer or layer-on-of-hands, but instead of hands he used his metaphysical mind. And his cures—mental rather than physical—were not for the living but the dead. He befriended and gave succor, like a life after life, to the teeming dead, the so-called “Great Majority.” (Moreover, he gave the gift of death to the undead…which some of them even appreciated!)


  And in Harry’s dream there were victims, innocent victims of life and of undeath. And no one to comfort or avenge them—no one to talk to them and ease their troubled minds—except Harry, the man they called the Necroscope.


  He dreamed of Mary Keogh, his beloved Ma, and of how she had been murdered by his Russian stepfather, drowned beneath the ice in a river that flowed past their home. And that was the real nightmare, the worst imaginable nightmare, because Harry blamed himself that he’d ever let such a tragedy happen. But how could it have been otherwise, since he himself had been little more than an infant at the time? Which is to say that in his dream he had been an infant. And in that same dream all he could do was wait until he was big enough, powerful enough, to wreak vengeance on the madman who had taken—stolen away from him, and away from life itself—the one he’d loved the most.


  And so Harry’s dream continued, an interminable nightmare, but so detailed, so real—so filled with fears and fantasies, with men and monsters, weird worlds and alien adventures, loves and losses—that however briefly the waking world was forgotten entirely as the dream became reality.


  Reality…all bar that greatest loss of all, whose truth he could not bear! The loss of his dear Ma, her life’s aura extinguished, snuffed like a candle, leaving only her memory like a thin spiral of scented smoke, and the empty shell of her poor cold body, drifting under the ice…


  Harry started awake wanting it, needing it to have been a nightmare. His Ma wasn’t dead—she couldn’t possibly be dead—not that golden, glowing, smiling face leaning over him, her warmth bathing him, her soft flesh and sweet scent cradling his infant form—not gone forever! It was the way of it that he couldn’t accept: murdered, drowned, destroyed by a madman; the knowledge that he could never visit her grave, not if it had happened the way of his dream. What? To sit on a riverbank and converse with a poor, tormented creature—his dear Ma—who had lived little more than a third of her appointed time, whose fleshless corpse now lay entangled in the slime and rotting vegetation of a river-bed in Scotland? What was that for a grave? No, it couldn’t have happened like that! It must be something he’d dreamed! Nothing but a monstrous nightmare!


  And because the Necroscope refused to accept it, it simply wasn’t so. It hadn’t happened like that! Not at all…


  Then, coming more fully awake, Harry’s terror ebbed until he felt certain that he had been nightmaring, and that things weren’t really as bad as he’d dreamed them. They were certainly bad—though how or why he couldn’t say precisely—but not nearly as bad as all that.


  His mother was dead, yes, and she had died when he was yet an infant, true—but not at the hands of a madman, no. It had been…an accident! Yes of course! She and Harry’s stepfather both, in a car crash, and her grave was in that little cemetery in Bonnyrig. He would go there today—this morning, as soon as he was up—to pay his respects and let her know how things had worked out: how at last he’d found his wife and son, not in the alien world of his nightmares but here on Earth, in Harden, the village of his youth, where he and Brenda had come up together. Indeed, he might even take Brenda and the child with him to visit his mother…except if he did he must refrain from talking to her, because his wife and son wouldn’t understand.


  He went to the cemetery alone for the aforesaid reason, because he desperately desired to talk to his Ma. He went to her grave, which oddly enough he experienced some difficulty in locating, because he couldn’t remember having buried her there. And he sat on her marble slab in the morning chill, with his coat buttoned tightly about him against a wind that swirled parched brown leaves over silent plots. But the strangest thing of all: his Ma’s plot was silent, too!


  Harry knew she was there—he sensed her presence as only the Necroscope could—but she wasn’t answering him. It was as if he had called her on the telephone, and his Ma had picked it up. But while he knew she could hear him as clear as day, still she refused to reply.


  For the first time in Harry’s life, his mother didn’t want to talk to him!


  Worse still, when he probed the psychic aether with all of his metaphysical might, she resisted him! And then, if only for a single fleeting moment, he sensed her cringing there; his own Ma, shrinking down into herself in a place beyond life…as if she feared him and what he might do next.


  And for all that he sat there on her cold slab that lacked an inscription, calling and calling, Mary Keogh kept her peace. She made no answer, leaving her son alone with only the keening wind and skittering leaves for company.


  And his friends the Great Majority, near and far, were silent too, so that the Necroscope could only wonder what he had done—or what they, like his mother, suspected he might do—that so frightened them…


  Later:


  Harry wondered why he hadn’t thought of it before? He felt astonished that the idea hadn’t dawned on him until now. It was because she was his mother, of course. And he supposed he’d put it to the back of his mind because the idea was so very frightful, indeed terrible in its conception and perhaps blasphemous…yet it could well mean absolution for the Necroscope, so torn by his great loss.


  Yes, she was his mother, so very long dead and buried that by now she might even be satisfied to lie still in her grave—or afraid to move—like a man so long imprisoned that the very thought of freedom is a terror in itself.


