Chapter One

It was hum d inside the small |aboratory in spite of the wi ndow whi ch was open
contrary to all regulations. Qutside the sun shone and, but for the absence of
foliage on the trees surrounding the squat grey stone buil di ngs which

conpri sed the Mdl ands Biol ogi cal Research Centre, one would have been
forgiven for assuming that sumer had al ready begun. Small birds twittered

i ncessantly as they busied thensel ves searching for twigs and dry grass with
.which to conplete the building of their nests. Rooks circled and cawed

noi sily above a line of tall elnms. Another cycle of life had begun

The tall, fair-haired nman in the long white coat noved away fromthe w ndow
and, ignoring the 'no snoking' sign above the long table which supported
several oblong glass cases, he lit a cigarette, inhaled deeply, and slowy
blew twin streanms of smoke out through his nostrils. H s handsone, tanned
features wore a worried expression, his lips were a tight, bloodless line, his
pal e bl ue eyes focused on the end container. He drew even nore fiercely on his
cigarette, seemngly unaware of the attractive blonde girl who watched his
every nove intently.

The rats, mice and guinea pigs in the other cages were unnaturally still,

al nrost as though they sensed that sonething untoward was happening in that
very room sonething totally in contrast to the |aws of Nature, sonething

whi ch they could not understand but feared all the nore because it was beyond
t hei r conprehensi on

Even the reinforced glass could not muffle the shrill, alnpst insane shrieking
of the bats within the cage. Usually they were notionl ess and silent by day,
only becom ng active when the | aboratory was in darkness and the
bacteriologists had left. Not so today. For the last three days they had been
abnormal Iy active, with the exception of those that |ay dead on the floor of
their prison. Even in death they had an unnatural | ook about them the corpses
stiff and twi sted beyond the linmts of rigor nortis, the tiny faces nasks of
pain and rage, proof that the creatures had died in extrenme agony.

The living flung thenselves blindly at the walls, sone dropping stunned with
the inmpact, lying inert for several nonents and then recovering surprisingly
qui ckly, piping their rage and hurling thensel ves back at the gl ass again.
Sone eight or nine lay dead bel ow t he maddened twenty or so that continued
their crazed aerobatics in the cranped encl osure.

One small, reddish-brown silky body attenpted to secure a hold on the snooth
sides of the case with its mnute claws, slipped, and fell to the floor. It
rolled onto its back, kicking frantically at first, then slowy the tw tching
linbs stiffened as though rigor nortis were precedi ng death. Yet the two

wat chi ng humans knew by the way the bat's eyes dilated that it still lived.
They realised also that it was in indescribable pain - and there was not hi ng
what soever that they could do about it.



It was a quarter of an hour before the bat's eyes dulled and it died. The |ast
victim an hour ago, had suffered for forty-five nmnutes before it was granted
a nerciful release fromits suffering

"Hell,' the tall man muttered to hinself, 'I've never seen anything like it
before!

The girl noved closer to him and asked in a | ow, husky whisper, 'Wat is it,
Bri an? What's happening to then?'

He seened to notice her presence for the first tine, and his expression

softened nonentarily. 'l don't know, ' he nurnured, averting his eyes from her
gaze.

"But. . . ' her fingers closed over his as she spoke, and he made no attenpt
to renmove them 'The tests. The tests we did yesterday. They're bound to show
something . . . the reason for this paralysis in the bats, the nad rages, the
pain ...'

Prof essor Brian Newman | ooked silently out of the window. Qut there, across
the soft, springy heather which was just beginning its new growth, were
something in the region of twenty-five thousand acres of woodl and and heath -
Cannock Chase, a well-known beauty spot to which crowds of tourists thronged
at weekends and on bank-holidays. A natural environment, except for this

pl ace, the M dl ands Biol ogi cal Research Centre, an ugly scar on the |andscape.

Newnman remenbered the beginning of it all, the protests, the petitions by the
locals. It hadn't got them anywhere. They hadn't achi eved anything, sinply
because they had been conned by the authorities. Local councils had been

persuaded that the centre was for the good of the people. Well, the Professor
t hought, smiling wyly to hinself, it was certainly supposed to be for the
good of all mankind. Except for... for this\ H's gaze was drawn irresistibly

back to the glass cage, the dead and dying bats, the small bodies of the
doomned t huddi ng conti nuously agai nst the sides as they swooped and fluttered

i nsanely, often colliding with each other. Soon these creatures would all be
dead. It mght take until the day after tonorrow. There was no way of hel ping
themor alleviating their suffering. Al he could do was to watch them di e and
hope that it would end there. Then cremate the corpses and say nothing, not
even to Haynes. Haynes woul dn't understand. He-was an admi nistration man, and
the I ess he knew, the better. Likew se the other scientists. There nust be no
nore neddling. Once these bats were dead, that had to be the end of it.

"The tests,' Susan Wlie squeezed his hand and whi spered huskily. 'Wat did
t hey show, Brian?

Newnman turned to her, and sighed |oudly. They showed that the inexplicable has
happened. Somet hi ng whi ch we cannot explain, only accept. The virus is a
nmut at ed one caused by experimenting. |I've tried to deternine the difference
bet ween bacterial and viral meningitis. In humans it's difficult to tell in
the early stage, which is the very tinme when either the virus or the bacteria
m ght be destroyed. Take meni ngococcus, for exanple. There are ten types of
viruses. The synptons are all the same: severe headache, high fever, vomting,
stiffness of back and neck nuscles, but not . . . this. |'ve never known the
di sease | ead to madness or such awful agony. And | have created a new horror

A mutated virus! God knows how it happened, it was a mllion-to-one accident.
Those tests we did ... ny - God, how far it could spread, and to which
species: rats, mce, other rodents , . . even humans! It doesn't bear thinking
about !



"But Brian,' Susan slipped an arm about him 'There's no harm done. Whatever
you've created is confined in that single glass cage. The whol e disease is
trapped in there. It can't get out. Admittedly there's nothing we can do to
ease these creatures' suffering, but once they're all dead, that's that. As
you say, cremate the bodies and nobody will be any the w ser.’

"l guess you're right,' he tossed the butt of his cigarette out of the w ndow.
"A couple of days and | reckon it will all be over. But it's frightening to

t hi nk what freak nutations can be brought about by experinents |like this one.
Al'l over the world scientists are conducting such. experinents daily.
Students, too. It could happen anywhere, anytinme, and something far nore
terrible than nucl ear war coul d be unl eashed upon the world |I don't know how
this came about. I'd feel one helluva lot easier if | did. Nevertheless, we
must end it here and now. This |aboratory nust be kept |ocked. Nobody mnust
cone in here, not even Haynes. At the end of the week, when there's no trace
of this mess left, | shall report that ny experinments were a failure. Negative
results.’

"l suppose that's the best thing,' her pert features puckered into a snile
"Let's forget all about it tonight and enjoy ourselves.'

He stiffened slightly, and | ooked away.
"What's the matter?' there was concern in her voice.

"I... I'"'mafraid we'll have to postpone tonight, Susan. |I'msorry, but that's
the way it is.'

"Why?' her smle vani shed, replaced by an expression of disappointnent and

i ndi gnation. "Wy, Brian? A whole week now and you' ve done not hi ng but work
round the clock. Okay, that was fair enough in the interests of science, but
now. . . well, there's nothing nore you can do.'

"You don't understand.'

"I understand you better than any wonman,' she retorted. 'Better than Ema ever
did.'

"There's no need to bring ny wife into this.'
"Your ex-wife, Brian. You're divorced. Free. O had you forgotten it?

"No,' he drew deeply on the remains of his second cigarette. 'l hadn't
forgotten it. But | still have work to do in spite of this... this disaster.'

"But you're going to wite it off. Forget it.

"As far as the world is concerned,' he spoke sharply, irritably. 'But |I'm not
forgetting it. Not ever. I've got to go into it deeper, for ny own
satisfaction if for no other reason.'

' But what about tonight?
"I"'msorry. There's no way.'

She rel eased his hand and turned away so that he could not see the tears

wel ling up in her eyes. For the past two nonths they had been |iving together
somet hi ng of whi ch Haynes di sapproved. Dann Haynes. Bacteri ol ogi sts were
entitled to lead their own private lives just as much as anybody el se. She
told herself that it was in the interests of science. Two people dedicated to



a conmon cause, bound by love. Love? Did Brian Newnan really | ove her? Lately
she had been sl eeping in his bungal ow in Cannock whilst he had remai ned here
in the laboratory. That was no kind of-life. Exceptional circunstances,
certainly, but it didn't rmake her feel any better

"I"'msorry, Sue,' stood behind her, his hands travelling up her body unti
they came to rest on her breasts beneath her nylon overall.

"How much | onger before we're together again, Brian?

"As soon as this business is over. A day or two at the nobst, the way these
bats are dying.'

"I"ll stop here with you. It's ny rightful place by your side, sharing success
and failure.'

"No,"' he caught his breath audibly. 'I nust see this through al one. Get your
sl eep. You need it’

'So do you.'

"I"ll catch up on it afterwards. I'Il take a few days off, and we'll spend 'em

i n bed together.’

This time they both | aughed.

"Al'l right,' she sighed. 'So long as you're telling ne the truth.'
"Don't be silly," he snapped.

"You have a reputation, Professor Newran.' She turned and wagged a finger at
himin nock severity. "And it is not solely concerned with viruses and
bacteria, nor bats. Birds, other than the feathered variety, have retarded a
prom sing career for you, and you know it. That's why you're working out here
inthis hell's half acre. Wthout all your affairs you' d probably be in the
States now. O Russia.'

"And | wouldn't have you.' he stooped and kissed her, his |ips and probing
tongue snothering further accusations.

Finally they disengaged. 'Now go back and get sone rest.' he said. 'I'll naybe
snatch an hour or two on the couch. But |'ve got to see this thing through to
the end.'

"Al'l right.' she agreed and began unbuttoning her overall. 'See you in the
norni ng, Brian. Enjoy the conpany of your bats.'

He wat ched her wal k fromthe | aboratory, his discerning gaze appreciating her
posture, the straight back, the natural sw ng of her hips, the |long, blonde
hair. He | ocked the door behind her, and turned his attention back to the cage
of deat h.

The bats were going crazy, fluttering, squeaking, buffeting one another
tunmbling, battering thensel ves agai nst the sides of the glass as though
determ ned to smash it. Another one was dying, but this tine it was al nost

i nst ant aneous. One second it had been hurling itself frantically at the

t oughened gl ass, the next it was |lying quivering on the floor amdst the
corpses of its fellows, |inbs shuddering, stiffening. Its eyes seened to neet
his and they glittered accusingly, with sheer mal evol ence. Bl am ng Man, as
though in its last seconds it understood.



Bri an Newran shuddered and turned away. The synptons followed an identica
pattern, yet in every case the incubation period varied. Possibly sonme were
nore resistant to the nmutated virus than others. It was the way w th nost

di seases. He wal ked to the wi ndow and | ooked out. A red Mni was disappearing
down the rough track which led to the road beyond the belt of tall trees. He
could tell by the way Susan drove that she was angry. She didn't trust him
and he couldn't blanme her

He took off his white coat and hung it on a peg by the door. Hell, life was
getting too conplicated all round. A grey tel ephone stood on the desk in the
far corner, and he knew that he could settle everything so easily. One quick
call could remove Fiona fromhis life before they became further involved.
Then he could go back to Susan, forget Fiona, the bats, the killer virus,
ever yt hi ng.

He wal ked slowy across the room and his hand rested on the tel ephone. Then
he changed his mnd. Logic and a physical urge battled inside him The latter
won, and he flicked up the night-switch on the small panel. He couldn't chance
Susan ringing himhere tonight and discovering that he had left the |ab.

He stepped out into the corridor, |ocking the door behind himand pocketing
the key. Miuted voices reached himfrominside other roons as he nmade his way
slowy towards the exit. Susan had been right in what she said, he decided. He
was nothing nore than a cog in a mghty wheel. H's experinents were ninor when
conpared with some that were being conducted here at the Research Centre. Yet,

suddenly, his was the nost vital of all. Something had gone wong, not
necessarily through his fault. The whol e project had to be elimnated and then
he could return to being an ordinary run-of-the-nill boffin. Somehow, he had
to forget.

"Brian!’

He halted and turned around slowy, recognising Haynes's voice. The latter
stood in the doorway of his office, tall and inposing, thick-rinred spectacles
giving himan owlish appearance, a personification of authority. Newman | ooked
at himsteadily w thout speaking.

"I haven't had a progress report fromyou,' there was a hint of reprimand in
Haynes' s words.

'"No,' Newman replied. 'For two reasons. First, |'ve been working day and
ni ght. Second, there's nothing to report. Only failure.'

"Failure!’

" Di stinguishing between bacterial and viral nmeningitis is inmpossible in the
early stages of incubation.'

"Difficult, but not inpossible. In simlar experinments bats have proved to be
nore useful than rats. They assisted in the perfection of the | atest neasles
vacci ne. There's no reason why this experinment should not succeed.'

"Well, it hasn't, and furthermore it won't,' Professor Newnan snapped.

"I"d i ke a second opi nion. You should have consul ted Professor Rickers
i nstead of |ocking yourself away in your |lab for days on end with that girl.'

Bri an Newran's fists cl enched, and he had to hold hinself in check with a
conscious effort. The inplication was not |ost on him



'Mss Wlie has been nmy assistant for two years now. She is perfectly capable
of assisting in any experinent which | undertake. | don't want Rickers, and
don't need him'

"Wll, | want himto have a | ook at those bats you've injected. 1'll ask him
to call in tonmorrow afternoon. He's got a couple of American students worKking
with him and | want themto see as much of everything as possible during
their stay here.'

"I won't have students nessing about in my |lab,' Newman spoke softly, scarcely
| ouder than a whisper, but his anger was only too evident.

"Now | ook here, Brian,' Haynes adjusted his spectacles in the way he al ways

did when he wi shed to enforce his authority. '"I'mrunning this Centre, and
al though | give you a pretty free hand nost of the tinme, I'mnot going to
i ssue negative reports w thout second opinions. Professor Rickers will check

on the bats tomorrow, and it's no good, you getting all steaned up about it.1

Bri an Newran turned abruptly, and w thout another word pushed his way through
the gl ass swing doors and out into the early evening sunlight. Anger at Haynes
seethed inside him but nore than that he experienced a sensation of fear
Death in its nost terrible formwas contained in a single glass cage in his

| aboratory. Disease, a type of plague, perhaps, was trapped in there. Rickers
woul d insist on opening it up whilst some of the infected creatures were stil
alive, and there was no way that could be allowed to happen, for the sake of
life upon Earth.

The Shoal Hill Tavern was crowded. Brian Newnan worked his way fromthe bar
sl oppi ng beer and whi sky as he negotiated the human obstacl e course, his eyes
fixed on the petite, dark-haired girl who was seated at the table in the
corner, patiently awaiting his return. Fiona Bradbury gl anced up and smil ed,
tiny slimringers reaching out for the glass which he pushed across the

Formi ca surface towards her

' Perhaps we shoul d have gone sonewhere el se tonight.' she said. 'l've never
known it this crowded on a Thursday before.'
' Maybe we'll go sonmewhere else later,’ Newran replied, and took a | ong drink

fromhis gl ass.

"What's the matter, Brian?' she asked a few mnutes later. 'There's somnething
on your mind. Is it that girl you' re shacked up w th?

"No, '- his answer was unconvincing, even to hinself. 'Not really. No problens
there. Just one or two things in the lab which I've got to get sorted out.
can't talk about them so please don't ask ne.'

"All right,' she relaxed a little. "But it's that girl I'mworried about. Dam
it all, you're not even married to her! No divorce problens. You can kick her
out tonorrow. '

'So that you can nove in?
"If you want me to. | don't see any reason why not. Anyway, we can't go on
sneaking off like this as though we've got to hide fromthe world. W' re both

free, so let's cut out the cloak and dagger stuff.’

Newnan nodded. Hell, why did women al ways get so possessive? Wiy couldn't they
be satisfied with a good tinme every now and then in return for a screw on the



back seat of some guy's car? It didn't cost them anything.

He tried to weigh Susan and Fi ona agai nst each other in his own mnd. There
wasn't much to choose between them They were both sexy, both attractive. It
didn't really matter which he picked either way, except that Susan understood
him She knew how things were in the | aboratory, the neasure of success or
failure, the satisfactions, the disappointnments. That was sonethi ng Fi ona
woul d never conprehend. One thing was certain, though. He couldn't run the two
of them much longer; it had to be one or the other. Ri ght now the choice was
his, but shortly it mght be nade for himif Susan found out.

'"Let's take a ride,' he finished his beer and | ooked at her

"If you say so, but all this back-seat stuff is getting a bit boring, Brian
Christ, when there's a confortable bed back at your place, why the hell do we
have to play at contortionists in the car on a chilly night?

" You know damed wel | why.'

"Yes, | guess | do,' she stood up and adjusted her dress. 'But not for nuch
| onger. You either want ne or you don't.'

He foll owed her out of the |ounge bar, again maki ng conparisons, renenbering
Susan's w ggle as she had wal ked fromthe [ aboratory a few hours earlier
Physically there was little to choose between them It would be a hard

deci sion when he finally had to nake it.

The car-park was full as they wal ked al ong an avenue of badly positioned
vehicles. Cars had never interested Brian Newran. They were sinply a
nmechani cal means of getting fromone place to another in the shortest possible
time. Yet tonight, for sone inexplicable reason, he found hinself conpelled to
run his eye over them Every third one seemed to be a Mni. It was the red
ones which clained his attention. He found hinself glancing at their

regi stration nunbers, his nouth dry even after three pints of beer, tension
buil ding up inside him Suddenly he stiffened, his stomach nuscles
contracting. He felt sick. The letters and nunbers on the front plate of the
red Mni two rows away seened to leap at himlike sensational headlines in a
newspaper. He read them knew them by heart, and they hanmered inside his
brain in the nanner of an electronic warning system

He saw, too, the long flowing hair of the girl who sat behind the wheel of the
stationary car. Her face was in shadow, but he knew the expression on it

wi t hout seeing it, a mxture of hurt and hate, a wonman scorned. 'Cone on,'

Fi ona tugged inpatiently at his sleeve. He shrugged her off abruptly, and
snapped in a voice which he hardly recognised as his own. '"I'Il take you hone.
| guess | don't feel too good tonight, after all.’

Probably the deci sion which Professor Brian Newran had been dreadi ng had even
now been made for him and he had already |ost the backing of Susan Wlie in
the traumati c day which faced himon the norrow.



Chapter Two

It was just after eleven o' clock when Newran returned to the Biol ogica
Research Centre. The night-porter glanced up as the tall professor wal ked in,
then | ooked away, disinterested. It was quite customary for the various
scientists to come and go at all times of the day and night.

Newman unl ocked the door of his own | aboratory,' let hinmself in and turned the
key behind him He did not wish to be interrupted by anyone for any reason

There were about a dozen bats still left alive, the oxygen machine attached to
the cage ensuring that there was no way in which either virus or bacteria

could escape into the atnosphere. The creatures were still zooming frantically
about their enclosure, and in the silence of the roomtheir shrill piping and

buffeti ng seened even | ouder. Newran noved cl oser, watching them Whereas
earlier he had been repul sed, he now experienced a norbid fascination al nost
to the point of being hypnotised. He had created something, death in a form
that had not hitherto existed. It was all his doing.

He, stood staring at the bats for well over an hour, his mnd having | ost al
sense of tine. He understood the attraction of an aquariumin a conventiona
hone, constant novenent, always sonet hi ng happeni ng, however trivial. This was
different, exciting. Death could occur at any second.

After a time he becanme aware that the death-rate anongst the bats seened to
have sl owed. They continued to batter thensel ves ceasel essly agai nst the

gl ass, but those which fell stunned revived after a time and resuned their
futile occupation. At first Newran thought that the creatures were maki ng
attenpts to attack him but eventually it dawned upon himthat this was not
so, for they flew at the opposite side with equal conpul sion. It was nmadness,
he deci ded. Their brains were of a | ow order, yet the mutated virus appeared
to have robbed them of everything except basic instincts. They resented

i mprisonnent and were deternmined to seek freedomin the only way they knew,
blind flight. Yet, even in the mdst of their panic, they were colliding with
one another time and time again.

' God!' Newman spoke al oud as the answer suddenly dawned on him ' The virus has
destroyed their radars. They're flying blind!"

Sone tine later he opened the window and lit a cigarette. The night was
mld.and hum d, freak weather for early April. It was alnost |like sumer. His
t houghts turned to Susan. There was no way in which he could lie his way out
of this one. She wouldn't accept excuses, and Professor Newran wasn't the type
to plead. One way or another it was over, and too |late he realised that he
didn't want Fiona after all. There had never been anything nore than physica
attraction between them She had been good, very good, but after each session
hi s one thought had been to take her home. Wth Susan he was content to cuddle
her until they both fell asleep. That was the difference.

He wondered if Susan was back at his bungal ow right now In all probability
she was packi ng her bags and | oading theminto the Mni. The chances of her
turning up at the Centre of the follow ng day were renote.

He glanced in the direction of the tel ephone, but discarded the idea at once.
It wouldn't work. A phone call would not stop Susan from | eavi ng.

Newnan felt physically and nentally drained. Hi s thoughts returned to the
bats, and the know edge that he could not risk any interference from Professor



Ri ckers and his students the next day. He had hoped that the creatures would
die quickly, but nowit |ooked unlikely. In that case, there was only one
solution. He would have to destroy them They could easily be gassed. The only
problem was that the | ethal gas was stored in a separate part of the building,
under | ock and key, and could only be obtained with Haynes's perm ssion, which
certainly would not be forthconi ng.

He tried to think of alternative nmeans. Perhaps if he filled the glass case
with water and drowned the occupants ..

Newman | ay down on the sparse couch and stretched hinmself out. H s entire body
was crying out for sleep, yet he knew that there was no chance of slunmber. H s
brain was too confused, going over recent events, trying to work out

solutions, thinking of Susan, of Fiona, of Haynes and Rickers, and the
students. Sonehow he did not like the idea of switching off the light and
bei ng al one in the darkness with those squeaking, thudding bats. Hi s thinking
was becoming illogical, he told himself. They could not possibly get out, but
until every one of them was dead there would be no peace in that |aboratory.

He lay there just looking up at the plain white ceiling. For the first tine in
his life he felt totally hel pless. Events would control his own actions from
now on.

Sonetime after the first grey light of dawn had crept in through the
uncurtai ned wi ndows he dropped into a fitful doze. It seemed only seconds
since his eyelids had cl osed before he heard a key being turned in the | ock
He sat up with a start. It could only be one of a snmall group of people who
had access to | aboratory keys. Haynes, Rickers... Susan

' Good norning, Professor Newman,' she wal ked in, closing the door behind her.

Bri an Newran was too startled to reply. He sinply stared at her in amazenent.
She was i mmacul ate in every aspect, and there was no evi dence of her having
spent a troubled night. She barely glanced in his direction, taking off her
coat, and then imredi ately set about her routine duties, sterilising

i mpl enents, checking charts, and all the tine ignoring himtotally.

Newnan sat up and swung his legs to the floor. His suit was crunmpled, his hair
awy, and there was a grow h of stubble on his chin. He rubbed his bleary
eyes, and sighed | oudly.

"I could use sone coffee,' he spoke softly, a trenmor in his voice.

"W have coffee at ten,' Susan Wlie replied formally. 'However, there is
coffee, sugar and dried nmilk in the cupboard if you wi sh to make yourself a
drink.'