  Ah! But if suddenly, without warning, she should find herself alive, risen…what then?


  The idea grew on him, and he had the power. He had brought back Trevor Jordan; Penny, the poor innocent; Bodrogk the Thracian warlord, dead for two thousand years; even Paddy, a mongrel dog! Yes, even a dog, because he couldn’t bear the tears of its young master. Yet Harry’s own mother lay still in her lonely grave. His Ma and all her dust—all of the materia medicus, the essential salts of her very being—with her!


  Harry couldn’t any longer resist it. Shielding his mind so that the Great Majority wouldn’t know what he was about, he returned to the graveyard in the dead of night and exhumed his mother in her coffin. He was strong beyond reason, beyond belief, and the work scarcely taxed him at all. So that when Mary Keogh’s oaken casket lay exposed, it was a relatively simple task to stand in the grave, conjure a Möbius door, and drag the long box through after him to the coordinates of the old house of his childhood.


  The location he’d chosen seemed a strange thing in itself, because from somewhere in the Necroscope’s mind came the repetitive but obviously false memories of a picture of the house on fire, of its apparent destruction in an inferno! And perhaps it was so…there was so much confusion in Harry’s mind, such a lack of clarity in his thoughts, that he couldn’t be certain…but in any case the cellar remained intact, and that was where he kept the last few handfuls of Janos Ferenczy’s catalyst powders…


  Now Harry laid his Ma’s box over twin trestles and brushed away any last remaining traces of dust and dirt, and wondered at the durability of the good oak. Despite that the coffin’s nails had rusted, the grain of the wood was still very fresh; the marvellous pattern had lost its polish but very little of its natural beauty, and the wood as a whole was showing only a few signs of rottenness, and then only in the more susceptible joints of its paneling.


  As for the lid: that came away quite easily when Harry cut through the rusted nails with a sharp chisel and pried the box open. But for all that he had seen in his weird life—for all that he was the Necroscope, to whom death and the ravages of the grave were commonplace things—still he couldn’t bear to look upon his own mother, not while she was like that.


  And so with the coffin lid askew, averting his face, Harry poured all that was left of Janos Ferenczy’s chemical catalysts into his Ma’s box, and praying it was sufficient stood back for a moment to recover from a sudden dizzy spell—


  —Or was it?


  A whirring in his brain…or the whirring of mental wings as the teeming dead tried to enter his shielded mind? What? The Great Majority suddenly all astir however immobile? But why were they so frantic? And why try to engage him now, when it must be obvious that he was occupied as never before?


  Harry steadied himself, reinforced his shields, sensed the mental scrabbling fade away, and for the last time gave thought to what he was about to do. But no; if he considered it for too long he might decide against it; he couldn’t delay now for fear of never again finding the courage. And as for his Ma: what had she to lose? On the contrary, she had everything to gain—life itself!


  Throwing caution to the wind, Harry pointed an index finger at the coffin and uttered the rune of resurrection:


  “YA’AI ‘NG’NGAH, YOG-SOTHOTH,


  H’EE-L’GEB, F’ AI THRODOG,


  UAAAH!”


  Then, thrust back immediately as by some howling wind (a wind neither sensed nor felt in any sort of injurious way, except as a force of utterly alien expansion), Harry came to an abrupt, jarring halt backed up against the nitre-spotted cellar wall. And from there, with his mouth agape, he watched his Ma’s coffin shrivel down into itself until it imploded in a seething cloud of purple smoke and chemical stench.


  In a moment the centre of the room—containing the trestles, casket and all—was lost in that mushrooming nebulosity of fusing materia and necromantic chemicals, but Harry had seen as much before and believed he knew what was coming next.


  At least, he believed he knew.


  That massive volume of smoke pouring outwards from such a relatively small source; the acrid stench that stung his eyes, causing him to blink away the tears; and that sudden movement, the formation of a vague outline within the cloud. All or most of this was as it should be. All of this, yes—


  But not the high-pitched screeching!


  At first Harry didn’t know what to make of it. Was it perhaps the residual keening of that initially silent vortex which had thrust him against the wall? Or maybe the disintegration of old oak whose outer appearance had belied the fact of inner rottenness? Or, as a last resort, evidence of an alchemical interaction between physical and metaphysical spheres? Or—


  Or wasn’t it so much a screeching sound …as a screaming sound?


  Screaming? But never a voice. Never his Ma’s voice. Surely not sounding like this: like the vastly amplified creaking of a great door, or the squeal of tight floorboards under foot, or a splintering of green wood bent across one’s knee, or chalk on a blackboard, or a shovel in the cold ashes of a fireplace. All of these things, but all in one!


  The purple smoke was clearing now, and that unknown sound slackening off, becoming an exhausted gasping; a definite voice, yes, but utterly alien or, if not of this Earth, at best neither human nor animal of any sort—not entirely…


  But if not entirely animal, then what?