He stood up, swaying slightly. H s head ached aboni nably. He | ooked quickly in
the direction of the bat cage. There were still a dozen or so of the creatures
flying crazily to and fro, bumping, falling, fluttering up again. No nore had
di ed during the night, and that didn't add up. Either the virus was dead, they
were inmmune to it, or else the incubation period in these |last few was | onger

"About last night. . . ' he began, clearing his throat.
"I slept well, thank you,' she replied icily w thout glancing up. 'Now, if you
will excuse me, Professor, there are certain itens which |I nust go and coll ect

fromthe stores....'

"Now listen to ne!' he snapped, his |level of anger rising fast. Wnen had



cursed himhundreds of tinmes over the years, pleaded with him cried, but none
had ever treated himwi th indifference.

She ignored himand turned in the direction of the door

"I said listen to nel' his hand shot out, grasping her by the shoul der and
turning her round to face him 'There are one or two things we've got to get
i roned out.'

"I have no idea what you're tal king about, professor.’ Only her eyes gave away
her innernost feelings, bitterness that an outward show of indifference could
not cl oak.

" You know dammed well what |'mtal king about!' he rasped. 'About |ast night at
the Shoal Hill Tavern.'

"Ch, so you went drinking, did you?

"And that wasn't all,' his voice was raised. 'l was with a bird. And | was
going to screw her only you stopped ne! You put me off ny stroke!’

" Me?'

'Yes, you. Qut on a snooping trip. Well, | don't blane you, but | can't stand
liars.'

"Neither can |, Professor. And just lately you' ve been telling quite a few
yourself.' Her self-control began to snap, and she added savagely, 'You think
you're God's gift to wonmen, don't you, Brian Newran? Wll, let me tell you
this. All you're trying to do is prove sonething to yourself, though God knows
what. Maybe 'conquer and nmove on' is your notto. Well, |I'mnot standing for

it. You thought you could drive ne off, didn't you? That |1'd pack and run?
Vll, I"'mnot |leaving the Centre. 'I'mnot giving up a good job because of

you. I"Il rmove out of your bungal ow so you can have her in the bed all to
yourself, but I'mstaying right here in this very lab as far as work goes. I'm
not going to give you the satisfaction of seeing nme go to Haynes and ask for a
transfer to Rickers's lab. The pair of you would love that, in your own warped
ways, but I'mstaying put, bats and all. But lay one finger on me again, try
to get familiar with nme, and I'll be |l odging an official conplaint that wll
really put paid to your career. You' ve got nme with you all the time in an

of ficial capacity, and nothing nore, whether you like it or not!’

"You bitch!' H's left hand went back, and before he could stop hinself he had
struck her across the face with a resoundi ng sl ap

She staggered back, tears filling her eyes, gasping with pain. He stood
aghast, mouth opening to voi ce an apol ogy.

Suddenly everything seened to expl ode inside her, and she was hurling herself
at him beating at his body with clenched fists, tearing, scratching, biting,
ki cki ng. He staggered back, Susan Wlie clinging on to him screamng insults
at him

'Dam your he yelled. '"I'lIl teach you a | esson you won't forget. I'Il.. .' His
words trailed off as his back net with sonmething solid but novable. The table.
He felt the nearside legs being lifted clear of the floor, objects sliding,
crashing, splintering, fragments of glass tinkling. In desperation he pushed
her away from him and even as he turned he saw gui nea-pi gs and ot her rodents
scanperi ng about, frightened, bew | dered by their unexpected freedom



'Ch, God!' he gasped.

Sonething flew past his face, a rush of air fromtiny w ngs fanning him
Anot her. And anot her.

'The bats!' he cried, his face turning a deathly white. 'The bats have
escaped!"’

Susan Wlie backed away. It was true. The cage of death was lying in
splinters, the bats which had died fromthe nutated virus spilled beneath it.
Yet it was the living ones which brought a cry of terror to her lips. They
were flying crazily about the room cannoning into walls, getting up again,
jinking, swerving. One hit a row of test-tubes and sent them showering to the
fl oor.

"Under the table!' Brian Newman grabbed her around the waist, draggi ng her
down beneath the long table with him 'Keep still! They're not after us. It's
just that their radars are danaged and they've no sense of direction.’

The hi gh-pitched squeaki ng was much | ouder now that the tiny creatures were
free of their cage. Newran and Susan heard them striking agai nst the w ndows.
Sooner or later they must find the open one. Mre breaking glass.

' The wi ndow s gone. The big one!' Brian Newran gasped. 'The pane nust have
been cracked or faulty. They'd never break it otherw se.’

The incoming fresh air seemed to attract the bats. Whereas their disturbed
radars had previously forced themto fly aimessly, panic-stricken, now they
scented freedom In a matter of seconds they had gone, speeding across the
Chase like jet-propelled butterflies, lost to the view of the tw people who
stared after themthrough the shattered w ndow of the |aboratory.

"Well, they're gone,' Brian Newnan slipped an arm around Susan, and this tinme
she made no attenpt to squirmfromhis grasp. 'I'msorry,' she said weakly.
"It wasn't your fault. | shouldn't have hit you.' 'Wiat are we going to do
now?'

Newnman | ooked around the | ab, noting the slivers of broken glass on the floor
t he smashed cages, mice and gui nea-pigs scuttling fearfully to and fro.

"Well, | guess we'll have to tell Haynes the whole truth now,' he said, 'and
we can only pray that the virus died in those victins, and that the bats which
escaped are neither infected nor carriers. Oherwise . . . ' He shook his head

slowy, and his expression was grave. If the virus had been carried fromthe
Bi ol ogi cal Research Centre, then the possible consequences did not bear

t hi nki ng about. Voices in the corridor outside interrupted them Sonmeone was
bangi ng on the door.

"What's happening in there? Are you all right, Newman?' |t was Haynes's
Voi ce.

Bri an Newran strode to the door and unlocked it. Haynes, Professor Rickers - a

tall, balding man with rinl ess spectacles - and the night-porter, who had been
just on the point of going off duty, crowded into the small |aboratory.

"What the hell,' Haynes's face took on a deep flush as he surveyed the

wr eckage,

'There's been an accident,' Newnran said. 'l slipped and overturned the table.'



"You' d better get these rodents caught quickly,' Haynes snapped, noting two or
three white nice running around the perinmeter of the room

Prof essor Newman cl osed the door and | eaned up against it, |ooking at the
others. 'l think we've got a ot of talking to do,' he said softly.

' Tal ki ng?' Haynes glanced at himwi th a puzzl ed expression on his face.

"I think Johnson was just going off duty,' Newran nodded to the porter. 'W
don't need to delay him'

Johnson grunted, and Newran opened the door to let himout. He could not take
any risk of wild stories finding their way into civvy street.

"Now, ' Haynes adjusted his spectacles and glared at the bacteriol ogi st,
"perhaps you'd tell ne just what the hell is going on.'

In a few words Newran expl ai ned about the nutated virus and the fact that
about a dozen bats, possibly carrying the di sease, were | oose upon Cannock
Chase.

"I npossi ble,' Rickers snapped.

"I wish it was inmpossible,” Newnan retorted. 'But the first thing we've got to
do is to carry out tests on the dead bats and try to deternine the extent of
this virus.'

"Well, let's get cracking,1 Haynes gl anced at Rickers, '| suggest that
Prof essor Rickers carries out the post-nortens here and now. '

"Fair enough,' Newman replied, 'but | suggest we all wear rubber gl oves and
protective clothing. Fromwhat |'ve seen these |last few days we're dealing
with a virulent disease which could be capable of striking us all down.'

Somewhat reluctantly Professor Rickers donned a white coat and gauze nask,

the others follow ng suit. Brian Newran stood back. He was content to be a
spectator fromnow on, as he was confident that whatever there was to be found
i nside the dead bats, Rickers would find it.

For the next hour the three of them watched Ri ckers working painstakingly,
di ssecting bat after bat, exam ning entrails with the aid of a m croscope,
maki ng notes on a scrap of paper, scraping furry remains into a plastic bag,
and then starting on another tiny corpse. They could not see his expression
behi nd the mask, and not once did he indicate his findings.

Finally, with every bat dissected and the remmants enclosed in the waste bag,
Ri ckers renmoved his mask and gl oves and turned to the others. H s expression
alighted briefly on Newnan, disbelief and nockery in his eyes.

' These bats died of a brain disease,' R ckers said. 'Meningitis, which is what
they were injected with anyway, so that's hardly surprising. The virus is
dead, so we can hardly be expected to pronounce a nutation. To ascertain that
we should have to examine a living creature, but as they have all apparently

escaped there is no opportunity to do that. Doubtless they will die from
meningitis in the wild, their bodies will never be found, and that will be
that. | would doubt very nuch whether mankind or even wildlife is at risk.'

Haynes was gl oatingly triunphant as he turned to Newman. 'You are making
mount ai ns out of nolehills, Professor Newran,' he said, drawing hinself up to
his full height. "And it would seemthat a whol e week of work has been



needl essly wasted.'
"I tell you, the disease is deadly!' Newran spoke hotly.

"l suggest you conpile your negative report,' Haynes turned to the door
ignoring his protest. 'Let nme have it by tonorrow, please.’

Two minutes later only Susan and Brian Newran rerai ned in the | aboratory.
"And that's that.' Newran sighed, 'Oficially, anyway.'

"What are we going to do?

"W can't do anything except wait. Watever happens now wi |l happen in the
outside world, instead of in the |aboratory where we stood a chance of
controlling it.' His hand found hers and squeezed it lightly. "By the way, |'m

sorry about |ast night.'

"So am . Wat are you going to do, though? |I nean, about that girl?
"I dropped her off home, and as far as |I'mconcerned that's that'

'"So we're back to square one. Just you and ne.'

' Perhaps we can manage to nake a go of it this time.' he said, avoiding her
gaze.

' Maybe.' She picked up a broom and began sweepi ng up broken glass. 'Like
everything else, we'll just have to await devel opnents.’

Chapter Three

The Woden Stables, as the sprawing, untidy outbuildings were known, had
fallen gradually into a state of disrepair since the war. Once they had been
the property of the Marquis of Angl esey, and thoroughbred stock had been
stabled there. Then, with the breaking up of the estate, which had once
stretched from Cannock Whod down to Lichfield, they had undergone a series of
owner ships, and the quality of horsefl esh housed there had deteriorated al ong
with the structure

Walter WIllianms cursed to hinself as he swuing the old Austin pick-up truck off
t he Cannock Road and felt the wheels spinning in the mud of the rough track

It had not rained for alnost a fortnight now, but the bridle-path was stil
like a quagmre. He revved up, and as he felt the vehicle shoot forward he
made a nental note to bring a |oad of slag up next tine and attenpt to fill in
one or two of the pot-holes, sonething which he had been nmeaning to do ever
since he had bought the place three years ago.

Dusk was gathering, and the shadows fromthe conifer wood on his left pronpted



himto switch on his headlights. The twin beans |it up the dereliction ahead
of him a vista of crunbling brickwork and rotting tinbers, with gapi ng hol es
in the slate roof of the nearest building. Sonething | arge anbl ed out of the
shadows and trotted towards himas he brought the vehicle to a halt.

"Hell o Penny, old gal,' he called out to the piebald mare as he clinbed out
and went round to the tailboard. There were four bales of hay in the back of
the truck. Wth luck he wouldn't have to come up here again for two or three
days. He woul d be gl ad when his daughter, Shirley, was old enough to | ook
after her own horses. It had been the same all along, the rabbit, the

gui nea-pi g, the dog, even the goldfish. Walter had had to tend to the |ot.

The mare nuzzled himas he let the tail-board down.
There's a good girl," he coaxed, fondling her. 'But where's Stango?

Stango was Penny's mate, a black stallion who | ooked good until one exani ned
himcl osely, and realised why he was housed in the Woden Stabl es.

Walter peered into the darkness. It was strange, indeed, that Stango had not
cone to meet him Perhaps the horse had al ready bedded itself down in the
buil ding. It had never happened before, though. Then he heard the drumn ng
hooves in the field.

'Hey, Stango,' he called. 'Good boy. C mere!’

Stango cane into view at a fast gallop, nmoving fromleft to right, passing in
front of the truck but making no attenpt to approach it. Wth a whinny the
animal cane to a halt about twenty yards away, and stood there flicking his
tail restlessly the way he usually did in hot weather when the flies were
troubl esone. He pawed the ground and snorted.

"What the devil's up with you?' Walter wal ked steadily towards the horse, hand
out stretched. Stango backed away, and in the darkness Walter WIllians saw the
whi teness of his rolling eyes. The stallion snorted and, breaking into a
canter, galloped away to the other end of the field.

' Bl oody vandal s been up 'ere again,' Walter nuttered. Throwi n' stones at 'im
| suppose. No wonder the bugger's upset. Better 'ave a | ook an' see if Vs
‘urt.'

But Stango had no intention of letting Walter WIIlians approach him Ten
mnutes later a breathless and angry Walter was shaking his fist at the
sil houette of the horse which stood on the opposite side of the small field.

"AH right, bloody well stay there if that's how you feel, dam you!' he
snarl ed, and returned to his task of unloading the bales of hay fromthe
pi ck- up.

"Cron, old girl," he called to the watching Penny as he struggled to the
nearest building carrying a bale. 'Sone nice fresh hay 'ere. Cone and get it.'

But Penny woul d conme no further than five yards fromthe doorway.

'So you're bein' bloody stupid, too, are you?' Walter was fast |osing

pati ence. Wth a final curse he threwthe bale into the stable. It thudded
onto the stone floor, rolled over, and then, as it cane to rest, he heard a

novermrent in the rafters.

He stood still, listening. The noise canme again. A soft rustling sound |ike



not hs beati ng agai nst a | anpshade.

Sparrows roosting in the rafters, he told hinself, but knew that it was not
so. The novenents were too |light. He experienced a prickly sensation up and
down his spine. There was definitely sonething up there in the roof.

He turned and headed back to the truck. Three nore bales of hay had to be
carried up here. He paused, opened the driver's door and groped in the untidy
gl ove-compartment until he |located the cylindrical metal shape of the torch
whi ch he kept there. He flicked the beamon. It was bright with the power of a
new battery. He would soon find out what it was up in the rafters that was

di sturbing the horses.

As he turned back he noticed that Penny had deserted him Dusk was turning to
deep darkness, but he could just make out the shapes of the two horses by the
fence on the far side of the field. They were definitely restless.

He could hear the rustling noise again even before he entered the old
building. It wasn't exactly louder, but it was nore pronounced, as though
what ever had been responsible for that initially had been joined by others.

'"Let's 'ave a look at yer, then.' His hand trenbled as he directed the beam
upwards. There was a sudden rush of air, and Walter recoiled. The light from
his torch picked out dozens of pairs of tiny w ngs, jinking, swerving, and the
air was suddenly filled with shrill squeaks.

Sonet hing struck himin the face. The force of the inpact was no greater than
a well-aimed table-tennis ball, but he recoiled in alarm

"Bats!' he grunted in revul sion

Anot her hit himon the hand, and he dropped the torch.

' Ugh! "

He groped on the ground and | ocated the fallen torch. He tried the switch, but
not hi ng happened. A brief exam nation revealed that the gl ass was broken

Possi bly the bul b was damaged.

Walter WIllianms cowered in the darkness for a few seconds, and then
strai ghtened up with a holl ow | augh

"Bleedin' flyin' mce,' he grunted. 'Arnmless but 'orrible. Well, they've al
gone so p'raps the 'orses'I| cone back now' He gave a whistle, and heard
Penny and Stango noving in the darkness, but they did not come near him

' Pl ease yer bleedin' selves then,' he nuttered, and began fetching the
remai ni ng bal es of hay fromthe pick-up. He did not enter the stable. Instead
he flung each bale in through the doorway, and within a few minutes he was
reversing his vehicle back down the nuddy, rutted track

It took himless than five mnutes to drive back to his snall house on the
outskirts of Chase Terrace.

"What on earth's the matter with you, Walter?' d adys WIlians inquired
| ooking up fromthe oven as her husband stanped into the kitchen

"Nothin'," he answered, and began struggling to renove his Wellington boots.

"Well, you look as white as a ghost, just |ike you' d seen one.'



"Bats,' he puffed as a Wellington finally yielded to his efforts and cane free
of his foot.

"Who's bats?
"I don't know who they bloomn' well belong to.'

"It's you who's bats,' his plunmp, red-faced wife was only half concentrating
as she pulled a casserole fromthe oven

"Bats,' Walter repeated irritably, endeavouring to pull off the second boot.
"Wth wings. Flyin' mce.' 'Were? 'Woden Stables.'’

"Ch, that's all right then. It's when they get in the "ouse I'll start
worryin.'

At that noment a slim fair-haired, freckled-face girl of about ten cane in
fromthe hall. She had changed into jodhpurs on her return from school
somet hi ng whi ch she always did lately. It was small consol ation for being
deprived of a daily horse ride, but in a few weeks, when the daylight extended
into the evenings, she would be able to walk up to the Woden Stables and
enjoy all the riding she wanted.

'Penny and Stango all right, Dad?" she asked. Her greatest regret was that her
father insisted on feeding themon his way back fromthe building site at
Hednesford. She had tried nore than once, unsuccessfully, to persuade himto
cone hone first and pick her up. Not only would she be able to see her horses
during the week then, but it would stop himfrom conpl ai ning that he was
forced to | ook after them Walter WIIlianms would not have been happy, though
if he couldn't have a nmpan about sonet hi ng.

"Al'l right," he grunted. 'More or |ess, anyway.'

"What d'you nean, 'nore or less'? Shirley WIlianms demanded, al arm on her
face.

"Nothin' to worry about' Her father was already w shing that he had said
"they're OK.' At |least he would have been able to enjoy his evening nmeal in
peace.

"What is it?" Shirley's voice was strained, and her eyes seened to bore into
himjust like the time three years ago when old Biggy, the famly's dog, had
died and Walter had lied and told his daughter that the animal had gone over
to stay with Uncle Bill for a while. Walter knew that he woul d never be able
to lie to her again.

"Just bats,' he grunbled. 'Nothin' to get excited about."'

" And what have bats got to do with Penny and Stango?' she faced him hands on
hi ps, determned to pursue the matter to the end.

"I dunno. | guess the 'orses don't like sleepin' in a stable with bats in the
rafters.’

"You mean,' Shirley demanded, stepping towards himw th an angry ?lint in her
eyes, 'you mean that Penny and Stango are out in the field and you left them
there?

"They won't come to no "arm' Walter | ooked to his wife for support, but she



was too busy serving up the stew to concern herself with such nundane topics
as bats and horses. 'Couldn't do nothin' about it,' he nunbled. 'They woul dn't
cone in, so | chucked the "ay inside for "em Mre than likely they're in
there now, guzzu'n' thenselves ...’

"Ch, Dad!' Shirley was close to tears. 'If they're frightened of the bats,
they won't go in.'

"It's a warmnight. Al nost |ike-sunmer. They won't 'wurt.
"I don't like themoutside all night,' Shirley was beginning to shout. 'Those
yobbos fromthe Oakdene Estate, the Pearson boys on their notor-bikes, mght
go up there and throw stones at them or chase them'

' The Pearsons won't go up there. They'll be stuck down at the 'Cottage
Spring', where they are nost nights.'

"But anything could happen to them Dad!' The young girl was on the verge of
hysteri a.

The bats've gone,' Walter said. 'They flew out when | shone the torch on 'em
Penny and Stango'll go back.'

'"But we don't know. W can't be sure.'

'Come and get yer dinners,' dadys WIlianms called out, having decided it was
time that she intervened. 'And don't fret yerself, Shirley. Yer dad |l run yer
up afterwards just to nake sure.’

Walter Wllianms glared at his wife, opened his nmouth to protest, but closed it
agai n, and nodded. 'All right," he nmuttered. Anything for peace and quiet. It

woul d only take a quarter of an hour, and he offered up a silent prayer as he

took his place at the table that Penny and Stango had come to their senses and
gone back into the stable. He didn't fancy trying to round themup in the

dar kness. The menory of the bats returned to him and he shivered

i nvoluntarily. Harm ess, but horrible.

The horses were not in sight when Walter WIIlianms drove back up the rutted
track which led to the Wwoden Stables and sat with the engi ne running, his
headl i ghts piercing the darkness and illuminating a section of the field and
t he buil di ngs.

"Where are they?' Anxiously, Shirley was peering through the w ndscreen

"Probably in the stable.' Walter told her. He did not relish going inside the
bui | di ngs again. Perhaps if he could satisfy his daughter that they were not
out in the field then she woul d be agreeable to going back home again. But in
his heart he knew that he would not escape so lightly.

' They coul d be anywhere,' Shirley said, opening the passenger door. 'Maybe
round the back of the stable. Let's go and see. W'd better check the stable
first.'

"All right," Walter sighed, groped for his torch in the gl ove-box, before he
renmenbered that it was broken. The torch is smashed.'

'Leave the headlights on, then. They'll help.’

Wal ter was decidedly uneasy as he |l ed the way towards the hal f-rui ned
bui | di ngs, the piercing beanms of |ight fromthe vehicle behind them



illuminating the dereliction and creating eerie shadows. Bats at dusk were bad
enough, but in the pitch blackness of night they filled himw th dread. He'd
never thought much about them before. Horrible little things. Usually they
fled at the approach of man, but this |ot had appeared to attack him That one
had really dashed itself agai nst himviciously.

He halted in the entrance to the stable, listening. Not a sound cane from
wi t hi n, no novenment or horses, munching of hay.

"Penny . . . Stango.' Shirley's call echoed inside the building. There was no
answeri ng whinny, no welcomng stirring. Just silence.

'"We'd better check the field at the back.' Shirley's voice was tinged with
anxi ety.

"W don't have a torch.'
"W won't need one. If they're there we'll be able to spot them'
"Let's try whistling themfirst.'

They pursed their lips, enitting a series of high-pitched, unmusical whistles.
Walter's nouth was dry. It wasn't easy. After a time they paused to listen

"I can hear sonething,' Shirley spoke in a | ow tone, unsure but optimstic.

Walter heard it, too. It definitely was not any sound made by the horses,
though. It was nore |like the wi nd soughing through the trees, a gentle breeze
at first, increasing to gale force. Then realisation dawned on him

"Cone on,' he hissed. 'Back to the truck. It's those..

A stinging bl ow caught himon the forehead. H s daughter was screan ng
hysterically, flailing her arnmns.

"Dad ... Dad, there's sonething caught in ny hair!’

Bats were jinking, swerving, frying all around them Something was caught up
in Shirley's long fair hair, a small furry creature that flapped its w ngs
frantically. She was beating at it, trying unsuccessfully to knock it off.

"Stand still!' Walter spoke sharply, clutching her to himand grabbing the
fluttering bat. The very feel of its silky fur was repulsive to him and every
instinct yelled at himto snatch his hand away.

Its claws were entwined in the girl's hair and he could not dislodge it. There
was only one alternative. He closed his fingers over it, felt the pulsing body
in his palm and then squeezed. He turned away to vomit, hoping Shirley would
not notice. The creature had pulped in his fingers, squelching out a sticky
warnth. He wi ped his hand on his trousers, heaved again, and then spoke with a
determined effort at cal mess.

"It's all right, love. It's dead.'
"It's still in ny hair. Ugh! There's sonething running down ny neck!'’

He threw up an armto defend them fromthe swoopi ng bats. One brushed the back
of his neck, and be began to drag the sobbing girl back towards the truck.

"W'd best get away from here.'



"But... but what about Penny and Stango?
"They're probably in the field at the back. They won't hurt.'’

The bats had di sappeared as suddenly as they had conme. Probably all gone back
to the stable, Walter thought to hinself as he helped Shirley into the
vehicle. She was white-faced, crying, shuddering at the feel of the | oathesone
squashed creature entwined in her matted hair.

"I'm... I"mgoing to be sick,' her stonmach heaved and she vom ted undi gested
stew in the cab. Walter made no attenpt to open the door for her to | ean out.
Instead he crashed the gears into reverse and began backi ng down the nuddy
bridl e-path. Before they reached the nmain Cannock Road he, too, was vomting
agai n.

Her bi e Whi tconbe had driven slowy all the way fromthe Shoal H Il Tavern to
Heat h Hayes, He was fully aware that the | evel of alcohol in his blood was way
above the legal limt. Usually he rationed hinmself to a couple of whiskies and
then drove back to Chasetown. It was a nightly ritual that took himaway from
hi s nagging wife for an hour or two.

Herbie was in his md-fifties. He was grossly overweight, and this fact, plus
the unsightly goitre which he had devel oped in recent years, had conbined to
prevent himfromfinding hinself another wonman. So he had sought sol ace in
drink.

By the time he reached the island at Heath Hayes his earlier caution had
evaporated in a cloud of alcohol fumes. H's foot pressed down harder on the
accel erator pedal and the speedometer needle rose rapidly, to fifty . .
sixty . . . sixty-five . . . The hunp in the road opposite the Woden Stabl es
al nost caused himto bang his head on the roof of the 1100. But it did not
danpen t he sudden exuberance which was building up inside him He wondered
just how fast this car would go. He had never really tested it to its linmt.

The needl e was hovering on seventy when he caught sight of the two horses in
the road ahead of him A piebald and a black. They weren't just cantering.
They were galloping towards him wldly, panic-stricken tails stream ng behi nd
t hem

The shock sobered hi m somewhat, but it was too late. A screeching of tortured
rubber, filled his ears as he slammed on the brakes, and a terrified neighing.

Herbie hit the piebald head-on. The animal spraw ed across the bonnet,
forel egs splayed, screamng its agony as it was pushed al ong, both back |egs
br eaki ng under the inpact.

Only the crushing weight of the injured aninmal prevented the car from
overturni ng. Broken glass from headlights and wi ndscreen trailed in the wake
of the slewing 1100. Then the ripped and jagged fender tore into the flanks of
the stallion. Vehicle and horses spun crazily. The driver's door flew open
and Herbi e Whitconbe was hurled out into the road. He lay there for a second,
wi nded. The horses were neighing frenziedly as they attenpted to free

t hensel ves, tearing their flesh as they did so. Herbie tried to struggle
upright. As far as he could ascertain he was unhurt except for a few bruises
and a cut on his hand. He knew he had to be away fromthis place before the
police came with their breathal ysers.

He staggered to his feet, clutching at the open door for support. The stallion
reared up, eyes rolling, pawing the air in its agony. It straightened,



tottered, and then fell forward, both front hooves snmashing down with
devastating force on the skull of Herbie Witconbe.

It was ten m nutes before the police reached the accident. They waited
i npatiently, watching the suffering of the horses until the vet whom they had
sumoned arrived on the scene and humanely destroyed both Penny and Stango.

Chapt er Four

Doct or Jenki nson al ways sl ept downstairs on the divan during his spasnodic
weeks of night-duty. Lately he had been | eaving the emergency duties to his
younger, partners, but, nevertheless, there were still tinmes when he had to
take his turn. And by going upstairs to bed he invariably disturbed his w fe
on those occasions when it was necessary for himto turn out.

The tel ephone rang shortly after 3 a.m and w thout even sw tching on the
light he reached out and lifted the receiver fromits cradle.

' Emer gency doct or speaking.'

"Doctor,' it was a woman's voi ce, breathless, a note of panic. 'It's ne
daughter. She's dying.'

"Just let nme have your nane and address, and explain the synptons, please.' He
always tried to appear calm especially at night. Illnesses were magnified
totally out of proportion by the average person after dark. Oten the patient
could be helped by a little comon-sense advice, followed by a call the
fol |l ow ng norni ng.

d adys Wlliams blurted out her nane and address. 'Me 'usband's with 'er now, '
she gulped. "Terrible pain 'er's in. Frothin" at the nmouth and... and sorta,.
par al ysed?'

"Keep her warm' Patrick Jenkinson instructed, suddenly alert as he sw tched
on the light with his free hand, and groped for his tie. I'll be with you in a
few mnutes.'

Less than ten nminutes later, bag in hand, the tall doctor with grey hair stood
by Shirley's bedside. There was a puzzl ed expression on his face, and he

wi nced at the sight of the child. He spoke to her, but she did not appear to
hear him 'Her normally pretty face was a mask of pain, her eyes rolling,
spittle frothing on her lips, and as he felt her danp forehead her teeth
gnashed together. Her posture was unnatural, alnpst as though she was
attenpting to stretch every nuscle in her body yet was unable to nove any of

t hem

Jenki nson took a thernonmeter from his breast-pocket, shook it, and placed it
under the child' s arnmpit beneath her sweat-soaked ni ghtdress.



"What is it, doctor? Walter WIIlians spoke gruffly, anxiously.

"It could be any one of a nunber of things,' the doctor replied, not neeting
the other's gaze. 'How | ong has she been |ike this?1

"Er wasn't too good yesterday,' G adys WIlianms answered him 'But that was
only to be expected.

[ W]yr)n

"Er 'orses were killed. Both of "em A car ran into 'emnight before | ast on
t he Cannock Road. Upset 'er some-thin' awful.'

' Ch, yes,' Doctor Jenkinson stiffened. '| renenber the incident.' He did not
add that he had been called to the scene of the accident to pronounce Herbie
Wi t conbe dead. This was no tine to discuss such matters in detail.

"Er was just feelin' off-colour to start with. Conplained of an 'eadache and
was sick a couple o' tinmes. Didn't want to eat. Then 'er conplained 'er
couldn't see properly. 'Ad trouble '"earin', too. W got 'er to bed, and then
"er started 'avin' these fits, goin' all stiff, shoutin' out... and when
Walter "ere tried to confort "er, '"er bit is "and!'

"I see.' Jenkinson renpved the thernmoneter from beneath Shirley's arm and
stepped nearer to the light to read it. Somehow he managed to keep his
expression inpassive, yet his hand shook visibly as he returned the instrunent
to its case

'"I"'mgoing to call an anbul ance,' he said as calmy as possible, noving
towards the door and the tel ephone in the hall

"It... it," Walter WIliams stamrered white-faced and shaking, 'it ain't..
rabies, is it?

"No.' Patrick Jenkinson forced a snile and shook his head. '|I can assure you
it's not rabies.' Though what the hell it is, he nused as he dialled, God only
knows. The initial synptons are akin to those found in nmeningitis... but this

paral ysis had hi m beaten

Jenkinson travelled in the anbul ance with M and Ms WIllianms. Shirley |ay
still and stiff, eyes closed, and periodically the doctor checked her
breat hi ng. The faint novenment of her chest was the only sign that she was
alive. Wthin twenty mnutes she was hi the intensive care unit of Wl sal
CGeneral Hospital. Her parents remmined anxiously in the waiting-room and it
seened an eternity before they saw Dr Jenki nson com ng down the |ong room
towards them The doctor's expression was grimand sorrowful, and the flane of
hope which had remnained alive in their hearts flickered and di ed. Somne
terrible, inexplicable illness had snatched their bel oved daughter fromtheir
lives with the unexpectedness of a bolt of |ightning.

It was exactly a week after the funeral that Walter WIlianms began to fee
unwel | . For a time he told nobody, assuming that it was just tiredness caused
by a conbination of grief and sleepless nights. Life had to go on although the
sumons he had received fromthe police for allow ng the horses to wander on
to the road did not nake him feel any better

"What's up?' d adys regarded himthrough red-rinmed eyes. 'Wat yer 'oldin'
yer 'ead for, Walter?

"I think I"'mgoing to be sick.' Walter replied, and only just made it to the



bathroomin time. It was the thought of the autopsy, the dissecting and
stitching of a pretty, innocent little girl. The final analysis, the noment of
truth.

Walter was still heaving when he came back into the room He was sweati ng,
too, and shivering at the sane tine- The |ight seemed to have di med. d adys
was i n shadow and he could not discern her features. 'You ought to go to bed,’
she said. He | ooked at her, knew that she was speaking to him, but he could
not hear her words.

"Yer what?' he forced the words out, but whether there was any sound he did
not know. 'Walter? You're illl’

H s conprehension faded. He sensed hinself at a di sadvantage. Hi s back and
neck nuscles were agony. This wonan - he didn't know who she was - was
advanci ng on him hands outstretched. She was an eneny. He had to defend

hi nsel f, and the best way to do that was to attack. He stunbl ed towards her
usi ng every ounce of physical and nental effort to force his linbs to respond.
G adys Wlliams was heavily built, but for her size she was surprisingly weak.
He lurched agai nst her, and she fell back against the table. His stiffening
fingers found her flabby neck and closed around it, locking in a paralytic
vice as they did so.

Her mouth was openi ng, but whether any sound came fromit he could not tell

Her tongue was out, blue and swollen, her eyes bulged and rolled. Valter
WIllians could see no longer, yet it did not frighten him He felt the wonman
struggling in his grasp for a time, but eventually she grew still. Then he
became aware that he was | osing bal ance, sliding, falling, taking her wth
him They hit the floor and rolled over. She was on top of him a crushing

wei ght that restricted his breathing, the only bodily function of which he was
now capabl e,

He lay there in a black void, his breathing becom ng nore shall ow every
m nute, and eventually the trickle of spittle fromhis lips slowed and stopped
al t oget her.

"Look at this.' Professor Brian Newran thrust some newspaper clippings across
t he desk towards Haynes. 'You can't ignore these. This is the consequence of
bur experinents with the bats.'

' Nonsense,' Professor Rickers spoke up noving fromthe wi ndow. 'You' re seeing
things as you want to see 'em Newran. You're a sensationalist - or naybe
you're just trying to justify your own balls-ups and prove us wong in the
bargain.'

'Read them' Newnman snapped.

'"I"ve read 'em' Haynes pushed the cuttings back. 'Apart fromthe girl's
death, and her father's, too, which are diagnosed as a type of neningitis -

"Meningitis, buggery!' Newman's anger was ri sing.
' Maybe the horses and that guy in the car died fromit, too,' R ckers |aughed.

"There's a tie-up. My theory is that this... this disease has an indirect
bearing on all four deaths, maybe the horses', too. W can't be sure.'

"You're just wasting your tine, Newran, and ours.' Haynes said. He had not
called the professor by his first nane since the day when the bats had escaped
fromthe | aboratory. It wasn't that he was worried about them he sinply could



not tolerate fools. And, in his estimation, Newran was an i nconpetent fool
Wonen and science did not mx

"Let me tell you what happened as | see it!' Newran thunped the desk with his
fist.

'Go on, then,' Haynes released with a sigh, adjusting his spectacles. He
gl anced at Rickers, who had returned to the wi ndow and was staring out across
Cannock Chase.

"I reckon,' Professor Newran began gl ancing at Haynes and then across at

Ri ckers, 'that the reason for those horses being | oose on the road was that

t hey had been upset by the bats. Unfortunately, out of the whole saga there is
no one left alive to tell us what really happened. The girl and her father
have both died as a result of sone strange form of neningitis which is
identical to that fromwhich the bats were dying in my |aboratory.
Unfortunately the virus dies with the victim and the only way in which its
true formcan be determined is to examine it in the body of a sufferer before
death occurs. So far we haven't been afforded that opportunity. In the fina
stages, the disease brings on paralysis and nadness. WIlianms attacked and
strangled his wife before the paralysis clained him As for the bats, they
just go crazy, flying blindly. They scared the horses out of the stables and
the field on to the road. The driver of that car was just unfortunate -'

'"He' d been drinking,' Haynes interrupted.

' Maybe so, but that doesn't alter the fact that the horses were stanpedi ng
crazily down the road. And we rmust also face up to the fact that bats carrying
this virus are loose in the countryside. | had hoped that those which escaped
m ght die quickly w thout harm ng anybody or anything, but we must face the

t hought that some of themare carriers. They won't die fromthe disease

t hensel ves, but they'll pass it on to other bats, and | dread to think how far
it will spread.’

Ri ckers | aughed harshly.

"You're crazy, Newran,' he said. '|l've said it before, and I'll say it again -
the whole thing is preposterous. You nmade a balls-up of your experinments, a
few bats died, and if your theories became known outside this Research Centre
hal f the popul ati on woul d be pani cking.'

"Al'l right.' Brian Newran stood up, shaking his-head.

'Have ft your own way. But don't say | haven't warned you. Any tinme now those
bats will start to mate. About forty per cent of those which are carriers
could pass the virus on to their young, creating a new generation of carriers
which won't die. A bat can live fromfour to twelve years, and during that
time they'll be spreading this plague, breeding again. Seven weeks from now

t he whole thing could be totally out of control, and we won't be able to do a
thing to stop it. The buboni c pl ague out breaks of the Mddle Ages will seem
i ke head-col ds by conparison.'

" And supposing you're correct in your assunptions? Haynes smiled in the
manner of a tolerant uncle who has just listened to the fantasies of an infant
nephew. ' How do you propose halting the spread of this ... this nutated

meni ngitis virus?

"That | can't say right now' Newran was tight-1lipped. 'Maybe | can find an
antidote which neutralises the poi sons produced in the body by the gerns,
per haps by taking a blood sanple froma bat which has recovered fromthe



di sease and then injecting it into an infected one, though | nust admt

don't foresee any survivors in this instance. W can try to determine the
reasons for inmunity in the case of the carriers. In any case |I'll either have
to try to recapture sone of the escaped bats, or inject the virus into sone
nmore and start again fromscratch.'

"If you're going to do that,' Haynes snapped, 'then you do it in your own
time. You were allocated one nonth for this neningitis experiment. You have

al ready submitted a negative report and adnitted failure. | can't allow you to
waste any nore time on it. There are far nore inmportant research matters to be
attended to.'

"OK,' Newman retorted pausing in the doorway. 'IlIl do it in my own tine. |
take it you'll have no objections to ny using the |aboratory in the evenings
and at weekends? Mss Wlie will assist ne.'

"Carry on.' Haynes picked up a folder and beckoned to Rickers. 'You can use
the place, but don't go wasting our tine.'

As Brian Newman cl osed the door and wal ked down the corridor towards his own
| aboratory he could hear Haynes and Ri ckers | aughing.

"Well?' Susan Wlie | ooked up as he entered the small lab. 'What are their
reactions?

"Ridicule, naturally,’ Newran told her. He wal ked across to the open w ndow
and gazed out on the sunlit Cannock Chase. 'What el se could one expect froma
guy like Rickers? And in the nmeantime, out there, there's a death-force

gat hering which will sweep across this country |like a swarm of |ocusts.'

'"What are we going to do?' she asked, laying a hand on his arm

"Wirk like hell to try and find an anti-toxin,' he said. 'I'd appreciate your
hel p, but it won't be in the governnment's time, nor will there be any
remuneration for evening work and weekends, and at the end of it all we may
have absolutely nothing to show for our efforts.’

"OfF course I'Il help you, Brian.' she smled. 'You know that."'

'"Even after the way | treated you?

"A |l eopard doesn't change his spots. | knew what you were |ike before | noved
intolive with you. You'll probably do it again.'

' Thanks,' he murmured, and his |lips went down to neet hers.

"Where do we start?' she breathed when they finally broke off that I|ingering
ki ss.

"Wll, before | begin injecting a fresh | ot of bats and creating anot her
strain of lethal paralysis,' he replied, 'l think a | ook around those stables
where the Wllians famly kept their horses wouldn't go anmiss. No doubt that
was where the escaped bats took up residence to begin with, though possibly

t hey' ve noved on el sewhere by now. | have no doubt in nmy own mind that both
Wl lians and his daughter caught the paralysis fromthem and if the devils
are still hiding out there then it could be the nost dangerous place on earth

at this very monent. In that case | think it would be better if | went alone.'

"No!' Her eyes blazed with determination. 4\We in this together, Brian, and
I"mgoing with you. Just try and stop ne! We created this horror together, and



|"mprepared to share the risks involved in trying to stop it.'

"Al'l right,' he conceded, nodding. 'But as a precaution we'd better wear sone
ki nd of protective clothing. Rubber gloves and nmesh face-masks rmay not be
totally effective, but at least they'll help. W don't need to wait for dark
We'll go up this evening, about an hour before dusk,’

Brian Newran |l eft his car at the bottom of the nuddy track, and together they
wal ked in the direction of the Woden Stables. Susan Wlie wore jeans to
protect her bare legs, and their faces were both covered by netting masks of
the variety used by duck-shooters, while | atex rubber gl oves shielded their
hands.

The sun was dipping slowmy in the cloudl ess western sky behind them as though
reluctant to relinquish its heat to the cool of darkness.

"It hasn't rained for a nbnth now' Susan said. 'l heard on the radio that a
drought has been officially declared.’

"Nothing's acting naturally these days.' The professor sighed. 'It's as if
Nat ure herself has had enough of everything and wants to wi pe us all out and
start again.

"Don't say that.' Susan shivered, then added, '\Wat a danp, derelict place
this is!'

' d ouds of mdges hovered beneath the trees, and as they rounded a bend which
brought theminto view of the stables, they surprised a couple of feeding rats
whi ch darted into the sanctuary of the gl oony, derelict buildings.

"Ugh!' Susan grimaced. 'Just the sort of place for the bats to hide out.
They'd be well at honme with all the rats and nmice. By the way, d' you think
rodents are capable of carrying the virus?

"I don't know,' Newmran replied. He paused before the entrance, al nost
reluctant to go in. '"But | guess we'll find out before very long. Now, follow
me, and let's take a | ook inside.’

The Wboden Stabl es were dark and forbidding, the sunlight filtering in through
gaping holes in the roof and penetrating the shadows, and they stood just

i nside the doorway for a few noments whil st then- eyesight adjusted to the

gl oom

The first thing they noticed was the snell, a pungent, decaying odour
' God, what a stink!' Susan winkled her nose beneath her mask.

' Somret hi ng' s deconposi ng.' Newran wal ked towards an opening in the brick
partition which separated the building into two hal ves. The floor was a nass
of saturated straw and rubbl e, broken slates, fallen bricks, and heaps of
horse dung. Hi s foot kicked against something, a tiny body that rolled over,
hal f deconposed, barely recogni sable. It might have been a dead nouse but for
t he nmenbrane of skin attached to it, a frail w ng that had somehow outl ast ed
t he carcase.

'Look,' he said, pointing to the ground. 'That's one of "em And there's
anot her, | odged on that shelf. Let's take a nmore thorough | ook.'

He produced a torch fromhis pocket, and by its |light they uncovered anot her
twenty small corpses, sonme nore rotted than others. The professor directed the



light up into the rafters but there was no sign of life, only unbroken cobwebs
stretching between the beans.

"Well, they're not here now,' he nuttered. 'And fromthe way these corpses
have rotted | reckon they've been gone for sone tine. O course, the weather's
been abnormally warmfor the tinme of year, but I'd say the bats haven't used
this place for a fortnight.'

' Maybe... maybe they've all died and... that's the end of it,' Susan
suggested, trying to sound convincing.

"I wish |l could agree with you.' Newran switched off his torch and they went
back outside. 'But I'mafraid we can only wait and see. There's twenty-five

t housand acres of Cannock Chase, and they could be just anywhere on it. Maybe
even further afield. We know for a fact that this virus can be passed on to
human bei ngs, even if Haynes and Ri ckers pooh-pooh the idea. So all we can do
is work like hell in an attenpt to find an antidote, and await any further
out breaks. |I'm afraid, though, that before very long Rickers is going to have
to eat his words.'

They wal ked back to the car in silence. In the dusk which was now gathering a
bat flitted overhead, squeaked once, and then was |lost to sight am dst the
tall pines.

Chapter Five

The Cl ose was a qui et backwater of the small city of Lichfield, where little
change had taken place during the last century. The prom nent feature was the
cat hedral , towering above the solid red brick and bl ack-and-white tinmbered
bui | di ngs whi ch housed the Dean and Chapter and others connected with this
holy pl ace.

In the furthernost corner, partially screened by a ten foot grey stone wall,
stood the Bishop's Pal ace. However, it no | onger housed that worthy nan, for
during the last couple of decades it had been taken over by St Chad's

Cat hedral School, a purpose for which it was ideally suited. Along with
everything else in the Close it maintained an unhurried existence, preparing
its pupils for life at a public school. As with nost establishments of this
nature, tradition prevailed. And one such tradition was that the boys attended
a norning service in the cathedral on every Saint's day.

The headmaster, a young prebendary who was conbining a career in teaching with
a call to the service of God, watched with pride fromthe steps of the
cathedral's north door as his pupils were marched in single file, shepherded
by a couple of prefects. The choristers too in their red and white cassocks,
seated in the stalls adjoining the altar, were fromthe school also. And this
nmorning, to conplete the St Chad's nonopoly, the Reverend Francis Jackson

hi nsel f woul d be giving the short address. He smiled to hinself at the
prospect, watching the last of the boys file into the stately edifice. The



Bi shop personally woul d be observing everything, seated somewhere at the rear
of the long aisle, incognito in the shadows, so this nmorning everything had to
run to perfection. Even the cel ebration of the birthday of a m nor saint had
to be a splendid occasion

The first anthem was al ready begi nni ng when the Reverend Jackson took his

pl ace. He knelt briefly, adopting an attitude of piety, eyes closed, lips
nmovi ng soundl essly, then rose and opened his prayer book. He knew the words by
heart, and this enabled himto focus his attention on the congregation. It
seened to consist nostly of his own pupils, with just one or two nenbers of
the public seated in the rear pews'. He tried to identify the Bishop, but it
was i npossi ble at such a distance. He had to be there, though

The anthem was foll owed by prayers, the first |esson, and then, as the hym
entered its | ast verse, the Reverend Francis Jackson enbarked upon his
dignified walk fromhis seat to the lectern. The pulpit was only used on
Sundays.

The strains of the organ died away and the Reverend Jackson faced the
congregation with a benign smile on his angul ar face.

'O Lord,"' he spoke |ouder than usual to ensure that the Bi shop woul d hear him
clearly, and affected an Oxford accent, 'may the words of ny nouth and the
nmedi tati ons of our hearts be now and al ways acceptable in Thy sight.'

He paused for a second, his eyes narrowi ng. Soneone, somewhere, was fidgeting.
He couldn't see who it was, but he could hear it, a kind of rustling,
sweet - papers perhaps, a stealthy sliver of chewing gum..

Even as the headnaster peered down the aisle, the soft sw shing sound

i ncreased, like inarticulate whisperings. He | ooked upwards, and his jaw
dropped in horrified astoni shnment. The |lofty roof towered above, him the
stonewor k beautifully carved into figures and designs by craftsnen over the
centuries, the sunlight revealing every detail in a variety of colours through
t he stained-glass wi ndows. Yet this nagnificence went unnoticed as the
headmaster saw the tiny flying creatures fluttering crazily, diving, tw sting,
crashing into carvings, falling, regaining their powers of flight, soaring,

di vi ng.

'Bats? Francis Jackson grunted.

The whol e congregation stared at himin amazenent. From where they sat they
could not see the bats, and such were the acoustics of the cathedral that they
were unable to hear themeither. Choirboys and prefects glanced at each ot her
Thei r headmaster had snapped under the strain at |ast. Sonebody ought to go to
his aid. H s arns were extended as though trying to ward off sonme invisible
attacker, his lips nouthing exhortations of fear as though a devil had
possessed his soul

Bryce-Janson, the head boy, was on his feet, determned to rescue his
headmaster before this thing went any further. He stepped forward, trying to
determi ne a course of action, when the full force of the bat invasion cane
into view, spiralling down fromthe roof in a flight of uncontrolled fury,
erratic and wi thout any obvious use of their radar. There nust have been at

| east two or three dozen of the creatures.