  The smoke dispersed in rapidly diminishing tendrils, as if siphoned off into some other place, some other time. And in its place the Necroscope saw what he had achieved. For several long moments he couldn’t believe it; his eyes refused to accept what they were seeing. But then the Thing moved—or tried to!


  It was a tree, part of a tree, something of a tree. But it was also Harry’s Ma, part of her, something of her. And he knew why. Like a deafening clap of thunder—like a lightening bolt, crashing down upon him, upon his consciousness—Harry knew why.


  On every previous occasion when he had used the Ferenczy’s necromantic art, he’d called his subjects up from dead, inanimate sources, notably out of ancient lekythoi or from a concrete floor, where their long dead materia had been separate from any organic or formerly living creature or thing. On every previous occasion, yes—but not this time.


  This time his subject had been one with an oaken box—her casket—and the casket too was once alive. As it was now!


  The Thing could only be likened to a tottering, lightning-blasted oak, only a half-, or quarter-, or tenth-of-a-tree, whose roots sprawled gropingly across the floor…some of which roots had toes! The bark of its trunk was peeling in places, and from one such place a wriggling human upper arm and clasping hand protruded to the knobbed elbow. And at a height of some five and a half feet from the floor, there, embedded in the bark, a human face—the face of Harry’s Ma—but staring out with an expression of such horror and agony that it set her son swaying from side to side, petrified at the sight of this atrocity.


  The Thing’s trunk was entirely grotesque: seven or more feet of gnarled, shattered oak on the one side, and on the other—separate except for where human flesh met with lumber at the thigh—a woman’s leg, its free foot stepping blindly here and there, tap-tapping at the floor but going nowhere, unable to pull away from its vegetable bondage.


  With his tongue glued to the roof of his mouth—almost as incapable of thought as he was of action—Harry felt as rooted to the spot as the thing he’d returned to this mockery of life. But only for a while, until that nerve-shattering screeching of co-mingled human voice and—and whatever else it was—came again, matching a single discernible word or sound to the shape formed by his mother’s oak-bordered face and mouth:


  “Haaaaaarrrrrrrryyyyyyyyyy!” A cry of uttermost horror, pain, outrage and accusation—but mainly horror.


  At which the Necroscope regained his senses, somehow summoned up enough spittle to moisten his parched mouth and throat, once more pointed his trembling hand and gasped out the runes of devolution:


  “OGTHROD AI’F, GEB’L-EE’H,


  YOG-SOTHOTH, ‘NGAH’NG AI’Y,


  ZHRO!”


  Harry’s Ma’s relief was obvious. Her eyes rolled up in her trapped face as she sighed her last, and in the next moment the cellar filled with stench and rushing smoke as the monstrously hybrid Thing disintegrated in a cloud of grey-green chemicals, obscuring the Necroscope’s view.


  And then everything turned to darkness…


  And at once to light, or at least starlight. But this time when Harry woke up it was real—no longer a dream within a dream of unreal events—yet still in an alien, nightmarish world of sorts. Indeed of the very worst sort. A vampire world on the other side of creation.


  At first he didn’t understand; he thought he was still in the cellar of his old house; he babbled prayers of forgiveness and broken-hearted apologies to the heaped chemical materia of his poor devolved Ma and her dry-rotted oaken casket’s fruiting bodies. And finally, uttering his last desperate cry, he started yet more surely awake…


  To find himself cradled in the Lady Karen’s arms on Starside! And as he grasped and fought against her, she said, “Harry, oh Harry! It was a dream, that’s all—a nightmare!”


  “What?” he panted. “What? A…a nightmare?”


  “Just an evil dream,” she insisted. And then, holding him still: “Strange isn’t it? That such as we are become, we may yet suffer dreams such as this!”


  He sucked gratefully at the night air, gazed on the floating ice-chip stars burning blue over barren boulder plains, and knew that it was so. Just a dream, a nightmare. And in a little while—after gathering his wits and wiping the cold sweat from his brow, and gulping to make sure he could speak—he was able to answer Karen’s question:


  “Not so strange really. Our dreams are governed by what we were, by the fears we knew, and not by what we’ve become.”


  Beautiful, deadly Lady of the Wamphyri that she was, Karen touched Harry’s face and smiled a sad smile. “You are right, of course,” she said. “But what we were is over and done with, and how we are become…that is our lot.” Then she shrugged and continued: “Anyway, there are far worse nightmares still to come. And they are on their way. I sense them even now—their flyers and warrior creatures, crossing Starside from the Icelands.”


  But Harry shook his head. “My dream was worse!” he said, shuddering.


  Now she laughed, albeit humourlessly. “No, I can’t believe that, Harry Hell-lander!”


  “Believe it!” he told her.


  And there and then the Necroscope made himself a vow: that come what may and however the future turned out he would nevermore play the necromancer. Necroscope, yes—necromancer, never! Alas, but while he couldn’t know it, that vow was entirely unnecessary…
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