The congregation were staring in amazenent. Bryce-Janson stood i mobile, as

t hough hypnoti sed. The Reverend Jackson was flailing his arnms wildly, shouting
hysterically. He had always had a fear of bats, and to himthis was a
nightmare. It couldn't be happening. It was all in the mnd, and in front of



t he Bi shop, too! Sonething sharp struck himon the forehead and he suddenly
knew that it was real enough. It was then that he started to scream

Bats zooned up and down the aisle. Some of the boys crouched behind the pews
in an attenpt to dodge them others ran blindly for the exit. An elderly
worman, a regul ar at nost services, fell to the floor in a faint.

Jackson was surrounded by several choristers who were attenpting to drag him
to the safety of the vestry, but he seemed to have |lost all control of

hinsel f, lashing out blindly with his fists. One surplice-clad boy fell to the
floor, clutching at a broken nose from which bl ood poured freely.

'Cal myoursel f, sir!' Bryce-Janson caught the headmaster from behind,
pi ni oni ng his arnmns.

"Let go of me, stupid boy!’

The strength of the man was superior to that of the boy, and Bryce-Janson was
sent spinning, tripping and spraw i ng headl ong on the altar steps. A bat flew
at him dropped to the floor with the inpact, and then took off again.

' Cal myoursel ves, everyone!' Atall, white-haired nman was attenpting to
restore order in the aisle. Under normal circunstances the Bishop's voice
woul d have commanded i nstant obedi ence, but now he was pushed rudely aside.
The door was open and boys were fighting one another to get out.

Franci s Jackson lay on the stone floor, panting, his face deathly white.
Sonet hi ng alighted on his outstretched fingers, and with a shriek of terror he
snatched his hand away. The bat swooped upwards, gl anced off a stone pillar
and then enbarked upon a zig-zag course towards the roof.

Al but a dozen or so boys were outside in the open air by this time. The

Bi shop had gone to the assistance of his prebendary, kneeling beside the

sem - consci ous Jackson and muttering soothingly in his ear. Then, as suddenly
as it had begun, the aerial attack ceased. One or two of the bats were to be
seen high up in the roof, clinging to the stonework, but the majority had

vani shed as though answering some strange call to return whence they had cone.
The cl amour of voices died away, and a few of those boys who had fl ed began

ti ptoeing back into the cathedral, shaneful expressions on their faces, each
one of them hoping that their own individual show of cowardi ce had gone
unnoticed in the nass nel ee.

"W had better help the headmaster back to the school,' the Bishop said to
Bryce-Janson. 'I think he is only suffering fromshock, but we'd better |et
Matron have a ook at him

The red-headed boy with the broken nose was clutching a saturated crinson
handkerchief to his injury. Nobody seemed particularly interested in him and
he began to cry.

Wthin ten minutes the cathedral was enpty except for the Bishop and the Head
Verger. The latter, a short, plunmp man, fidgeted unconfortably under the
steely gaze of the other.

The Bi shop gl anced upwards, but there was not a bat to be seen, 'Bryant where
did all these bats cone fronf

"I"ve no idea, Bishop,' the verger nuttered. 'W've not had a bat in the
cat hedral for years, not since one dropped down on to the altar during the
carol service a few Christnmases ago. M nd you, there's usually one or two



flying around outside at night.'

"But this was absol ute nadness! So many of them and in the daytine, too.

"It could be that the contractors working on the main spire disturbed a nest
of them Bishop.'

"Yes, yes, that's a point,' The holy man seened relieved at the prospect of a
| ogi cal explanation. 'O course. Well, perhaps you woul d have a word with the
contractors. If there are bats in any quantity in the spire, then | think we
ought to contact a firmof pest controllers. W can't have this happening
agai n. Those poor boys were frightened out of their wits, not to nention the
headrmaster. See to it, will you, Bryant?

"I will, Bishop.' The Head Verger turned away, and once out of sight of the

Bi shop he paused to nmop his danp forehead with his handkerchi ef. He was

t hankful that he had been in the toilet when it had all happened. If there was
anyt hi ng he hated and feared nore than rats and mice, it was bats.

The Reverend Jackson began to feel ill early in the evening of the third day
foll owi ng the chaos which the bats had caused in the cathedral. He was aware
that he was running a tenperature, and every novenent seened an effort, al nost
as though he was a spectator fromafar witnessing his own actions. He put it
down to shock. The whol e epi sode had been very unnerving for him although he
had tried not to show it outwardly. It would be bad for his norale, and that
of the school, for the pupils to become aware that their headmaster was afraid
of a few harm ess bats. He shook his head and tried to ignore the aching and
feverishness. An early night mght shake it off. He was grateful that he was a
bachel or and did not have to go to great lengths to deceive a doting wife. Al
he had to do was to remain in the background until he felt well again.

H s dreans began to trouble himthe nmonent he laid his head on the pillow

ni ght mari sh figments of the subconscious that bordered on realism Bats.

Hundr eds, thousands of them All sizes. Sonme so small that they were scarcely
| arger than fleas, alighting on his body, crawling, biting, inpossible to

di sl odge. He withed and groaned in his sweat-soaked bed, striking at hinself,
slapping his face and thighs. Eventually they left him but his respite was
brief. Next came the giant ones, as big as Al satian dogs, hanging on the walls
by their claws, perching on the end of the bed and just staring. They watched
himlike vultures waiting for death, gloating over the easy pickings that
woul d be theirs.

"I"'mnot going to die, dam you!' he yelled, and switched on the light.

The bats had gone. They had all been in his mnd, imagination. Yet he was
certain he hadn't been asleep. They had been so real. He deci ded he woul d not
put out the light again. The darkness was terrifying.

He lay there trying to think of sane things, nmundane matters such as
assenbl i es, school reports, exam nations. The Common Entrance exans were only
a short time away. Confirmation classes were due to begin the foll ow ng week,
too. But always his thoughts returned to the bats. The Bi shop had assured him
that the contractors restoring the main spire would endeavour to renove any of
the repul sive creatures they cane across. The pest exterm nation people would
be called in if necessary. There was nothing to worry about.

Twi ce during the night he had to stagger across the landing to the toilet,
retching into the bow. The lavatory light didn't work. The bulb nust have
bl own, but he had neither the inclination nor the energy to go and search for
a repl acenent. Neverthel ess, he had to prop the door open whilst he was being



sick, otherwise so his fevered mind told him the cubicle was full of bats.

M nute ones craw ed all over the cistern. Big ones perched on the pipes, and
hung on the walls. But they didn't Iike the light. Even that which filtered in
fromthe | anding dispelled them That was the answer. Keep the light on

Sonetime towards dawn he fell into a restless slunber, tossing and turning,
trying to conplete that brief address which had been cut short so abruptly the
ot her nmorning. Bats swooped at him struck him |anded on his shoul ders, clung
to his cassock. But he was not going to be deterred this time. He forced the
words out, shouting to nmake hinself heard above the incessant squeaking. 'The
forces of darkness are present at all times .,. even during daylight... we
must nake a stand against them...

H's voice trailed off. The pews were enpty. There was no congregation. H s own
boys had deserted himin his very hour of need. The Bishop, too. He would go
and find them renonstrate with them if only he could find the way out. There
were no doors. He ran blindly down the aisle. Were was Bryant? It was the
Head Verger's job to |lock and unl ock the doors. But he couldn't blane the
fellow if there were no doors. Just unending stonework, |eering gargoyles wth
bats clinging to them.

The jangling of the tel ephone in his study bel ow saved himfromthe ultimate
terror as the wi nged creatures began to close in on him He struggled out of
bed. H s linbs seened reluctant to respond and it needed a consci ous physica
effort to nove one foot in front of the other. There was a red haze before his
eyes and he was dizzy. The stairs presented a problem but he solved it by
clinging to the banister with both hands. He had once caned a boy for sliding
down the rail in the Palace. He regretted that action. It had been unjust. The
boy, he couldn't remenber his nane, had been right. It was by far the best

nmet hod of descending a staircase.

The phone was still ringing as he entered the study, flopped down gratefully
in his mahogany sw vel chair and lifted the receiver

'Headmaster.' Hi s speech was slurred. The formation of that single word had
been an effort. Sonebody m ght think he'd been drinking.

"Matron here, headmaster.' The voice at the other end gave no indication that

she had noted anything strange about him 'I've had six boys brought into the
sanatoriumduring the night. 1'mgoing to ask the doctor to nake an early
call, but I think... well, 1'd like you to have a |look at themfirst.'

A sudden sense of foreboding seened to assist the Reverend Francis Jackson
with his speech, and the words cane nore easily.

"What's... what's the matter with thenf?'

"They're . . . well, | thought it was the beginning of a sumer flu epidemc
but three of them appear to be paralysed, and ... oh, 1'd be glad if you'd
cone across, headmaster!'’

"I"ll be with you as soon as | can.' Jackson sensed a constriction of his
vocal cords, a tightening in his throat. He replaced the receiver, but in so
doi ng m sjudged the cradle and the instrunment fell on to the desk with a
clatter, slid over the edge and hung suspended by the coil. There was a pain
in his back, travelling upwards to the base of his neck. That part of his

anat ormy had ached t hroughout the night, but now, suddenly, it was bordering on
agony. He could not nove his head. He tried to lift hinmself up out of the
chair but it was inpossible. The rmuscles would not respond to the urgent calls
from his brain.



The Reverend Francis Jackson was very frightened i ndeed. Wat on earth had
happened to hin? The curtains were still drawn, and he had not bothered to
switch on the light as he stunbled through the doorway. Now he sat in the

gl oom The dawn was coming fast, its grey light filtering into the study

t hrough the chinks in the curtains, but everything was obscured by a red film
a haze that hovered in front of his eyes.

He tried to flop back in the chair, but even rel axation was denied him His
eyelids were heavy, but they would not close. It was as though they had been
fixed in position by some kind of quick-drying glue. They were smarting,
burni ng. Agony.

He coul d sense spittle in his nouth, welling out of the saliva gl ands,
slipping back down his throat and threatening to choke him Sone of it
trickled out between his lips and down his chin, falling in sticky strings
down the front of his pyjama jacket and on to his lap

The room was beconmi ng darker. Not black, but filled with a claret mnistiness.

He could still see, but his vision was restricted to that area i mediately in
front of him And the bats were back. The tiny ones first, crawing all over
the walls |ike thunder-bugs at harvest tine, mllions of them They were on

his face and neck, inside his pyjanmas causing himto itch fromhead to foot, a
sensation that was driving himinsane. He wanted to scratch hinsel f but
couldn't.

Then came the big ones, appearing silently from nowhere on slow, flapping

wi ngs that folded as they | anded. They jostled for position on the desk, a
mass of horrible faces, unblinking eyes. 3 oating. He couldn't shut them out.
He tried to pray, but the cohesion of thought was slipping fromhim He was
the living dead. A zonbie. Hi s body was dead, and only a tiny spark of life
remai ned somewhere in his brain, just enough to kindle the terror

Now he wanted to die, just so that he could shut out these ghoulish creatures.
After that they could do what they liked with his body. Feed on it. Drink his
bl ood. He didn't care. His mind burned with a craving for death that woul dn't
cone.

It took the Reverend Jackson al most an hour to die. And when his rel ease
finally came there was no outward sign of change. He sat rigid, eyes w de and
staring sightlessly. Not a single muscle had rel axed; even his bowels remai ned
taut against all the aws of Nature.

The Sanatorium consi sted of a separate block at the rear of the Pal ace which
housed the school. There were two wards for segregating different ailnents,
and small, self-contained flat in which Mss Boston, the plunp, kindly nmatron
l'ived.

M ss Boston had returned to her quarters to make herself a cup of tea and
prepare for an early call fromon& of the |ocal doctors. She was concerned
about the six boys who had been adnmitted at intervals since mdnight, but

t here was not hing she could do until the doctor arrived. She wondered how much
| onger the headmaster was going to be. It was an hour since she had tel ephoned
him He had sounded strange, she recalled. H's speech had been slurred.

Per haps he was a secret drinker? She sniled at the thought. He was constantly
preaching teetotalism He even refused to have a gl ass of sherry at the Add
Boys' Reunion. She sighed, shook her head in bew | derment, yawned, and poured
herself a cup of tea

The small ward stank of vomt and diarrhoea. The curtains were still closed,



and the six boys aged fromnine to fourteen, lay in various postures on the
beds, their pyjamas undone, their bodies glistening with sweat.

Mont gonery, the youngest, was crying softly to hinself.' He didn't |ike
boar di ng school s anyway, and they were a thousand tinmes worse when one was
ill. This last half-hour his body had been stiffening fromthe base of the
spi ne upwards, a creeping nunbness that alleviated his earlier agony. He
stared up at the ceiling, mentally tracing the cracks in the plaster, going
all round them and back again, just for sonething to do. He hoped that the
doctor m ght send hi mhonme. That woul d have made the suffering worthwhile.

Ursi n-Davi es sweated profusely. He always sweated anyway, on account of his
size. Rolls of fat were visible to the others through his open pyjanma jacket.
He hated this school, but nost of all he | oathed sport. What use were footbal
and cricket to a fellow with brains? Yet they did not seemto appreciate his
academ c qualities. The fact that he cane top of 5B in al nost every subject
did not appear to conpensate for his failure at everything physical. Master
prefects and fellow pupils ridiculed him went out of their way to nake his
life a msery. He hated every one of them and particularly Bryce-Janson

Ursin-Davies turned his head and | ooked across at the head boy. BJ was
groani ng in agony, grinding his teeth.

Good! If his own pain was anything to go by, Ursin-Davies decided, then BJ was
going through hell. It was alnpbst worth putting up with to watch the sw ne
suf fer.

Ursi n-Davi es draped an arm over the side of the bed. Hi s fingers brushed
agai nst sonething netallic, and with sone difficulty he managed to grasp it
and slowy draw it upwards. It was a knife, an ordinary itemof cutlery, the
bl ade matted with congeal ed gravy. It snelled bad, and he winkled his nose.
Sone earlier patient had obviously dropped it, and it had never been
recovered. He grinned to hinmself. That just went to prove that old 'Bossy'
wasn't as thorough as she made out. She kidded "emall, the idle old bitch
Even Jackson, Christ, how he hated Jackson. But not as rmuch as he despised
Bryce-Janson. The head-boy was a legal bully. He could take it out of you, and
justify his actions. He could think up all sorts of sadistic punishnments and
get away with them H s word always counted with the Head agai nst anybody

el se's.

Thi s sudden new surge of hatred was easing the fat boy's pain. He renenbered
his recent clash with BJ. Dirty shoes and a crunpled tie at the Saint's Day
service the other day had earned hima session of detention. Not just ordinary
detention |like others got, though. OCh, no. BJ knew that that would be no rea
puni shment for him He'd taken himdown to the gymand put himthrough the
lot; the vaulting horse, the horizontal bar, the clinbing ropes, ending up
with twenty mnutes' physical jerks whilst the head boy sat on his arse and
smirked.

Ursi n-Davi es had thought that he m ght have suffered a heart-attack after that
| ot. He had coughed and wheezed all night, and then he'd been selected to
represent his house on a cross-country run the next day. They knew he coul dn't
bl oody well run. It was all BJ's doing. He had engineered it. The bastard had
been waiting at the finishing-point when Ursin had staggered in, a full twenty
m nutes after everybody el se.

"I"ll make an athlete of you if it kills you.' the head boy had announced in a
| oud voice, and all the spectators had broken into peals of laughter. You were
expected to laugh like hell at any of BJ's sick jokes. 'Better a dead athlete
than a fat scholar.’



"If it kills you'. Ursin-Davies winced at the menory of that jibe, and felt
the cold steel of the knife in his sweaty palm

"l say, Bryce-Janson,' a thirteen-year-old boy called out, shaking a younger
coll eague in the next bed, 'I think ... | can't make Burlington hear. He's
gone all stiff like . . . like he's got polio or something.'

Bryce-Janson sat up hurriedly. He grunted, but sonehow managed to slide off
the bed and pad across to the boy who had attracted his attention.

"Let me see.' He pulled the other aside. 'Hey, Burlington. Listen to nme.' He
shook the inert formroughly. 'This is Bryce-Janson. Answer ne! D you hear ne?
If you're fooling, I'lIl report you to the Head.'

Ursi n-Davi es eased hinself up on one elbow with difficulty. The nine-year-old
was wailing, and those clustered around the silent boy's bed were beginning to
pani c. Bryce-Janson was trying to cover up his own fear by using his

aut hority.

The bitterness which had been building up inside U sin-Davies cane to the
boil. He gripped the handle of the knife. The back of his nost hated, eneny
was towards him and he wondered why he hadn't thought of this before. It was
all too easy, and no nore than the bastard deserved.

A caul dron of hatred seethed inside U sin-Davies. He forced his knife-arm back
and upwards. The nuscles were stiff and unyielding at first, but sheer

determ nati on defeated the sem -paral ytic tendons. It just needed one suprene
effort.

He brought the knife down with every ounce of his thirteen stone behind it. It
took the head boy between the shoul ders, the bl ade buckling but sinking in up
to the hilt with the weight of the blow, twisting and tearing as bl ood gushed
out of the jagged wound.

Bryce-Janson screaned, a strangl ed, unnatural sound that died away in a hiss
of spittle. He sank to his knees, clutching at the sheets and pulling themto
the floor with him Boys stared in horror, disbelief on their faces. Usin
wrenched the knife free and held it up, blood dripping on to the floor. He
tried to | augh, but no sound came. Just a baring of the teeth, Iips drawn
back, spittle frothing, bubbling, bursting. Then cane brief realisation
nmonentary sanity am dst the madness, as his mouth opened wi th shock

He gripped the knife again, exerting unwilling nmuscles, struggling to turn the
bl oody bl ade so that it pointed inwards, forcing it up towards his own jow s.
Staccato novenents, an inch at a time, beads of sweat rolling down his face
with the strain.

"No ... no ... Fatty, no!' nine-year-old Montgonery screaned, the only one to
realise the full inplication of Ursin-Davies's actions.

This time the blade's entry was achieved nore easily. It slid into the soft
fat wi thout the hindrance of bone, once again going hi up to the hilt,
severing the jugular vein, until blood spouted Iike an oil-geyser, jetting on
to beds and boys ali ke.

The door opened, and Matron entered, a short, m ddl e-aged doctor at her heels.

' These are the boys, doctor,' she was saying, 4it really is nmost puzzling..
and... '



She broke off, saw the tottering boy, the knife enbedded in his throat, the
fountain of blood, and fell forward unconsci ous.

Chapter Six

The sun beat down relentlessly on the squat buil dings which conprised the

Bi ol ogi cal Research Centre on Can-nock Chase, so that as early as ten o'clock
in the norning the heat in Haynes's office was stifling. The air-conditioning
| aboured under the strain, and the four people in the roomknew that by ni dday
it would be virtually ineffective. They all recalled the freak sumer of 1976,
but this one threatened to break all records. Farmers were forecasting

di sastrous potato crops again. Fire-brigades were at full stretch in an
attenpt to combat heath and forestry fires. Yet, suddenly, all these had
becorme of m nor inportance.

Copi es of every daily newspaper for the past week [ ay spread out on the desk.
The headlines bore a simlarity as the Fleet Street prophets of doomrevelled
in the |atest sensations. 'BATS FROM HELL SPREAD KI LLER DI SEASE', ' SCHOOL
QUARANTI NE AS PLAGUE AND MADNESS STRI KE' , ' DEATH VI RUS ESCAPES FROM RESEARCH
CENTRE' , and so on. The accounts varied. Sonme followed the truth religiously,
ot hers exaggerated. The man in the street would believe that which he chose to
believe. In all, fear would predom nate.

Haynes regarded Brian Newran, Professor Rickers and Susan Wlie steadily. He
fidgeted with his spectacles, and chewed his | ower |ip.

"It seens you were right, Brian.' He averted his eyes as he spoke. He wasn't
accustoned to maki ng apol ogi es, nor to admitting that he was wong. '|I owe you
an apol ogy."

' Thanks.' Newmran said. He could have made it tougher for his chief, but he had
no wi sh to do so. The situation now was far too serious for either of themto
i ndul ge in petty jeal ousies.

Ri ckers shuffled his feet and nunbled. 'l still can't believe it. It's just
not scientifically possible.'

"Well, it's happened, and that's that.' Haynes spoke sharply. 'And right now
we' ve got to do something about putting it right. How have your tests gone,
Brian? Is an antidote possible?

"Not at the noment.' Newman shook his head gravely. 'I injected a fresh | ot of
bats, but they died in just the sane way. | tried taking gernms fromthose

whi ch appeared to be inmune and injecting the virus into the sufferers. They
died. It had no effect.’

"Hell!' Haynes lit a cigarette and blew a cl oud of snmoke into the air. 'The
Press are really gunning for us now. So are our own boys in London. We're the



villains of the piece.’

"I am' Professor Newran corrected him 'It was nmy fault that the bats
escaped, | was carel ess enough to knock the cage over.' He noticed Susan bl ush
and start to say sonething, but his frown silenced her. '"It's got to cone out,
anyway, and |'mprepared to take full responsibility.' 'Let's get a few facts
together first,' Haynes said, '"working fromthe informati on we already have.
By now a | arge percentage - it's inpossible to quote figures - of bats are
carrying the virus. Those which they cone into contact with either catch it,
and die within a very short time, or else they become carriers thensel ves.
Hence the disease will spread at an alarming rate. It is reasonable to assune,
inthe light of recent information, that the bats were responsible for the
death of the Wllians' famly and that they caused the horses to bolt on to
the road. Therefore the Woden Stables were their first home after their
escape. Then they vani shed. Was it because they were di sturbed? Let us assumne
so. Then for some tinme they di sappeared altogether, presunably to sone qui et

pl ace. The main .bunch, anyway. They chose the upper regions of Lichfield
Cathedral's main spire. They were disturbed again, this tine by a firm of
contractors working on the spire. They came into contact with school boys and a
headmast er. The headmaster and six boys died horribly fromthis neningitis
type disease within three days. But nobody el se. Consequently we can assune,

at this point, that humans do not carry the disease. They only catch it
directly fromthe bats. Therefore, the bats are the real nenace. If you keep
out of their way you' re safe, unless of course you neet up with soneone in the
"mad' stage of the disease. Wllians killed his wife, and that school boy

nmur dered the head boy. But can the virus be carried by animals or birds, rats,
m ce, starlings, all the scavengers, for instance?

That we don't know yet,' Professor Newran answered. The greatest danger could
be fromrats and mice, but at the nonment there are no reports to substantiate
this.'

"But the question everybody is asking,' Haynes said slowy, pausing to draw on
his cigarette, 'Is just where have the bats gone now? Nobody has set eyes on
t hem since the episode in the cathedral .’

"W can only guess,' Brian Newran said. The tinme between the Woden Stabl es
affair and the one in the cathedral we can presune is the period they took to
adjust to their new way of life, hiding away from humans. Then they were

di sturbed by those contractors. They have now retired somewhere to breed. The
peri od of gestation is seven weeks. That takes us up to July. The young are
not capable of |eading an i ndependent life for two nonths after birth. By
Septenber, we could be in the mdst of the nost terrible spread of the disease
i magi nable. It could be nationw de instead of just confined to the M dl ands.
Qur only hope is to find the main colony and destroy them Now'

"A task equivalent to | ooking for the proverbial needle in the haystack,'
Ri ckers said. 'Were the hell do we start?

"There is no longer any point in attenpting to conceal the facts fromthe
public,' Newran continued. The nore they are kept informed, the better. W
must enlist their hel p. Anybody who sees bats mnust report it at once, and we
nmust have teans of pest-control experts standing by to nove into action
Whil st the bats remain in rural areas there is still hope, but once they
converge on the towns and cities - well, it doesn't bear thinking about!’

Haynes said, 'Ch, God!'

"W play ball with the Press, then?' Rickers pulled a wy face.



"W nust,' Haynes replied. 'Gve themthe full facts, don't |eave themto draw
their own concl usions. There's already been too rmuch exaggeration and
surmsing. |'mattending a Press conference this afternoon, and | shal

attenpt to educate themon bats and nutated viruses. Now, Brian, what's the
chance of coming up with an antidote? Is it hopel ess?

"We' || keep trying,' Professor Newman told him There isn't nuch else | can do
at this stage. However, to be perfectly honest, | don't hold out rmuch hope.'

Ken Tyl er had been ganekeeper in charge of the |Iand around the ancient site of
Castle Ring, on the edge of Cannock Chase, for five years. H s duties varied
bet ween rearing pheasants for his enployers, who rented the shooting rights
over the surrounding two thousand acres, controlling the vermn, assisting in
the culling of the deer herds, and spending his weekends patrolling in his
Land- 68

Rover to ensure that none of the picnickers who converged on the Chase at fine
weekends either it fires or deposited litter

A small, wiry man, he wore the traditional suit of plus-fours in all weathers,
i ncluding freak heat-waves. It was his uniform his synbol 'of authority.
Peopl e knew to whom they were tal king when he stopped them In his own
estimati on he commanded the same respect as that of a police officer. H s word
Was | aw on the Chase. If Ken Tyler instructed anyone to quit the |and, they
were expected to obey wi thout question

For the past fortnight he had rarely enjoyed nmore than four hours' sleep in
any one night. Fires were breaking out all over the Chase. At this very nonent
two brigades, aided by troops and voluntary hel pers, were attenpting to
contain thirty acres of blazing conifer thickets. There was no chance of
putting the fire out. They had to be content to wi den the fire-breaks and
hopefully prevent it from spreading to an adjacent five hundred acres of larch
trees.

Ken Tyl er knew all about the deadly bats. H's attitude was one of
"I-told-you-so'. Hadn't he forecast something like this happening fromthe
very first day when the building of the Biological Research Centre had
commenced next to the German Cenetery? Yet he still had his routine duties to
attend to. He had listened to the repeat broadcast of the previous evening' s
plea to the public. 'Find the bats,' they said, 'before they give birth hi
July.'

Tyl er | aughed. Sone chance. Today he was going to |l eave the fire-fighters to
their own devices. Beyond the golf-course there were five acres of
rhododendr on bushes. The previous wi nter they had provided roosting for sone
tens of thousands of migratory starlings. As a result the shrubs had becone
white with the birds' droppings, and beneath themthere was a good six inches
of foul-snelling excreta. Now a fire up there would have been benefi ci al
cleared the area. But no, the silly buggers who cane here at weekends
preferred to drop their cigarette ends and broken bottles in val uabl e grow ng
ti nber.

Neverthel ess, there was a job to be done on those rhododendrons. Sone of the
starlings had remai ned behi nd when their coll eagues had departed for their
native country in March, just as though they were keeping the place habitable
for the big flocks to return to next winter. They had to be noved, now. Gane
and starlings could not exist in the sane area. No self-respecting pheasant
woul d put up with a constant foul stench and incessant deafening twittering

t hr oughout the nights.



Wll, if the public weren't prepared to burn the rhododendrons, then Ken Tyl er
woul d see to it hinmself. And the public could take the bl ane!

The hal f-gallon of paraffin in the back of the Land-Rover was covered by an
old blanket. In all probability a crunpl ed newspaper woul d have been quite
sufficient to start a blaze, but Tyler was not taking any chances. The flames
had to spread quickly, and becone established before any of the brigades
already in the area were able to put out the fire.

On the fl oor beside the covered can lay his shotgun, a 12-bore, worn and
rusted in places, but nevertheless with a | ook of efficiency about it. The
ganekeeper never went anywhere without it. It was as nuch a part of his
character as the baggy plus-fours.

He drove past the Park Gate Inn, turned right at the junction, then took the
first left down a bunpy, uneven track which foll owed a w ndi ng course am dst
the pine forest. There was a snell of woodsnoke in the air. It had been around
for alnost a week now, drifting across the Chase fromthe nunerous fires,
hanging in the still, w ndless, hot atnosphere.

At last the track energed on to an open stretch of heather, its natural beauty
marred by a number of well-trodden footpaths and an abundance of litter. Tyler
gri maced as he brought the Land-Rover to a standstill. People were selfish,

i nconsi derate. They never kept to recognised footpaths but had to tranple down
natural growh, leaving it |ooking as though a herd of stanpeding el ephants
had crossed it. Then, to add insult to injury, they left their litter lying
all over the place.

It was early: 7.15 a.m Too early for ordinary folk to be about, and all the
firemen had their hands full anyway. There were runours that today the
authorities were sending troops fromWittington Barracks to help out. Well

if that was the case, then they were certainly fighting a losing battle, Tyler
deci ded. Soon the whol e countrysi de woul d be reduced to a charred waste.

He stopped the Land-Rover within thirty yards of the high wall of
rhododendrons, and reversed so it was facing in the direction fromwhich it
had come, ready for a quick getaway before the flames took hol d.

God, it was hot! He pushed his cap on to the back of his head and wi ped his
brow. Even at night the place never got a chance to cool down. There was no
respite fromthe scorching heat. By day it blazed down fromthe sun, by night
it cane up out of the cracked, parched earth. There was no escape.

He clinbed down and | ooked around him Not a soul in sight. In the distance he
could see a colum of black snoke nushrooming in the sky. That woul d be the
Pye Green fire. Aline of firemen were fighting like hell in an attenpt to
prevent it from destroying the STD station. Bloody good job if it burnt it
down, Tyler thought. It spoiled the Chase, |ike a skyscraper. Trouble with
peopl e today, he told hinself, was they couldn't exist wthout every
up-to-dat e gadget and conveni ence.

He checked once nore to nake sure that there was nobody about, and then he
lifted the can of paraffin out of the back. Just two gallons, but it would be
nore than enough

The shrubs shoul d have been flowering by this time of year, a nass of sweet
snelling red and pink. Instead they had a | ook of dereliction about them
Sonehow the greenery had survived in spite of the clinging starling droppings.
There had been no rain to wash the excreta away.



Tyl er winkled his nose. The sour aroma was stronger than the snell of
woodsnoke. He coughed. Maybe if the bushes blazed for a week it mght get rid
of the stench and scorch up the | ayer of droppings. It was the only way.

Usual ly there were starlings in evidence, one or two flying about, naybe
nesting, or just too lazy to go out to feed on the surrounding fields. They
chirped noisily. This norning, however, there was not a bird to be seen. Not a
cheep. Silence. Sheer desol ation

Ken Tyler noticed this as he wal ked towards the rhododendrons, carrying his
can of paraffin. Where had all the birds gone? Still, whenever they'd gone,
when they came back to roost that evening they'd be in for a nasty shock
They'd singe their wings if they came too close. The starling probl emwas as
good as sol ved.

As he approached the bushes the stench was al nost overpowering, a' conbination
of excreta and rotting flesh. Many starlings died fromnatural causes out of
t he thousands clustering in the bushes, and none of the scavengers of the
countrysi de were prepared to clear up the corpses.

'Soon settle that,' Ken Tyler said as he unscrewed the cap on his jerry-can
and began spl ashing the contents over the nearest rhododendrons. 'Cremate the
bast ards!"’

He stood back, struck a match, and flung it at the paraffin-soaked bushes. It
fell to the ground, lay burning for a couple of seconds, and then with a roar
a small sheet of flane shot up, spreading even before it reached the topnopst
branches.

Tyler felt the scorching heat on his back as he ran for the Land-Rover. Those
excreta-covered bushes were tinder-dry. The blaze was spreadi ng far quicker
than he had thought it woul d.

As he opened the door of the vehicle he noticed a novenent out of the corner
of his eye, and turned back towards the fire. Tongues of flame crackled on
dead branches, leaping into the air hungrily as black snoke billowed up in a
huge pillar, burnt |eaves floating in the air and carrying the sparks. But
that was not all.

VWhirling upwards, at first indistinguishable fromthe sparks and snuts but
then recogni sable by their very numbers and speed, were hundreds of pairs of
tiny wings, crazily veering in all directions. In a panic, soaring and diving,
their one aimwas to escape the heat of the furnace.

Tyler's first thought was that these living creatures were starlings now bei ng
forced to relinquish their stronghold. Yet as he clinbed into the driving
seat, slanmed the door and gunned the Land-Rover's engine, the truth suddenly
dawned on him

"Christ alive!'" he nmuttered, glancing back. 'Bats!' The radi o broadcast cane
back to him 'Report any sightings of bats imrediately.'

The Land- Rover bunped and jerked at 40 mp.h. down the uneven track, its
driver heedl ess of pothol es or overhanging branches. Hs first thought was to
return to his cottage and tel ephone the information to the Research Centre up
on Pye Green.

Then he realised that he could not do so without incrimnating hinself. On no
account must he adnmit to being up here on Castle Ring at the tine when the
fire broke out. No way. To hell with the bats. That was where they had cone



from according to a sensationalist newspaper, and for all Ken Tyler cared
that was where they could return. He drove back into the yard adjoining his
smal |l cottage close to Castle Ring. The bedroomcurtains were drawn. Hs wife
still slept. She would not be aware that he had even been outside the yard.
Nobody el se had seen him and he had passed no vehicles.

As he went inside the tel ephone was ringing. It was the Fire Oficer, advising
himthat part of the Castle Ring Estate was on fire. They could only spare a
skel eton force

There was no chance of saving the | arge expanse of rhododendrons.

Thr oughout the county of Staffordshire firemen and vol unteers fought bl azes.
Brownhi || s Common was abl aze, and the A5 traffic had been halted. A verge
snoul dered at Hilton, near Lichfield, and a couple of soldiers from

Whi ttington Barracks watched over it, stanping out the flames which broke out
periodically. A nore serious fire was threatening to destroy Sutton Park

where the conbined fire-fighting forces of Staffordshire and Warwi ckshire were
losing their battle.

Al of these nen saw the bats passing over, flitting through the drifting
snoke, but it was well into the day before the reports reached the Biol ogica
Research Centre on Cannock Chase

Chapt er Seven

Prof essor Brian Newnman's bungal ow was situated on the outskirts of Cannock
Smal | and conpact, there was nothing to distinguish it fromthe other houses
in the small cul-de-sac. Yet its photograph had al ready appeared in at |east
one daily newspaper, the caption beneath it stating that 'this is the

resi dence of Professor Newman, who devel oped the killer virus and allowed it
to escape into the world'.

Newnman gl anced through the | ocal evening paper which he had picked up on his
way back fromthe Centre | ess than an hour ago. His nane was featured again in
the bold front-page headlines. He grimaced, and tossed it to one side.

"Well, they've really singled me out for the blame now,' he said, with
bitterness in his voice. 'They have to have a scapegoat, though.'

' Then they're damed fools,' Susan Wlie replied hotly. 'They seemto overl ook
the fact the you' re the one person who stands any chance of wi ping out these
bats.'

"I wish | could share your optimsm' Newran smiled wanly. 'Weks of tests in
an attenpt to find an antidote for the virus, and still nothing to show for ny
efforts.’

"It'll cone.' Susan assured him She noved across to where he was sitting, and



slipped an arm around his neck. '"It's got to. There has to be an antitoxin
sonewhere. '

"It's the latest reports that worry ne,' Newman said, squeezing her hand
gently. 'Large nunbers of bats have been reported headi ng sout h-west, sighted
at Brownhills, Lichfield and Sutton Park. Now what the hell's going on? A

m gration of sone sort? And what caused 'emto nmove? There are no reports
beyond Sutton Park, but ny guess is that they won't settle there. The whole

bl oody area is ablaze. If they continue on their present course then our worst
fears are confirmed.' The cities?

"Yes.' He nodded. 'Birm ngham at a guess. Then the panic will really start.
There' ve been no deaths lately sinply because the bats have been hiding out in
renote places away from popul ated areas. | magi ne what coul d happen. Thousands
of derelict slumdwellings for themto hide and breed in. A dense popul ation
The hospitals woul d never be able to cope. There woul d be w despread chaos,
maybe even a breakdown of |aw and order. A spread of anarchy.'’

"You're a pessinmist,' She kissed himon the forehead. 'Wll, |I'man optim st.
Maybe the whole thing's over, and the virus is dead. The bats m ght never be
heard of again.'

Her attenpts to raise his spirits were interrupted by a crashing and
splintering of glass. A heavy object thudded on to the carpet and bounced
against the fireplace. It was a jagged hal f-brick. The curtains bl ew inwards
as the warm breeze of a hot sumer's night wafted through the smashed pane.

"What the hell!' Professor Newran was on his feet imediately. A hail of
stones crashed into the small living-room snashing the remaini ng panes of
glass in the window, their force retarded by the obstructing flapping
curtains.

' Come on out, Newman!' canme a shout from outside. 'Show yourself, you
bastard!"' Someone was hanmmering and ki cking on the front door. 'Wat's going
on?' Susan breat hed. Newran pushed her behind himand noved to the w ndow,
parting one of the curtains slightly so that he could see outside. The scene
whi ch net his eyes caused himto catch his breath.

There were sonme twenty youths gathered on the pavenent outside. Others were
clustered at the front door, pounding with their fists. 'Show yourself,
Newman!

"Come on out or we'll burn the bl oody place down!' 'Who are they?' Susan was
trenbling. 'Yobs. I'Il bet the ol dest one anbngst 'emisn't nore than twenty.
They're just |ooking for trouble, and dangerous. If the football season had
started maybe they woul dn't be here.' 'Wat are we going to do?

Newnan peered out again. The houses around were in darkness. Only a single
streetlanmp lit up the bizarre scene. The residents were obviously not going to
tangle with the youths. He wondered if anybody was phoning the police.

"Dial 999,' he said pushing Susan gently away. 'I'Il try and keep 'emtalking
in the nmeantine.’

"If you're not out in ten seconds,' a tall, well-built youth in a black
| eat her jacket and jeans yelled, 'we're smashin' the door down and comin' in!'

"What d'you want?' Brian Newran shouted, and dodged back as another stone cane
whi zzing into the room



"W want you. You started this fuckin' disease, and if we've all gotta die
then you're goin' to be the first!'

' Cal myoursel ves.' Newran tried to speak evenly. 'The matter is under control
There is no need for panic.'

Hs reply was greeted with guffaws, and nore of the youths began crowding into
the tiny front garden. One of them bad an axe, and he heard the woodwork of
the front

door begin to splinter. Susan was tal king on the phone. Tine was running out.
Way didn't some of the | ocals do sonmething? O were they in synpathy with

t hese | outs who sought revenge on the nman who was responsible for the terrible
nmut at ed virus?

A denimclad armwas thrust in through the flapping curtains. The fingers
gripped a rolled newspaper, the flames licking at the nylon material, igniting
it instantly.

Newnman struck downwards viciously with a heavy gl ass ashtray, catching the
youth on the forearm There was a how of pain, and the inprovised torch fel
to the carpet. The professor stanped on it inmediately. Mdre stones and bricks
showered into the room

There was a splintering crack fromout in the hall, and he knew that the front
door had yiel ded. >Susan screanmed and canme runni ng back into the room
slamm ng the frail door behind her. There was no way of locking it - not that
it woul d have been any use. Newman pulled her to him deternmined to shield her
fromthe nob. Flanes were now | eaping fromthe curtains on to the pine wall
coverings, and choking bl ack snoke filled the room

"Did you ... get through?" Newran gave way to a fit of coughing.
'Yes.' She wi ped her smarting eyes. 'Gave them ... the address...
Then let's just pray they get here in tine.'

Yout hs crowded into the room young faces tw sted into expressions of hate and
fear. Several of them had knives. The big fellow, the one who had done nost of
t he t hreatening and shouting, pushed his way to the front and grabbed Newran
by the front of his pullover

"CGet your hands off me!' Newran hi ssed.

" Shut your trap!' The other struck the professor across the face with the back
of his free hand, and Newran tasted blood in his nmouth as he staggered back.

Three of them had hold of Susan, and were draggi ng her scream ng out into the
hal I .

'Let go of her!' Newman's voice was |lost in the shouting, and he felt hinself
being pulled along with the crowd. The roomwas ablaze. It was only a matter
of minutes before the entire bungal ow becane an i nferno.

Fists were pummel ling himthe whole tinme. His eyes were smarting fromthe
snoke, and only the cool ness of the night air on his face told himthat they
were outside. He was flung to the pavenent. Boots thudded into his body, and
he groaned aloud. It felt as though a rib was broken, but his main concern was
for Susan. He | ooked up, trying to see her through a forest of legs. Then he
heard her scream 'Let go of ne!



He tried to rise, but was kicked down again, rolling over, covering his head
with his hands in an attenpt to protect his skull,

"Dirty bastard! Murderer!' 'Vivisectionist pig!’

There were a dozen different reasons for their hate, all nerged into one
action of lawl ess nob rule. Susan Wlie struggl ed desperately, but she was
totally helpless in the grip of four leering, lusting, angry youths. They
want ed her naked, but they weren't going to bother undoing buttons and
zip-fasteners. Garnents were ripped into shreds and torn from her body. Her
bra-strap snapped, and hands pawed at her soft white breasts. As her skirt
cane away she felt her thighs being forced apart. Fingers prised and stabbed
bet ween them bringing cries of pain to her lips.

Brian Newran lay in a huddl ed heap on the pavenent. Breathing was an effort.
There was a searing pain in his lungs. He could feel the heat fromthe fire,
and then liquid was jetting on to him A spot |landed on his swollen |ips, warm
and acid and foul. 'Piss on the bastard!’

H s attackers were standing over him a dozen or nore streans of urine soaking
his clothing. But his only thoughts were for Susan Wlie.

Then, just as consciousness seenmed to be slipping fromhim he heard the
bee- bor - bee- bor - bee- bor of approachi ng sirens, beconi ng | ouder by the second,
and tyres screeching as vehicles took the bend into the cul -de-sac.

' Cops!' sonebody yell ed.
'So what? There's enough of us.'

Two panda cars pulled into the kerb twenty yards fromthe nob. Four uniforned
of ficers got out and regarded the scene steadily. One reached back into his
vehicle and begun to talk into his radio. It was an expl osive situation that
requi red the utnost caution.

Prof essor Newran and Susan Wlie were afforded a brief respite as their
attackers turned to weigh up the new opposition. Lights were going on in the
surroundi ng houses now as the residents' courage returned with the arrival of
the | aw.

More sirens. This time it was a fire-engine, headlights dazzling the youths as
it drove towards them slow ng, bl ocking the road.

Suddenly, as one, the crowd broke into a wild retreat, pushing policenen to
one side, scranbling over the roofs of the panda cars, running past the
fire-engine, then scattering into the wild disarray.

Nobody foll owed them Even a second approaching police patrol-car did not slow
until it drew up behind the fire-engine. The firemen were already unrolling
| engt hs of hose and connecting it to the hydrant.

The officers hel ped Professor Newran and Susan Wlie to their feet, covering
the girl with the remmants of her torn clothing. She shivered in spite of the
heat from the burni ng bungal ow.

"\What happened, sir?' a sergeant asked.

Must a frightened nob.' Professor Newran wi nced at the sharp pain in his
l ungs. They were | ooking for trouble. Decided to take it out on us on account



of this virus.'

"Ch, you're the professor who let the bats out!' Newnran detected contenpt in
the other's tone. 'Well, | suppose we'd better get you to hospital for a
check-up. Doesn't look like there'll be much left of your bungal ow.'

Newnman grimaced. The police were only assisting because it was their duty. Had
they realised fromwhomthe sunmmons for help had come they m ght not have
arrived so quickly. Oficially, they deplored this outbreak of |aw essness.

I ndividually, they secretly synpathised with the nob. The virus carried by the
bats did not discrimnate. Wichever side of the | aw one was on, it struck
with inpartiality. And the cause of its existence was this young professor.
Wthout himit would probably never have happened. And nobody believed him
capabl e of containing or destroying it. His efforts were nothing nore than an
attenpt to pacify the public, to appease his own conscience. It was only a
matter of time before w despread death swept across Britain, and rmaybe even
further afield.

Chapt er Ei ght

The Bank's Treasury was possibly one of the latest publicised functions of
banking in the whole of the city of Birm ngham Wthout its existence the
banki ng system woul d not have operated snoothly. A Iocal headquarters for the
supplying of additional cash, and the collection of surplus noney by neans of
bullion vans, serving all the branches in the area, had replaced the previous
nmet hod of dealing with these requirements by Hi gh Val ue Packets, both | abour
and time saving.

The bul Iion-vans passed al nost unnoticed in the city traffic. Their weekly
collections and deliveries at branches were noted with mld interest by
passers-by. Those with nore subversive notives attenpted to discover their

ti metabl es, routes, and the amount of noney which the vans carried. Yet an air
of nystique prevailed. Security conpanies' vans were attacked frequently. The
Bank's went unscat hed, such was their organisation and security, including a
nunber of guards who remai ned on board at all tines whilst they were in
transit, even to the extent of eating their nmeals inside during all weathers,
in stifling heat or freezing cold.

Yet the Treasury itself was a veritable fortress, a basement stronghold
beneat h a huge office bl ock where security nmeasures were such that none could
pass beyond the first checkpoint w thout proper authorisation. The underground
structure was old, partially converted to nmeet nodern requirements for the
storing of vast quantities of nobney into a maze of tunnels which housed the
many strong roons and wor ki ng areas where noney was counted and sorted into
denom nati ons. Large amounts of cash, the daily takings of multiple conpanies,
was al so brought in here for counting and checking, thereby dispensing with

| engt hy del ays at branch counters. This section, adjacent to the main strong
roomwith grilled walls and | ocked doors, was known as the Credit House.



Sone twenty clerks were enployed in the Credit House al one, spending five days
of the week shut away fromthe daylight, working |aboriously and nonot onously.
They, too, were subjected to several checks before entering or leaving their

pl ace of enployment, everything geared towards an invincible noney store.

The heat wave penetrated the depths of the Treasury right down to the Credit
House, the clerks sweltering in the heat that was conveyed underground by the
brickwork in the same way that storage heaters retain their tenperature.

Joe Lutton had worked in the Credit House ever since its formation a decade
ago. Everything was a routine which did not deviate, and, provided one obeyed
the rules and systens |laid down, there was a substantial pension to be picked
up on retirement. One did not even have to count the notes by hand t hese days.
One sinmply inserted a bundle into a machi ne, pressed a button, checked the
digits recorded on the dial, and renoved the notes froma clip at the back of
the instrument. Machine-minding, in effect. Joe Lutton, a small, dapper
freckled-faced clerk in his early forties did not even have to think about the
work these days. His mind wandered to other matters as he | aboured with the
efficiency of a human robot.

Today he thought about bats. Everybody was thinking about bats. They were in
the headlines of the midday edition of the Mail again. 'BATS HEADI NG FOR THE
CI TY? | S DEATH ON THE MOVE?'

It was a frightening thought. Joe was glad that he worked down here in this
ni ce safe place. The overall conpensations outwei ghed the boredom Bats
frightened him He renmenbered his weddi ng-ni ght and the bat that had sonehow
found its way into the bridal chanber. His wife had nearly had hysterics and
their marriage had not been consummated for a further twenty-four hours. In
his day, few people had sex before marriage, particularly within the
respectability of banking circles. He had waited a day |onger than nost.

But the bats couldn't get down here into the Credit House. The Treasury was
i mpr egnabl e.

The afternoon wore on, hot and stuffy. Lutton finished checking a tray of
£40, 000-worth of five-pound notes, and went and fetched another one fromthe
chief clerk's desk.

Mondays were al ways exceptionally busy. That neant a late finish, but Joe
Lutton didn't nmind. The overtine noney woul d be useful

He had counted the first bundle of fivers and re-banded them when Don Lucas,
a young apprentice -clerk, gave a shout fromthe other end of the room where
he was working at a long trestle table.

'Hey! What's this?

Heads turned. Sonething crouched on the floor, small and furry, tiny eyes
gl anci ng about it.

"It's a nmouse,' sonebody said.

"Don't be stupid.' Lucas backed away. 'Mce don't have wings. It's a bat!1l

"A bat!'

There was a nonentary shocked silence. Cerks turned and stared. They coul dn't

believe it. But the proof was squatting there, and even as they |ooked it took
off, flewup to the ceiling, and alighted upside down on a supporting stee



gi rder.
"Ch, God!' Lutton pal ed.

The Chief clerk, a man only a year or two younger than Lutton, picked up the
i nternal tel ephone and dialled a single nunmber.

"Sorry to bother you, M Baxterdale.' H s voice was hunbl e, apologetic, trying
to hide his fear. "No, no trouble really. Only . .. only there's ... there's a
bat in the Credit House!'

Lutton sweated. He hated the chief clerk for his cringing personality. Sorry
to bother you, M Baxterdale, he mmed his superior nutely to hinself, there's
only a bat in the Credit House and we could all be bloody well dead by this
time tomorrow. O course, we don't want to interrupt the work, and if you like
we'll keep it in here ..

Baum the Credit House chief clerk replaced the receiver, cleared his throat,
and | ooked round at the others.

"Er,.. M Baxterdale says he'll ring the Area Inspector. Nothing to worry
about. Just carry on. Don't anybody take any notice of it.'

Lutton sweated profusely. This new system of |ocking the grilles fromthe

out side, the keys being held in the Treasury office by two authorised hol ders,
had di sturbed himright fromits inplementation. Suppose there was a fire and
the intersecting corridors were cut off by a wall of flames? Those in the
Credit House would die. But this was a thousand tines worse. Death hung
perched on that beam It only had to touch one of them so the papers said,
and that would be that.

Lucas picked up sonmething fromthe table, noving slowy. It was an ol d wooden
cylindrical ruler that dated back to the early days of banking, as heavy and
as lethal as the truncheons carried by the bullion van crews. A Treasury
antique that was still in use.

Al eyes were on him Everybody knew exactly what he was going to do, and
nobody made a nove to stop him

The childish streak in himhad often pronpted reprimand from Baxt erdal e. The
young clerk was always flicking rubber-bands at his coll eagues, and then

i medi ately assuning an air of innocence. Hi s aimwas uncanny. They hoped it
woul d be so now.

Lucas was poised to strike, armback, ruler clenched firmy. Those watching
held their breath. Then he struck, and it seened inpossible that he could
m ss.

Wod cl anged on steel, the whole length of the girder reverberating. The bat
had nmoved at the last second with the speed of a house-fly accustonmed to
dodgi ng swats. It shot upwards, hit the ceiling, dropped to the floor, and
then took off at an angle of forty-five degrees.

Clerks accustonmed to the tranquillity of life in the Credit House panicked.
Money spilled on the floor as they sought cover behind desks, but their safety
was as perilous as that of the car driver who is suddenly attacked by an irate
wasp in his vehicle. The bat zooned crazily to and fro

The chief clerk shouted in alarm striking futile blows as the creature flew
at him seemed to becone caught in the threads of his shirt and then freed



itself. Lutton saw it heading in his direction. It passed himwith a yard to
spare, sonersaulted, turned in md-flight, and on its return journey gl anced
off the back of his neck. He fell to his knees.

It headed directly toward the steel grilles. There was a brief sigh of relief
fromthe clerical staff. The bars were four inches apart. Plenty of roomfor
it to pass through. It caught one of its wings as it did so, and tunbled to
the concrete floor on the other side, stunned.

"Jesus!' soneone breat hed.

They heard footsteps and voi ces echoing down the corridor. Baxterdale was
coming with the key holders to release themfromthis vault of death.

"It's there, sir!' Don Lucas called out shrilly, pointing to the inert bat as
Baxt erdal e reached the grille door.

'What ?' Baxterdal e stopped abruptly, the two nen at his heels bunping into
him ' Were?

There!'

As Baxterdal e, a plunp, bald-headed man, finally saw the bat, it stirred,
shuffled forward, and took off again -back through the bars and into the
Credit House.

Screans and confusion came fromw thin the encl osed area. There was no | ogic
in the creature's behaviour. It flew nadly back and forth, this tine seening
i mpervious to the obstacles which it struck, hitting the bars again but not
passi ng between them

"Let us out! For Christ's sake let us out!' someone yell ed.

But Baxterdal e and his conpanions were retreating back up the corridor,
gl anci ng over their shoulders as they ran

' Bl oody well unlock the doors!'

Baxt erdal e reached his office, and his flabby hand was trenbling as he picked
up the receiver and dialled the Area Inspector's nunber. The |ine was engaged.
He dropped the tel ephone back on to its cradle.

"Hadn't.. .hadn't we ought to go back down there?" one of the keyhol ders
asked.

"No.' the Treasury Chief shook his head. 'You know the instructions issued to
the public regarding these bats as well as | do. The stairway door is closed.
The bat can't get beyond the | ower-basenent |evel. As soon as we can get hold
of the Area Inspector he'll report it to the police.’

"Can't . . . can't we ring the police? the second key-hol der gul ped.

The Bank's rules,' Baxterdale rem nded him glowering. The police are never to
be invol ved without consulting the Area Inspector first. You know that.'

Baxterdal e tried the nunber again. It was still engaged. Sonewhere, far away
and nuffl ed, they could hear the screans of the trapped clerks.

It was the rush hour. People were hurrying, bustling, jostling each other
standi ng on packed buses while traffic waited at a standstill for |onger



periods than it noved. The newspaper-vendors had all sold out in the city
centre by five o' clock and were packing up their stands and ki osks. The
evening edition of the Mail was a total sell out, just as the m dday one had
been. There was no fresh news of the bats, but the previous accounts,
re-witten with a diversity of opinions, were still comrandi ng front page
space.

The sirens of ambul ances and police-cars', and their flashing blue lights,
were a comonpl ace sight. Seldomdid the worker on his way home spare either a
second gl ance. However, this evening there seened to be an atmosphere of extra
urgency about the two white cars and the anmbul ance which forced their way

t hrough the lanes of jammed traffic, a motor-cycle patrol doing its best to

cl ear the way ahead for them

'Must be anot her bonb-scare,' a passenger on an outer-circle bus comented for
the benefit of his fellow travellers. 'That'll nake three this week.'

Wthin mnutes cromds were gathering on the pavenent by the ranp entrance
which I ed dowmn into the bowels of the Treasury. The grille was al ready raised
in anticipation, two unifornmed messengers and Baxterdale waiting by it in a
state of acute agitation.

The anbul ance was backed up, and stood in readiness with its engi ne running.
Three constables emerged fromthe cars, carrying with them some kind of white
pl astic protective clothing.

'Looks like bleedin' riot-gear,' a youth remarked to his compani on on the
opposite side of the road. 'Wat the 'ell's goin' on down there?

The grille gate was | owered behind the policenen.
"Your Area |nspector phoned us,' a young inspector snapped as they foll owed
Baxt erdal e down a white corridor, which eventually led to the office. 'Just

one bat, you say.'

'Yes.' Baxterdale straightened his tie and puffed out his chest, 'Down in our
| ower checking area.'

' Basenent evacuat ed?"

'"No. Everybody's still down there with it.

"What!' the inspector's expression was one of incredulity, 'You nmean there are
peopl e down there with it?

"The instructions, are to try and lock any bats in an encl osed area ..
' Yeah, but not people with 'em Cone on, there's no tinme to waste.'
They hurried on down until they came to the corridor adjacent to the Credit
House. The inprisoned clerks were no | onger shouting and rushing about in a
state of terror. Instead they were sitting white-faced at their desks, silent,

trenbl i ng.

The two key-hol ders unl ocked the grille, and the policenen, pulling on gauze
masks, el bow | ength gloves and plastic coats, stepped inside.

"Now, where's this bat?" Baxterdale attenpted to retrieve some of his
aut hority.



"It's gone, sir," the chief clerk stanmered.

' Gone?'
"Yes.'
"\Where? Where on earth could it have gone to?

"I don't know, sir. One minute it was flying about |like a nad thing. The next
there was no sign of it. It nust've ... it nust've got out up the ventilation
shaft.’

The policemen | ooked at one another. The inspector shook his head and turned
to the group of huddl ed cl erks.

' How many of you actually cane into contact with the bat?1
Seven hands were rai sed nervously in a fearful adm ssion

"I see.' The policeman nodded and tried to make light of it. "Well, | think
we'd better take you down to the General for a check-up. Just a formality. W
brought an anbul ance with us just in case.'

The seven cl erks | ooked at one another, abject fear and hopel essness in their
expressions. They'd read the papers, the details of the virus.

Once an infected bat touched you, that was it. Finis. There was no anti dote.
Not hi ng on God's Earth coul d save you

Once the anbul ances and police cars had pulled away fromthe Treasury life
reverted to normal in the streets. Wrkers caught their trains and buses, and
the incident was forgotten.

The city enjoyed a brief lull between the departure of those returning to
their homes and the arrival of those conming in to enjoy the night-life, the
ci nemas and theatres and night-clubs. For a couple of hours the traffic was
light and the buses half enpty.

There were only a few peopl e about when Baxterdale left the Treasury, a
sinking feeling in his stomach and a worried frow on his florid face. The
Area Inspector's voice still rang in his ears. 'You bloody fool!' he had
raged, 'If you can't nake a decision in an emergency |ike that you don't
deserve to be in charge of the place. If anybody dies |I'm hol ding you
personal ly responsible, and I'Il see to it that you finish your banking career
counting notes in the Credit House!'

It was only as he wal ked up Corporation Street that Baxterdale found the
courage to admt to hinmself the real reason why he had | ocked the clerks in
the Credit House with the bat. Had he attenpted to rel ease them that crazed
creature mght have flown at him The captain of the ship had battened down
t he hatches and deserted the sinking vessel with the crew | ocked in the hold.

He wal ked slowy, thoughtfully. O course, they m ght not die. There was every
chance that the bat had not been carrying the virus, that its erratic flight
had been caused by panic. It was his only consol ation

H s car was parked in Shadwell Street, a lengthy daily walk to and fromthe
Treasury, but that was conpensated by easy access to the Expressway. From
there it was about forty mnutes by car to his hone at Shenstone.



Sonet hi ng caused himto gl ance upwards as he crossed Col nrore Row and nade his
way across the front of the derelict Snow Hill station. At dusk hundreds of
starlings could be seen in and around the buildings, chattering noisily as
they went up to roost. Scavengers, but the city accepted themin the sane way
that it put up with the feral pigeons which fouled the buildings and cost the
ratepayers a fortune annually in cleaning bills.

But today something was wong. The starlings did not come back to roost unti
dusk, and that was al nbst three hours away. He | ooked agai n; The eaves were
crowded, sonme of the occupants flying, settling, flying again. And there was
somet hi ng deci dedly odd about the way they flew. Starlings naintained a
straight course, in short, jerky flights. These were soaring and diving faster
than the eye could follow, crashing crazily into the stonework. Swifts?
Swal | ows? Baxterdal e did not know nuch about ornithol ogy, and he was not
particularly interested. He al nost turned away, and then, suddenly, he
under st ood. Bat s/

The papers had said they nmight head for urban areas. He qui ckened his step
hurryi ng down the underpass. The radio had said, 'report all sightings of
bats'. To hell with that! Bats had caused hi m enough trouble for one day. Let
somebody el se do the shouti ng,

Baxt erdal e was breathless by the tine he reached his car. H s fat fingers
fumbled with the door key, and it dropped fromhis grasp and bounced under the
car.

"Sod it!" he swore, and dropped to his hands and knees.

It was then that he saw the rat. It was crouching notionless under the car

and it was a big brown creature, its red eyes regarding himbal efully.

Baxt erdal e drew back his hand. The key was nearer to the rat than it was to
hi nsel f, and the rodent nade no nove to flee. It was not frightened of him

O course, it wasn't surprising to see a rat in the car park. He'd cone across
them before. The canal was only a matter of fifty yards away. That's where it
had come from

' Shoo!' he nmuttered. ' Scranl

The rat did not nove. Baxterdale pursed his lips and a little shiver of

revul sion ran up his spine. He had to have that key. And the sooner he was
away from Birm nghamthe better. Tonorrow he would go sick. He'd made up his
m nd. He'd never done it before, but there was a limt to that which any man
coul d stand.

He began to stretch out his hand nervously. The key | ay about a foot away from
the rat. Easy does, it, then a quick snatch ... He noved quickly, grabbing for
the fallen object, but even as his hand closed over it the rodent |eaped

f or war d.

Baxterdal e yell ed as sharp teeth dug into his palm claws raking his knuckl es.
The creature was clinging to him biting, scratching. He struck at it with his
ot her hand, once, twice. Its grip slackened, and with a sob of relief he saw
it fall, hit the ground, roll over, and dart towards a dense bed of nettles
and weeds whi ch bordered some adjacent waste ground.

Baxterdal e retrieved his key, unlocked the door and then exam ned the wound on
his hand. The bite was a deep one, bleeding freely. It was painful, too, There
m ght be poison in it. He'd read sonmewhere once that people bitten by snakes
sucked the venom out and often saved their lives by so doing.



H s eyes shut, his thick Iips closed over the bite, he sucked, sensed an

unpl easant taste on his palate, and vonmited on to the ground. For some nonents
he stood there retching, and then, with deliberate effort be clinbed into his
car, bound 'The wound with his handkerchi ef and drove off.

Baxterdale was feeling ill by the time he reached Spaghetti Junction and
filtered on to the A38. His vision was inpaired for sone strange reason, as

t hough he was driving through a red fog, with visibility down to only twenty
yards or so and gradually reducing. H s back ached, the pain increasing and
travel ling upwards until it reached his neck. He could not turn his head at
all, and even the effort required to mani pulate the controls was consi derable.
Logic told himto pull off the road and attenpt to attract attention. Instinct
urged himto try and nake it honme, a wounded fox crawling back to its lair to
di e.

He passed through Sutton Coldfield, and had it not been quiet, with virtually
no traffic about, his frequent swerves woul d doubtl essly have involved himin
a head-on-collision.

Then, at last, every nerve seened to freeze in his body. H's brain was
confused. He did not know where he was, or where he was headi ng.- An island
| oomed up ahead of him His foot was jamed securely on the accelerator, and
there was no way in which he could free it even had he realised the danger

Ri gi d hands cl utched the wheel. Eyes stared sightlessly ahead.

The car, a Viva, hit the roundabout and overturned, sliding on its roof with a
screech of tortured netal, and fini shed upside down on the forecourt of the
M dl and Bank branch at Four GCaks.

The wheel s spun. Peopl e gathered, staring, curious, horrified. Baxterdale

wat ched them from his inverted position, unharned by the accident, but slowy
dying fromthe paralytic plague. He stayed there for alnbst an hour, and only
when a fire-engine could be spared fromthe scene of burning devastation in
Sutton Park was the Treasury Chief cut free and rushed to hospital

Chapter N ne

Haynes's expression was grave. H s bl oodshot eyes were proof that he had not
slept for days. Once again a neeting was being held in his small office, but
this time, apart from Ri ckers, Newran and Susan Wlie, there were two | eading
bacteri ol ogi sts from London, and a well-built, grey-haired Mnistry of Defence
of ficial.

Sir John Stirchley was tall and thin, wore rimess gl asses that seened to have
the effect of naking his eyes larger than they really were, and this, conbined
wi th bushy eyebrows and a mlitary-type noustache gave hi m an appearance of
severity. H s work was acknow edged by biol ogi sts throughout the world.



Prof essor Tal bot, on the other hand, was clean-shaven, said little, and was
virtual ly unknown outside his London |aboratory. Yet Sir John Stirchley had
the greatest admration for him and had singled himout froma host of top
bacteri ol ogists as the man npst suited to help in the crisis which was now
buil ding up to a peak

Al eyes were on Newran, the bandages around his waist and beneath his
clothing giving hima nore mature stature, but every tine he noved the stiff
jerky nmotions reni nded one of a screen cartoon character. He had certainly
been fortunate not to have received nore severe injuries at the hands of the
nob.

' CGentl enen,' Haynes began, sounding tired and lifeless, 'we are now faced with
a situation which, up until a few days ago, we had consi dered not inpossible
but certainly inprobable. The bats have noved into Birm ngham and, as far as
we know, they have not infiltrated beyond the city centre. It was thought at
first that a single bat had sonehow penetrated the Bank Treasury. It was |ater
di scovered that several nore of the creatures were hiding out in a rather
antiquated ventilation shaft. Seven bank clerks who came into contact with the
bat died at intervals during the course of the follow ng week. This was only
to be expected, but the nost alarm ng features of all were to spread from
there.'

He paused, funbled a cigarette out of a packet on the desk, and lit it with
fingers that shook.

"First, this man Baxterdale,' he continued. 'As far as anybody knew he had had
no contact with the bat. He was | ater discovered, on the sane day, trapped in
his car which had overturned. There was no doubt that he had sonehow
contracted this nmutated nmeningitis virus, but even if he had done so then he
shoul d have survived another two or three days. He died within hours! There
was a wound on his hand, a small but nasty bite which was later found to have
been inflicted by a rat. Baxterdale had contracted the disease via a rodent.
Now, perhaps Professor Newran woul d be ki nd enough to give us a sumary of his
recent experiments with rats.'

"I injected twenty rats with the same virus which is causing w de-spread death
anongst the bats,' Brian Newman said. 'Only one rat died. Trie' others
appeared to be imune. | thought that possibly they had becone carriers in the
same way that nmany bats are. Further tests proved that they were not. The
virus had died w thout apparently harming themin any way. One rat in twenty,
gent | enen.

Five per cent. But a thousand times nore deadly than a bat.’
" And what about mice?" Sir John Stirchley asked.

"Totally erratic,' Newran replied. 'Sonme followed the same course as the bats.
About fifty per-cent fatalities. Definitely not as receptive as bats, but nore
so than rats. But, overall, there is no pattern. There is only one comon
denom nator, and that is that the disease is deadly and it can be carried by
al nrost any living being, including humans! Seven Treasury clerks died as a
result of coming into contact with an infected bat. Wthin a week three
hospital staff and one doctor caught the di sease. Yet none of those who
attended to earlier victins caught it. Wiy?' He shrugged his shoul ders. 'Maybe
we shall never find the answer to that one. It could be that some people are

i mmune for sone reason. One thing seens fairly certain, though. The virus is
only passed on while the sufferer lives. Once the victimdies, so does the
virus. Wiilst we are faced with a situation akin to outbreaks of bubonic

pl ague in the Mddl e Ages, we have the small consol ati on of know ng t hat



corpses can be handled with inpunity.’
"And your experinments to find an antidote? Sir John Stirchley asked.

'Negative. At the nonent | have nothing to report. | amstill hopeful
t hough. "'

Haynes took off his glasses and sighed. 'So much for the biol ogi cal side of
this business.' He turned to the. Mnistry of Defence official. 'Now, M
Littler, we have brought you up to date on our side of things, so perhaps you
woul d be kind enough to fill us in on the details of what is happening in the
M dl ands? One is al ways dubious of relying solely upon newspaper, radio and
tel evision reports.'

'"Quite so,' the other spoke in a fiat, expressionless voice. 'Wll, as you
know a | arge nunber of bats have infiltrated the centre of Birni ngham The
first reported sighting was in the old Snow Hill Station. The pest authorities

were called in; the building was seal ed off and punped full of cymag gas.
Later it was discovered that forty-two bats had been killed. Al males.'

"All mal es!" Newran gasped. Then-'

"Precisely. The point | amjust about to make,' Littler continued, 'is that it
is reasonable to assune that the femal es are breeding el sewhere. In the city,
or inrural areas? It is inpossible to say. According to reliable information
which | have, the femal e bats should have given birth to their young already,
and so, by the niddle of Septenber when these young bats are able to fend for
t hensel ves, their nunbers could have increased by twenty-five percent. As one
i nfected bat alone is capable of killing an i nnunerabl e number of people
before it dies, then we have sone idea of what we are up against.'

'"But apart from Snow Hill Station.' Haynes broke in, 'there nust be dozens of
ot her such pl aces harbouring bats.'

"OF course,' Littler replied. 'They have been sighted in scores of derelict
slum areas, but it seens that once they are disturbed they | eave and seek
refuge el sewhere. W had one report of a large flock seen entering a derelict
house hi Mdseley. W followed the same procedure as with Snow Hill Station
but afterwards, when it was safe to enter, we found not one single dead bat.
They had obviously flown before our arrival.'’

"It's like the nythical burial ground of the elephants in Africa,' Rickers
groaned. 'Sonewhere that's never found. We have to find the bats' breeding
places if we're to check their spread, and that's only half way towards
sol ving the problem’

" And what about the public?" Sir John Stirchley | owered his voice. 'The scenes
on tel evision and the accounts in the newspapers are pretty awful. Is it
really as bad as all that?'

"Wrse,' Littler said with a grimace. 'So far twenty-three people have died as
a direct result of this virus. Doctors are working night and day, and
surgeries and hospitals are besieged by terrified people who claimto have
been in contact with bats. The Prine Mnister is speaking to the country
tonight. The Mdlands is to be declared a di sease-zone, a circle incorporating
St oke-on-Trent, Leicester, Kidderm nster and Wellington. Al roads will be
closed to and fromthe Mdlands in an attenpt to keep everybody and everything
in.'

"Inpossible!" Sir John snapped. 'W have neither the police nor the arned



forces with which to inplenment this. Just closing the roads and railways won't
be sufficient. People will travel on foot.'

"W shall not be relying solely upon the police or arned forces as we know
them' Littler spoke uncertainly, as though he should not be disclosing the
i nformation. 'There can be ... shall we say, the formation of an additiona
force.'

'Li ke vigilantes?

"Ch, no, the vigilantes are already making their presence felt. This will be a
body of nmen. Armed. Well, I'Il say no nore, but it is the only way.'

"Apolice state,' Stirchley muttered.
"Only temporarily. Wiile the bats continue to spread the disease,’
"All the armies in the world couldn't contain a colony of bats.'

"It isn't just the bats, sir. It's the people. If they begin fleeing the
infected area then they are capable of carrying the virus to other parts, the
sane as the bats do. Likew se, we can't have a breakdown of |aw and order in
the Mdl ands. I magi ne the | ooting which would take place if everyone left.

"What are the feelings of the citizens of Birm ngham at present?

"Panic hasn't broken out yet,' the Mnistry man replied, 'but it could at any
nmonent. Once people start dying in the streets and there aren't enough
hospitals to cope with the sick, then all hell will be let |oose. That's why
the BVF is being formed.'

"British Volunteer Force.'

The seven peopl e | ooked at each other in silence. There was no nore to be
said. No amount of talking could come up with a solution. Not unless Professor
Newnman di scovered an anti dote or soneone found the nmain breeding quarters of
the bats.

"I"'mafraid the whole of the blame seenms to have fallen on your head,

Prof essor Newman,' Sir John Stirchley said, smling wanly. 'O course we know
that it's just one of those things, but it's no good trying to explain that to
the public. I am however, going to try and get it through to Fleet Street
that you are the one person capable of saving themfromthe bats. |I'msorry
about the way you and Mss Wlie were treated by those | outs, and about your
bungal ow, too. | take it you have fixed up accommodati on el sewhere?

"Yes, |'ve another bungal ow.' Newran said 'At Chase-town Cl ose to Chasewater.'
' Perhaps we should arrange for a police guard,' Stirchley nused.

"I don't think that will be necessary, sir,' Newran sniled at Susan. '| am
sure that that episode was purely a freak outbreak of hooliganism'

"Well, if you need anything let me know,' Sir John nodded to Haynes, and the
nmeeti ng broke up

Susan followed Brian back into the | aboratory.

"It's terrible,' she said, shuddering, and |eaned against him 'D you ..
d' you think there's any chance of finding an antidote now?



"No,' he told her, '"to be perfectly honest, | don't. 1've tried everything,

and barring a miracle we'll just have to face up to the fact that there's no
antitoxin.'
Then... what'll happen?' she asked.

"If it continues to spread.' he replied as he slipped an arm around her, |
guess it'll nean the end of civilisation as we know it in this country. O
even the whole world!'

"W are in the mdst of one of the gravest situations since the war,' were the
Prinme Mnister's opening words as he began his tel evised speech on al

channels, '"and as a result it has fallen upon nmy governnent to bring in
energency neasures. A State of Emergency was formally declared at six o' clock
this evening, and the British Vol unteer Force, which has been forned only this
week, has now gone into full operation. A disease-zone has been drawn up

i ncorporating nmost of the Mdlands, and there will be no movenent of persons
either into or out of that designated area. It is our duty to contain the
virus within those boundaries, and while every effort will be nade to assi st

t he peopl e inside, under no circunstances nmust the virus spread beyond it. W
are hoping that our scientists will discover an antidote within a very short
time. In the nmeantinme life el sewhere nmust continue as near as nornally as
possi ble, whilst within the zone it is in the interests of everyone to stay at
hone, stay indoors, and have as little contact with others as possible.
Arrangenents for food and ot her necessities will be made by your I|oca
authorities. Be sensible. Stay at hone.'

Wthin an hour of the Prine Mnister's speech traffic-jams were building up on
all roads leading fromthe M dl ands. Nobody had foreseen such drastic
energency neasures in spite of the newterror which flitted frombuilding to
buil ding in the gathering dusk each night. There were reports of deaths. Sone
still did not believe it. And those who did refused to believe that it could
ever happen to thensel ves. Sonebody was dying on average every half hour in a
city the size of Birm ngham One accepted those statistics. The cause did not
matter.

Now, suddenly, the presence of the bats was affecting everybody's life. Death
was one thing. Mlitary rule was anot her

Cerald Pitkin had worked at the Treasury for five years. As an ex-Forces man
it helped to supplenment his pension after the age of forty-five. Thickset with
short-cropped iron-grey hair, he had no other anbition than to see his tine
out there. At first he had had some difficulty adjusting to the new way of
life, the systens, the lack of mlitary discipline, but overall there were few
problems. Until that fateful day when the bats had chosen to occupy the
ventilation shaft in the Credit House. Fortunately for Gerald he had been
standing in for one of the clerks on the bullion-vans who had stopped at hone
with a migraine. So by the time Gerald' s van had arrived back at base order
had been restored, and the Credit House clerks who had been in direct contact
with the bats had been taken to hospital

He accepted their deaths phil osophically. Baxterdale' s he delighted in
secretly. But in the days which followed, Gerald Pitkin devoted rmuch thought
to the situation. It was rumoured early in the norning that the Prinme Mnister
woul d be making a statenment to the country that night, and Gerald had a good

i dea what the content of that speech would be. Wth his arny training he
forecast events. It had to be that way. They had to try and contain the

out break of whatever it was, he decided. That neant calling up reservists (not
fromthe infected zone, naturally) plus volunteers, nen who feared for their



own safety if the plague spread. Rabble. An armed nob with little or no
training, just a few brief instructions. Keep the bloody Mdlanders in, and if
any of '"emtry to make a break for it, shoot 'em down. They'd die, anyway. A
bul I et was quick, painless. The virus was sl ow agony by conparison. So what
was there to | ose?

It was raid-nmorning by the time Gerald had worked all this out. A sudden sense
of frustration followed by panic gripped him Had he left it too |late? He and
his wife Bertha, and Harry, their eighteen-year-old son, should have made
tracks yesterday. H s brother Tom s place at Shrewsbury was the safest place
for them They'd be all right there.

He wondered if there was still time. He |ooked at his watch, trying to
estimate what time he would finish that evening. Surely not later than five,
unl ess sonme stupid pratt couldn't bal ance his books, and then they'd all have
to hang about waiting. Stupid bloody rules. Nobody left until everybody had
bal anced. And even if everything went according to plan he mght still be too
late. Surely others had anticipated a cordoni ng-off of the M dl ands? Anybody
wi th any sense could see what was goi ng to happen.

CGerald Pitkin had to | eave early sonmehow. And one didn't get out of the
Treasury before time w thout a good excuse. Like going sick. He worked out a
pl an of action, but it was after lunch before he finally put his escape-plan
into notion.

"I"ve got the shits,' he informed Barlow, the new chief clerk

"Well, go and have a crap, then.' Barl ow was young, wore a permanent smirk on
his face and nade no secret of his dislike of ex-Forces nen. If you didn't
start in the Bank straight from school then you didn't deserve to be there.

"I"ve had two.' Gerald controlled his tenmper and tried to | ook as though he
m ght be feeling ill. '"And |'ve been sick, too. | think I mght have caught
somet hi ng. A bug, nmaybe.'

"You had a couple of days off |ast week.' Barl ow continued working, pencilling
figures in a |large cash-book as he spoke.

"I had the shits then,' Gerald forced a belch and hoped that it sounded
genuine. | don't think | ever shook it off." "I'Il phone upstairs for the key
hol ders,' Barlow nmuttered, picking up the phone and dialling with his pencil.
"You'd better have a word with the Chief. See what he says.'

CGerald Pitkcin could hardly believe his good fortune as he hurried al ong the
crowded street, up the ranp to the station, and just managed to board the 3.15
train before it pulled out. He'd never have got away with a yarn like that in
Baxterdal e's tinme. Baxterdale wouldn't have listened to anybody who clainmed to
have the shits. He was one big shit hinmself. But he was dead and gone, so what
the hel | ?

Bertha Pitkin | ooked up in amazenent as Cerald wal ked into the hall. She was
thickly built, with greying hair disguised by an auburn rinse. The type who
did everything to a routine. That had been bred into her by living for nost of
her life in army married quarters. And anything which di srupted her
self-reginented |life upset her. Like her husband arriving hone two hours

bef ore he was officially due.

"What on earth's the matter with you?' she snapped. 'Are you ill or
somet hi ng?'



Told "em| was.' Gerald was sweating, partly because of the heat and partly
because he had run the renaining hundred yards as he succunbed to a sense of
ur gency.

"VWhat ever for?'

'Because we're leaving.' He jerked a thunmb towards the stairs. Harry would
still be sleeping. He was on nights at the car factory this week. 'Wake Harry
and get a few things packed. Just essentials.'

Are you nmad?' she demanded, surveying him hands on hips, eyebrows raised,
i ps conpressed.

"No,' he said. 'But if we don't get out now, we never shall. They're going to
do somet hing shortly. Cordon off Birm ngham maybe even the whol e of the
M dl ands.'

She stared at himin astoni shnent, but for once she did not ridicule him
They couldn't.' she breathed softly. 'They wouldn't dare.’

' They could and they woul d.' He stood poised on the bottomstair. "I'll go up
and wake Harry. We need to be on the road in half-an-hour before everybody
el se realises what's happening.'

Forty minutes later the Pitkins, Gerald at the wheel of their new Fiat, Bertha
besi de himand a bl eary-eyed Harry in the back anidst piles of |oose |uggage,
headed out of Birm ngham GCerald had tried to tel ephone Tom before | eaving,

but after three unsuccessful attenpts, each time thwarted by a recorded fl at
femal e voice which stated that "all lines to Shrewsbury are engaged', he gave
up and they set off.

The traffic was lighter than it woul d have been under normal circunstances.
CGerald Pitkin prided hinself that he was the only person in the whol e of
Bi r mi ngham who had forecast the governnent's intentions.

They were through West Bromwi ch and Wl ver hanton by six o' clock, and out on to
the Ad64. Gerald gl anced down at the petrol -gauge. Less than half full. He

wi shed that he had filled up before leaving, but it didn't matter. There was
nore than enough fuel in the tank and it was less than fifty mles to
Shrewsbury.

Shi fnal was crowded. People seened to be carrying on much the same as usual
goi ng about their everyday shopping, chattering on the streets.

' Probably haven't even heard about the bats out here, Gerald said. 'l guess
we're clear by now W can relax.’

"I think you' re making a dammed fool of yourself, and us as well,' Bertha
snorted. ' And when you get back to Birm nghamyou'll find that you've had the
sack fromthe Treasury.'

"I"ve still got my army pension,' he grunted. Things did seemto be very
normal out here.

Harry slept soundly on the back seat.
Then, with startling suddenness, their returning sense of security was

shattered. There was a police road-block at the entrance to the M4, the
Vel | i ngt on by-pass which woul d have taken themto within a fewniles of their



destinati on.

Wyoden barriers blocked the road. A red and white police patrol-car was parked
on the side, one uniforned officer seated behind the wheel, another standing
by it, waving for themto continue back up the dual -carriageway and on to the
A5. That in itself was bad enough. It was the third menber of the obstruction
team who caused Cerald Pitkin's heart to mss a beat. Tiny beads of sweat
formed on his forehead. A soldier, stoic-faced, wearing canoufl age deni ns. An
automatic rifle was cradl ed beneath his armand he watched the Fiat intently
as though hal f-expecting some kind of resistance fromits occupants.

Bertha started to wind the wi ndow down, but Gerald stopped her. Hi s foot had
eased up on the accelerator but nowit pressed down hard again and the car
pi cked up speed.

"We'| | get back on the A5 and go through Wellington,' he said.

Bert ha was white-faced, shaken. Harry stirred and sat up in the back. Neither
of them said anything. There was nothing to say.

As they dropped down into Wellington, through Ketley, they were aware of an

i ncreased flow of traffic coming towards them Cars, vans, all piled high with
| uggage, hastily strapped roof-racks, occupants w th resigned expressions on
their faces. Bunmper to bunper, they crawl ed, canme to a standstill, noved

agai n.

Yet Gerald Pitkin had to see for hinself. He tried to convince hinself that it
was not hing nmore than a flow of holiday-makers returning fromthe Wl sh coast.
Their expressions? Well, nobody enjoyed comi ng back off holiday, did they?

There was one other car behind them He watched it in the mirror. A Reliant
t hr ee-wheel er, grossly overl oaded.

The heat was oppressive. The sky had cl ouded over, but Gerald knew it would
not rain. Four nonths of drought now. The overcast sky increased the humidity,
and CGerald Pitkin tried to tell hinself that that was why he was sweating. The
back of his shirt and trousers were stuck to the uphol stery.

The oncoming traffic was at a standstill by the Cock Hotel. One car had broken
down, overheated, and those followi ng were having to overtake it. Inpatience
was growi ng. Horns blared. Drivers were | eaning out of their wi ndows in an
attenpt to determine the cause of the delay. And still the road ahead of the
Pitkins was free of obstruction.

The second roadbl ock was some way out of Wellington. It consisted of another
patrol car, two policenmen, a soldier and, of course, an automatic rifle.

"Dam it!' Gerald Pitkin drove slowy up to the barriers. Apart fromthe

foll owi ng three-wheeler there was no other traffic here. It was as though the
initial panic was over. The public had accepted the situation, resigned
thenselves to it. They had been told to go back to their homes and die |ike
good citizens. And they were obeying.

CGerald pulled up alongside the barriers, wheels half-turned in anticipation of
the U-turn he would be forced to make.

"Sorry, sir.' A policeman stepped forward. 'I'mafraid you'll have to turn
around and go back.'

"W're on our way to Shrewsbury. To ny brother's place.’



"I"'msorry, sir. The A5 and all roads to Shrewsbury are closed.’
' There's been an acci dent?

"I don't know what's happened, sir. But the roads are all closed. Now, please
nove on.'

The sol di er had noved forward as though in support of the constable, the rifle
no |l onger carried casually, the nuzzle swinging in an arc until it pointed at
the Fiat. "All right.' Pitkin nodded. 'We'll go back.' The three-wheel er was
already follow ng them as though the driver had never expected to be all owed

t hrough. Like everybody el se, he had to satisfy hinmself that he had nade the
attenpt.

"Well, so nmuch for that,' Bertha groaned. 'Now for the |ong haul back to
Bi rmi ngham You ought to have phoned the AA first.'

"W're not going back,' Gerald stated firmy. 'Wat!"’

'l said, we're not going back. Can't you see what's going to happen? By
tomorrow there's going to be rioting in the city. Folks won't take this |ying
down.' 'Wiat on earth can we do, then?" 'W'I|l take a right turn back here.'
Ceral d braked as they caught up with the tail of the traffic queue. 'I think
it's signposted Little Wenlock. You can get up on to the Wekin that way.'
"How wi | | that help us?

"W'll ditch the car and go on foot. They can't patrol the whole countryside,
they won't have enough nmen. We'll get through. We'll wait for dark, though
and with luck we'll be in Shrewsbury by nmorning.' 'You' re mad,' Bertha Pitkin
said, but she did not argue. Harry Pitkin said nothing. He never had been a
conversationalist. A loner fromboyhood, he accepted life as it was. If his
father said they were going on an all-night hike then he would trudge al ong
with them

Sonmewhere over the Wekin there was a runble of thunder, followed a few
seconds later by a flash of lightning. But there was no rain.

Chapter Ten

St Philip's Churchyard was crowded shortly after daybreak. The overnight cloud
formati on had vani shed, and once again the new day was threatened wth
scorching heat. There was to be no let-up

Peopl e sat on the grass, dishevelled, weary after a sleepless night. They cane
fromall walks of life, the social barriers having been destroyed by the Prine
M nister's speech a few hours previously. In the background a coupl e of

uni formed and hel neted policenen watched intently. Their presence was only a
formality. If anything happened they woul d be powerless to prevent it. Their



radi os were futile, for there were not sufficient nunbers of police at Digbeth
station to answer the call. Every avail able nman was out on the road-bl ocks.

The crowds were denoralised. Even the early frustration had gone. Despair was
wi despread. The church was full. Those who were unable to get inside knelt and
prayed on the steps. A team of clergynen were adm nistering Holy Conmuni on
Several other religious bodies congregated into separate groups. O hers were
proclaimng the end of the world, insisting that there was sal vation for those
who followed in their path. Only they woul d be saved.

There were political neetings, too, the voices of the speakers carrying in the
still atnmosphere above the | ower tones of those who prayed.

Mar cus Vandon rejoiced in the crisis. On six successive occasions he had | ost
his deposit -in local by-elections; Now at |ast he would be able to sway the
masses. They would listen to himnow He had something positive to offer
Action. The current government was a negative one, deserting its people in
their hour of need, leaving the dying to bury their dead.

There was sonet hi ng commandi ng about Marcus Vandon in spite of his snall
stature. H s voice demanded attention. He had a conmand of the English

| anguage far superior to nost politicians. Small of build, it was his eyes,
wi de and staring, and the | ean determ ned features which nade hi mstand out
fromother nen. Some had conpared himwith Hitler, and there was a marked
simlarity. People faced with the curtailnent of their freedomas well as
possi bl e death are always prepared to listen to alternatives. And Mrcus
Vandon had a solution to offer. Standing on the snmall stool which he had
brought along to give himan extra few inches in height, he addressed those
nearest to him

"W are being deserted in our darkest hour by those whose duty it is to
protect us.' he began. 'W have been singled out for sacrifice. Qur police and
armed forces are determned that we shall not escape. Wiy? | ask you, why?

He paused for a second, glancing around, noting with satisfaction that his
audi ence was swel ling.

' Because of the disease,' sonebody replied hal fheartedly.

"Yes, but why is the disease here in our mdst, destroying usl They tell us
that an unfortunate acci dent has cone about, and that these bats escaped from
t he Biol ogi cal Research Centre on Cannock Chase. | put it to you that they
were deliberately rel eased!'’

An uneasy murmur greeted his words.

" Thi nk about it.' Vandon continued, 'We have an overpopul ati on probl em

I mmi grati on goes unchecked. Inflation is soaring. An application for an | M
| oan has been turned down. Unenpl oynent is approaching the two-and-a-half
mllion mark. What is the answer? | ask you, what is the answer when a
ruthl ess government is determned to stay in power and continue to pursue
their policies which have already fail ed?

He paused again. Angry mutterings reached his ears, and with difficulty he
suppressed a smile.

"I"ll tell you. Reduce the population. And that is exactly what this
government is doing. It has sentenced all of you to death. Each and every one
of you. They have chosen an area which is both highly popul ated and can be
cordoned off efficiently. Wthin weeks each and every one of you will be dead.



Mysel f i ncl uded.'

"What are we going to do about it, then?" a man at the front of the crowd
whi ch surrounded Marcus Vandon asked. 'You tell us this, but what's the
answer ?'

"It is partly your own faults.' Vandon | owered his voice, a perfect mld
reprimand, a father offering to forgive and help his erring son, 'You refused
to heed me in the past. Only a small minority gave me their votes, | could
have been your nout hpi ece, asking these questions in Westminster, and it is
doubt ful whether this governnent would ever have dared to attenpt such an
atroci ous act of treason and mass nurder had they had one anongst them
protesting and renonstrating with them But it is still not too late, ny
friends! Are we going to huddle in our hones and await death, as they order us
to?'

"W bloody ain't!'
'What el se can we do?

"Il tell you!' Marcus Vandon stabbed his forefinger in all directions,
singling out individuals, making them|eaders of nen in their own estimation
The choice is yours.., and yours... and yours, sir. W have the nunbers, in
spite of these hired killers, this so-called British Volunteer Force. They can
no nmore contain us than they can stop the tide fromflow ng. W nust show our
strength, and drive these self-appointed uphol ders of a | aw which does not

exi st fromour streets! W nust break out of this human safari-park in which

t hey have encl osed us! Courage is needed, friends. Afewwll die, but we wl
all dieif we stay. | beseech you, act now And renenber afterwards that it
was Marcus Vandon who saved you fromcertain death.'

The two policenen were trying to push their way through the crowd towards

Mar cus Vandon. Suddenly a dozen pairs of hands. pulled them down, and they
were swanped by a human tide of seething fury. Their helnmets rolled away, and
t heir hands, cl asped over their bared heads, were no protection fromthe
rai ni ng ki cks and bl ows as they becane the first victinms of the rising

rebel |ion.

The cl ergymen outside the building were still attenpting to give Holy
Conmuni on to those who knelt patiently in rows on the concrete flagstones, but
their nuttered bl essings were |ost anmidst the roars of the crowd.

@ ass tinkled in nearby Col nore Row where shop wi ndows were al ready being
smashed. A group of teenagers was on the ranpage. They had not heard Marcus
Vandon's oration, but they sensed the new at nosphere. Just like the old

f oot bal | days.

An old man with dark gl asses, wearing a shabby raincoat in spite of the

war nt h, shuffled his way along the pavenent with the aid of a white

wal ki ng-stick. He heard the pounding of running feet and cowered in the

dar kness of his own blindness. Then the mob hit him knocking himto the
ground, booted feet treading over himas the ranpagi ng youths surged towards
Victoria Square.

He lay still, a scarlet pool form ng beneath his head, oozing out fromthe
wound in his skull where it had struck the kerbstone. Those following in the
wake of the first bunch of rioters were slightly nore conpassionate. Their
ranks parted, and they wal ked around the corpse. Some of them even gave the
old man a passing glance, wondering idly how he had died. But it was only the
start. There would be nany deaths. It was sonething that each and every one of



themhad to learn to accept. For only through death would Iife eventually be
found agai n.

Then the early nmorning stillness was shattered by the first volley of gunfire,
crackling harshly in the city centre.

It was a busy day for Marcus Vandon. Later that norning he spoke to a mlling
throng fromthe steps of the Town Hall. For once in his life there were few
hecklers. H s words were greeted with cheers against a background of rifle
fire fromthe bottomend of New Street.

"It is the only way,' he yelled, attenpting to make hinmself heard as his
speech reached its clinmax. 'We must fight on. Every one of us. For the sake of
our famlies, our homes. Fight!'

Evening saw himin Villa Park, the terraces and stands packed beyond the | ega
capacity for football matches. Vandon's new band of followers had connected
his m crophone to the public address system and as dusk began to cool the
fierce heat of the day he exhorted those around himto even greater acts of
anar chy.

The conquest of this stadium had not gone w thout bloodshed. Fifteen or twenty
dead bodies lay on the pavenents along by the Holte End turnstiles, a thin

bl ue I'i ne which had been breached by sheer wei ght of nunbers. Sone of the
casual ties had been civilians, the forerunners of the 70, 000-strong nob. As
Mar cus Vandon had pointed out earlier that day, victory would not be gai ned

wi t hout sone | osses.

Vandon's face was contorted into an expression of maniacal triunph. For hima
lifelong dream was conming true. He had seized on an unprecedented opportunity.
The anarchy in the Mdl ands woul d spread faster than the virus which the bats
carried. The governnment would fall within a week. It was al ready toppling.

'The hospitals are overcrowded,' he yelled. 'See for yourselves! The dead and
the dying lie in the streets of this, your city. There is only one way to end
this disease, and to defeat this mlitia which those clinging to power by
their fingertips have called in at the eleventh hour. Fire, the greatest

cl eanser of all...’

A murmur of shocked horror, the note quickly changing to one of reluctant
approval

"I say that Birm ngham nust be razed to the ground. Destroyed in the formwe
know it, and the bats with it. And then we mnust rebuild. A bigger and better
city will rise like a phoenix fromthe ashes of the old!"

Even 'as Marcus Vandon's words were echoing around Villa Park, screanms were
com ng fromthe crowded stands and terraces. People were pushing, a
crush-barrier collapsed, and bodies tunbled out on to-the pitch. A wave of

i nstant pani c was sweepi ng through the crowd.

"What. . . ' Marcus Vandon's eyes bul ged, and at that noment he saw and
under st ood. Like swarns of angry giant noths, bats were flitting from beneath
t he eaves of the stands, pouring out in their dozens, swooping, then hurling
t hensel ves venomously at the terrified people who stanpeded wildly bel ow t hem
in an effort to escape.

Many of the bats were smaller than the others, uncertain of their newy
acquired powers of flight, fluttering short distances then alighting again on
the cross-sections of steel girders.



The death-swarns had given birth to their offspring. The time of fearful
waiting was over. The new strain of the nutated virus was born

The soaring, twi sting bats were sil houetted agai nst the pale blue of the night
sky. It was inpossible for the terrified watchers below to estimate the
nunbers as the creatures spiralled upwards as high as the floodlighting

pyl ons, and then dived like irate hornets at the seething mass of humanity
which nilled on the pitch.

Mar cus Vandon, a messiah to the crowds only seconds before, was forgotten
instantly. Terrified nen and wonen fought and cl awed each other as they tried
to force individual ways in the direction of the exits. Many stunbled, fell
and were tranpled to death within seconds. A man was screani ng, holding a
smal |l child above his head in a desperate act of fatherly protection, but the
human tide took them both, and they di sappeared from sight.

The raised platformfrom which Marcus Vandon had been speaking tottered
precariously. He clutched at the railings, his-voice drowned in the screamn ng
of the injured as he attenpted futilely to reason with those around him He
felt himself falling, and thudded softly on to a carpet of squashed bodies, a
hill ock of corpses, broken |inbs dangling |oosely, features resenbling crushed
bl ood- oranges. But even six feet above ground | evel Marcus Vandon was not

safe. Others were clanbering blindly over every obstacle, heavy boots crushing
and kicking in a mad frenzy to escape. He was consci ous of the cracking of his
skull, a brief second of agony, and then, for him it was all over.

Those who had clinbed the pylons watched froma dizzy height as man tranpl ed
man bel ow them They were in the safest place ... except for the bats! A
fifteen-year-old boy threw up both hands in an effort to ward off a

particul arly aggressive bat which flewat himfor the third time. He felt
hinself falling, grabbed wildly, mssed his hold, and plumetted head first
fromhis perch. A few feet bel ow himhe struck two of his coll eagues who were
endeavouring to clinb down, taking themw th himon his death fall

The bats were relentless in their crazed flight, dive-bonbing the crowds,
reluctant to desert the stadium The young hung on the stands, watched the
antics of their parents, tried to inmtate them and then, when their w ngs
becane tired, flew back to rest.

By midnight Villa Park was qui et except for an occasi onal groan from sonmeone
anongst the piles of strewn corpses, a |uckless person who still clung

hopel essly to life. Bodies lay on the terraces and in the stands, and it woul d
have been inpossible even to estimate the death-toll.

No ambul ances had come. None had been nobile at all that day..

In the guarded Council Chanbers plans were being drawn up for the renpval of
corpses frompublic places by neans of refuse carts.

Cerald Pitkin had watched the sky darkening over the Wekin for the past

hal f-hour. Hi s head ached, and his eyes seened to smart in their sockets.
Beside him his wife sat in the passenger-seat of the Fiat as though dozing,
but he knew that although her eyes were closed she was not asleep. Harry
stared out of the wi ndow at the rear, expressionless, unspeaking.

"It's nearly dark.' Gerald tapped Bertha on the shoulder. "I think we'd better
be noving.'

"Dyou think it's worth it?" Her eyelids flickered open as she spoke, and he



saw t hat she had been crying silently to herself. 'l mean, we won't nake it,
will we?

'"OF course we shall,' he replied, trying to sound confident. '"It's only about
ten mles fromhere, across country.'

"But those guards...'

"We' || keep our eyes peeled,' he assured her, and eased his door open. 'Bet
you we don't see a single one.'

Al three of them got out. The Fiat was parked in an open gateway, its front
wheel s resting on the stubble of early harvested barl ey.

'The sky's very red over there.' Bertha Pitkin pointed beyond the Wekin.

"Probably the reflection of the setting sun,' Cerald replied. He knew
perfectly well that it wasn't. It was too |late, anyway. He knew in his heart
what was causing the gl ow. Somewhere, far away, something was burning.
Sonet hing big. Buildings. A town, naybe a city. Wl ver-hanpton or Birn ngham

"W' |l head west,' he spoke in |ow tones. 'Keep well clear of villages and
roads until we get to Atcham Shouldn't think they' Il bother wi th guards out
that far. W'll be well behind the lines then.'

Cerald led the way, crawl i ng under barbed-wire fences, holding up the w cked
strands for Bertha to crawl beneath. O othing was torn, hands and | egs were
scrat ched, but nobody conpl ai ned.

There was silence everywhere. They knew that the road was no nore than a
quarter of a mle away, yet no sound of traffic cane to their ears. No lights
showed i n houses or cottages. A dog barked sonmewhere as they passed a darkened
farmhouse, but nobody came to investigate. It was as though the whole world
had died and they were the sole survivors of sone terrible disaster. Gerald
Pitkin shuddered at the thought. It was a very real possibility.

The | and ahead of themrose slightly. They could see trees and bushes outlined
agai nst the sky.

"How much further d you think it is? Bertha whispered hoarsely, holding on to
her husband's arm for support.

"W nust've covered about rive or six mles.' he replied. 'W're not doing too
badly. If we can keep this pace up we'll be at Tom s before daylight

Then, in one brief, horrifying second, their hopes were shattered. They were
hal fway up the slope when a voice called fromthe shadows, '"Hold it right
there. Keep perfectly still or you'll be shot!’

CGerald Pitkin caught his breath. Bertha whinpered softly. Harry renai ned
silent. Footsteps cane towards them boots crunching on dry bracken and grass,
and two men appeared. One was hangi ng back, covering the other. Both had guns.

"And where the hell d'you bastards think you' re bleedin' well goin'? the
near est man demanded. He approached 'hem and arrogantly spat at their feet.

They coul d see he was dressed in sone kind of inprovised uniform A canouflage
conbat -j acket bore white initials clunsily stitched on to the |apels. BVF
Added to this was a PVC jungle-style hat, denins and heavy worki ng boots. The
weapon he carried was a sporting gun, probably a twelve or sixteen gauge,



Ceral d decided. A cartridge-belt was slung, Mexican-style across his chest.

"W're on our way to Shrewsbury.' Gerald tried to keep the trenor out of his
voice. 'To see ny brother.'

"Well nobody goes any further than this. So piss off back where you cane, al
three of you.'

'Qur car broke down outside Wellington,' Cerald said. 'W had to leave it and
wal k. '

"Well you can bl oody well walk back to it.'

'"Please. My wife is exhausted..

'Look, mate, |'m bl oody exhausted too, turning back bastards |like you who
| eave the roads and try to sneak out of the di sease-zone across country.

"Who are you?' GCerald asked, but he already knew, anyway.

"BVF. And if you don't piss off right now, you'll be shot.' There was the
click of a safety-catch being pushed forward. 'All three of you. And you won't
be the first tonight!'

Slowy Gerald Pitkin turned away, and the three of them trudged back down the
hill. None of them spoke. \Wen they reached the bottomthey sank down on to
the soft grass, huddling together in a way that they had not done for many
years.

"What... what are we going to do now?' Bertha sobbed at Iast.

"I don't know,' Gerald replied. 'l just don't know.' And in the east the sky
had becone a deeper red, the fiery gl ow spreadi ng across the whole w dth of
t he hori zon beyond the Wekin.

Chapter El even

The city of Birm ngham burned for two whol e days and ni ghts, dense col ums of
bl ack snoke rising into the sky, spreading and obscuring the scorching rays of
the sun. Fire-brigades fought and | ost a series of battles, being forced to
concede several mmjor buildings to the flanes, and spraying adjacent ones in a
futile effort to check the spreading blaze. And all the tine they were
hanpered by m ssile-throwi ng crowds whi ch even the conbi ned Armed Forces and
BVF squads were unable to drive back at tinmes.

Rubber bullets were replaced by | ead ones during the first day of street
fighting. No |longer were warning shots fired over the heads of the fear-crazed
nmobs. Tanks and arnoured trucks formed barricades hi an attenpt to segregate
New Street and Corporation Street whilst the battles with the flanes



cont i nued.

The streets were littered with the dead. The wounded cried incessantly for
ai d, but none heeded them except perhaps close relatives, nmany of whom paid
the extrene penalty fromeither venturing into the line of fire, or being

buri ed beneath falling, burning rubble. Nowhere were the casualties collected.
The out break of violence had prevented the schene for corpse cl earance by
means of refuse-carts being inplenmented. It was hoped, unofficially, that the
majority of the victins would be cremated in the hol ocaust.

Anarchy and fire were terrible indeed. But when conpared with the terror which
the bats were creating they were as nmild irritations in a crunbling society.
The burning city appeared to have enraged them beyond all conprehension. By
day few were seen, but as dusk and snoke nmerged into darkness, they flitted
over blazing streets as though wi nging their way through the flames of hel
itself. They were inpartial in their choice of victims. Menbers of the arned
and fire-fighting forces or rioters, it made no difference to these tiny,

i nsane creatures.

Many bats were seen lying dead in the gutters, along with rats and m ce which
had crawled fromtheir holes in the final stages of suffering. But it was from
the carriers of the nutated virus that the danger lay. Wilst they existed,
death was a constant hazard.

The third day dawned. The fl ames had di ed down. Enbers snoul dered, and the
still atrmosphere was filled with the stench of burned flesh. Thousands had
peri shed. The war in the city had been reduced to guerrilla status. Arnoured
trucks patrolled the streets, unhesitatingly opening fire on any hostile

gat hering, increasing the death-toll hourly.

In the suburbs citizens cringed behind | ocked doors, answering to none.
Firepl aces were either blocked up or else fires were kept burning as |long as
wood and coal supplies lasted. It was one way of keeping the bats at bay.

The di sease was reaching its peak as those who had been unfortunate enough to
cone into contact with bats, after the exodus of the breeding flocks and their
young from Villa Park, succumbed to the virus. Hospitals slowy ground to a
standstill and becane little nore than extensions of the city's nortuaries.
Wth no antidote available all that doctors could do was to attenpt to ease
the suffering of the dying. And this was no nore than a token effort of
goodwi I I on the part of the nedical officers. Even norphine had little effect
once the paralysis and nadness stage was reached.

By the third evening, a stillness hung over the city. Only the occasional shot
was to be heard. The rioters were skulking in the shadows, licking their
wounds, wat ching and waiting.

The snoke haze thinned sonewhat as dusk deepened. But there was sonethi ng
different, something strange in the air. It was difficult to determ ne what it

was.

It was the Chief Fire Oficer who finally diagnosed it, and there was a
m xture of surprise and relief in his voice as he stared up at the snoky sky.

"It's the bats.' he said. 'There's not a single one to be seen!'’

Reports fromother parts of the city confirned this. The bats had di sappeared
conpl etely.

The Bi ol ogi cal Research Centre on Cannock Chase was under heavy guard, nostly



by the BVF, The vigilantes were the worst threat. In the beginning they had
contented thenmselves wth organising bat-hunts throughout the
countrysi de, even attenpting to shoot the creatures in flight as they flitted
to and fro in the half-light of dusk. This had proved to be little nore than a
wast e of shotgun amunition, one party having expended a hundred rounds one
evening with only one kill to show for it. And that had been a fluke, the

mar ksman hinmsel f had admitted, for the one which nmet its end in a charge O
nunber 8 shot was not the bat at which he had fired, but another which was
flying cl ose behind it!

The initial ains of the vigilantes were abandoned. Now t hey becane the rura
counterparts of the Birm nghamrioters. Cashes with BVF patrols were
frequent, and nenbers of both factions had been killed in shoot-outs.

"CGivil war is growing all around us,' Sir John Stirchley said as he addressed
the small group gathered in Haynes's office. '"And it seenms that Nature is
doi ng her level best to aggravate the situation in every possible way. This
heat wave continues, although it is now nid-Septenber. The fact that the sun's
rays are not quite as powerful as they were a nonth ago does nothing to | essen
the fire danger which is stretching even the BVF to its limts. Birm nghamis
in smoul dering ruins, and now this. There is not a bat left in the city,
according to reports. They used it to breed, destroyed it, and now, for sone
unknown reason, they have deserted it. W haven't yet di scovered where they've
gone, which nakes it all the nore worrying. What d' you think, Newran?

' The obvi ous reason which springs to nmind is that the flames and snoke have

driven themto seek refuge el sewhere, but | can't really accept that theory.
If that was so, why didn't they scarper when the fires first broke out? They
didn't seem unduly bothered by the blazing buildings. | think there's a much
si mpl er sol ution.

"And what's that?' Sir John | eaned forward.

'Food,' Newman replied. "MIlions of big fat insects which have nultiplied
beyond all conprehension in this freak heatwave. Renenber 1976, the bl ackfly,
greenfly, ladybirds? Well, it's happened again, although on a ruch | arger
scale. And the bats won't mid themin any nunbers in the cities. There's just
the odd allotnment here and there. No, | believe they're already back in the
countrysi de, and any m nute now we can expect to receive reports of their new
| ocati onl

Ji m Dunkl ey had lived and farmed outside Tamworth all his life. The land in
guestion had belonged to his father, and his father before him G adually,

t hough, it was shuddering beneath the march of progress. There were plans for
the building of a link-road through part of it. Conpul sory purchase,
naturally. A sand and gravel conpany were offering an extortionate price for
the two lower fields. He was tenpted, but it nmeant the end of his heritage.
Not hi ng woul d be the sanme any nore.

Ji m Dunkl ey preferred to wear his old working clothes seven days a week. H s
one and only suit was kept strictly for funerals and weddi ngs, and since he no
| onger had any next of kin, apart fromhis wife, he didn't envisage ever
having to dress up again.

Untidy, rugged, at forty-five he was one of the last of a dying breed, a true
son of the soil to whomfarmng was a way of life rather than a neans of
maki ng noney. Few of the nearby villagers had ever seen himw thout his
battered ol d pork-pie hat. Many did not know the colour of his hair. Perhaps
he was bald, and was enbarrassed by it, sone said. Years ago his w fe, Rachel
had protested when he had begun wearing that hat indoors, even to the extent



of sitting down to neals with it on his head. In the end she had given up and
accepted it.

Dunkl ey did not |ike changes. A true-blooded conservative, he also objected to
peopl e trespassing on his land. And, in his opinion, poaching was a crine that
shoul d have been puni shabl e by i nprisonnent.

The bats did not worry himunduly. He only half-believed the story, anyway.
Propaganda. The reason didn't interest him He was even unnmoved by the rioting
and burning of Birm ngham That was fifteen mles away. H s whole world

consi sted of ninety acres of arable and woodl and. Qutside of that nothing
mattered. Neverthel ess, he had to have noney to carry on, and after two poor
harvests in succession the only |l ogical way seened to be to sell off those
bottomfields to the quarrying conmpany. That was what his accountant had

advi sed.

Dunkl ey was in a bad hurmour as he left the house that afternoon and set off
across the fields, a rusty twel ve-bore hamer-gun beneath his arm Between the
nmont hs of Septenber and January he al ways went out shooting on Saturday
afternoons. It was a ritual. Not that he shot much, nowadays. The spreading
conur bati on which surrounded his small rural island had been responsible for
driving nost of the wildlife away. There mi ght be a covey of partridges up on
the top field. There might also be some of those BVF bastards trespassing in
the woods. If so, then his patience was running out. They carried arns.

Shot guns. They were poachers, in effect. He'd heard a couple of barrels being
di scharged a few night ago when the noon was full. Only his wife's pleading
had prevented himfromgoing to investigate. The swi nes nust have spotted a
roosti ng pheasant.

The ' Hangi ng Wod' still |ooked the sane as it had when he had been a boy, a
hor seshoe- shaped covert with giant oak trees and tall Corsican pines which
never seenmed to lose their lush greenery even in the dead of winter. The place
was so named because diver Cromaell had taken a hundred Royalist prisoners
there, and hanged them fromthe topnost branches of those tremendous oaks,

| eaving their bodies suspended there as a warning to their followers until the
henpen ropes were routed by the el ements and one by one the corpses fell to
the ground to becone interred beneath a carpet of dying vegetation. O course,
t here had al ways been runours that the place was haunted, passers-by claimng
to have heard the creaking of bodies as they swng to and fro on a w ndy

ni ght .

The ot her spinney JimDunkley did not care for. Its nane, the 'Devil's
Dressi ng Roomi was derived from another | egend whereby the devil was supposed
to have stayed there for a short while upon his arrival on earth whilst he
changed into human form The centre of this copse consisted of a deep quarry
wi th sheer sides, caused by the renoval of the stone which had been used in

t he buil ding of nearby Tammorth church sonetinme during the Mddle Ages. The
sides of this deep and gl oony hole were covered with nmoss and lichen, snall
natural caves having forned over the years. Rarely did the sun penetrate
there, and even after four nmonths of continual drought it was still danmp and
f or bi ddi ng.

It had not been Jim Dunkley's intention to go to the 'Devil's Dressing Room
that afternoon. Even wildlife seened to avoid it. Yet he had anple tinme to
spare, and at least it would give himsone respite fromthe heat.

The stile over the barbed-wire fence which was the boundary of the spinney was
as rotten as it had been the first time his father had brought himthere when
he was seven. Yet it had survived, and fulfilled everything-that was required
of it.



There was total silence within the small wood. Not even the clatter of a
di st ur bed woodpi geon could be heard as he forced his way through the foliage.
It was uncanny.

Then came the flies, as suddenly as though they had been forewarned of his
com ng and had lain in anmbush, allowing himto enter before descendi ng upon
him They were not the mdges which sting all exposed areas of the human flesh
on bal my summer evenings, but swarns of the common bl ack variety, buzzing,
settling. He broke off a stem of bracken and used it as a swat, but it only
seened to encourage them nore. He cursed, propped his gun up against a tree
trunk, and proceeded to fill a short, stubby pipe with dark, |ong-stranded
tobacco. It took himfour or five matches to light it, and only when he was
puffing out clouds of strong brown snoke did the flies retreat.

Ji m Dunkl ey picked up his gun and pushed further into the wood. He had never
known so many flies here before. Surely they would have preferred the warnth
and dryness of the Hangi ng Wod.

The bracken was chest high, lush green with hardly a tint of brown on its
fronds, defying the drought even as it now attenpted to i npede his own
progress, entw ning around his body as he forced his way through

There was an area of silver-birch trees leading up to the old quarry, half an
acre of flattened undergrowth with nmounds of excavated soil rising up' above -
the trampl ed bracken. Beneath the surface was a badger-set which had been
there in his youth, the solitary position affording these nocturnal creatures
all the peace and qui etness they needed. Yet his experienced eye noted that
the footprints in- the soil, and the scoring of the bark on the surroundi ng
trees where they had sharpened their claws, were not fresh. The badgers had
nmoved on el sewhere, a week or nmore ago at a rough guess, Ji m Dunkl ey deci ded.

It was strange indeed. Civilisation had not encroached this far. Not yet,
anyway. Perhaps it was the presence of the BVF guards. Those two shots the
other night... He noved forward, an angry expression on his face. Wll, they
weren't coming on to his land with guns any nore. Nor those dammed vigil ant es.
It was just an excuse to poach the surrounding countryside. If they tried it
again he'd see how they felt about being on the receiving end of a double
charge of buckshot.

Dunkl ey was ten yards fromthe edge of the old quarry when he becane aware of
the snell, nauseous, putrifying, penetrating even his own barrier of strong

t obacco snoke. He coughed. It was |ike deconposing flesh. In his tinme he had

dug out a nunber of fox-earths and he was famliar with the stench, the

hal f - consuned carcasses, rotting and rank. But this was nuch nore powerful. A
dozen foxes would not be capable of making a snell as bad as that. And it was
definitely coming fromthe pit.

He noved forward, treading warily, knowing that the edge was crunbling and
that in some places it would not bear the weight of a fully grown man. He
dropped to his hands and knees, crawl ed the last five yards and peered down
into the depths.

He had to wait whilst his eyesight adjusted to the gl oom bel ow. Scrub bushes
grew on the bottom One or two birch seedlings had even managed a precari ous
hold on the sides, rooted in the soft nmbss. And the snell was sickening.
Sonet hi ng was dead down there

Then he saw them tiny bodies practically formng a carpet over the entire
bottom lying in a variety of positions. Unnatural. Stiff. Many were propped



up by the corpses of their conpanions, and all were in various stages of
deconposition, as though they had been dying at intervals over the past couple
of weeks. 'Bats!' he grunted. 'Bloody hundreds of 'em' He was astounded, but
not frightened. He did not believe the reports anyway. The trouble w th people
today was that they did not understand the ways of the countryside. They were
all too involved in nodern living. A surplus of bats had coincided with sone
out break of disease. They had to have a scapegoat, so they blamed the bats.
Harm ess little creatures, really. He recalled the time when there were
supposedly armies of rats on the march. It had cone about as a result of
flooding in the west country, and the rodents had been forced to nove on in
search of new quarters. The rat popul ation hadn't increased, it was just that
peopl e saw nmore of them It was the same with these bats. Al the denolition
and rebuilding in the towns and cities had conpelled themto nove out into the
country, so fol ks began panicking. There was a | ogical explanation for
everything if one just took the trouble to think about it.

Ji m Dunkl ey was just about to nove away when sonething attracted his attention
on the opposite face of the quarry. A small cave had been formed in the slate
by constant washing of the rain on the surface. Part of it had come away and
formed an al cove, roughly three feet square and going back into the quarry
about a couple of feet. And as he | ooked, the whole interior seemed to nove.
He stared, and only when a tiny furry creature hopped out on to the
overhanging | edge did he realise what the interior of that cave contai ned.

'More bl oody bats,' he nuttered. 'Hundreds of 'emall crowded in together!’

He continued to watch. There was little nmovenent. The bats were resting,
sl eepi ng by day, and when dusk fell they would flit out in search of food.

Possi bly the farner woul d have crept away undetected had it not been for the
crunbl ing edge of the deep pit. As he noved he dislodged a piece of slate. It
slid forward, struck sonme nore, gathered sonme stones on its way, and as a
result a mniature aval anche showered down on to the nass of mnute, rotting
cor pses bel ow.

The reaction fromw thin the cave was instantaneous. The whole interior seened
to come to life, the bats pouring outwards as one, then spraying in al
directions in the manner of irate wasps which have had their nest dug out.

Ji m Dunkl ey was not frightened.. He was sinply astounded at the sight of so
many bats. He knelt there | ooking up at them and as he did so sonething
struck himsharply in the face. He grunted, and began to struggle to his feet.

Bats were everywhere. Above the trees, below them clinging to the sides of

the quarry, and still nore were energing fromholes and snall er caves. They
flitted around him as insistent as the flies which had troubled himearlier
They brushed against him struck his clothing. He threw up a hand to protect
his face, wielding the shotgun in an attenpt to ward them off

Then the ground beneath his feet gave way, crunbling. He stepped back, but
there was not hing beneath his feet. He was falling, floating, somersaulting..

Ji m Dunkl ey plumreted headl ong to the bottom of the quarry, inpaling his head
on a sharp unturned rock. His skull split open, showering grey matter and
crimson fluid over the dead bats which lay all around. H's body tw tched once
or twice, but he was already dead. The shotgun fell, landing softly, barrels
resting against his chest, hamers at full cock

The bats continued to fly haphazardly for five or ten mnutes, seemngly
oblivious to the man who lay dead in their very own graveyard, and then



tiring of their unaccustoned daytinme activities, they returned to their
sl eepi ng pl aces.

Silence returned to the Devil's Dressing Room There was not a bat in sight,
the only evidence of their existence being the snell of death which rose up
out of the quarry, and the buzzing of the flies as they fed, uninterrupted.

Chapter Twel ve

By |ate Septenber, terror had returned to the rural areas in full force. No

| onger were the bats concentrated in any particular place. Wth the com ng of

dusk peopl e barricaded thenselves in their honmes, listening fearfully as tiny

bodi es t hudded agai nst wi ndow panes or fluttered down chi meys, squeaking

i nsi de bl ocked fireplaces as though with anger at being thwarted of their

prey. In spite of many official statenents that the bats were not deliberately
i ntent upon attacking humans, and that their seenmi ngly aggressive attitude was
brought about by damaged radar, the public were still convinced that they were
the main targets of the flying death swarns. And outside the protective cordon
the rest of Britain waited fearfully. It was only a nmatter of time before the

bats extended their territory.

"As there seens to be no chance of finding an antidote,' Haynes said, 'then
there is only one alternative.' He and Rickers were in Newran's |aboratory
where tests were still being carried out on a nunber of bats, mice and rats.
"And what's that?' Professor Newran | ooked up

"W nust poison the bats. If necessary, to the point of extinction.'

Newnman | aughed. 'It's fine in theory. But there's no chance. Wth rats and
nm ce you can put poison down for 'em feed 'emspecially prepared food, but
bats live on insect life.'

"OfF which there is an abundance this year.'

'"Granted, but...’

' Then we nmust spray the insects and thus poison the bats.'

Newnan | ooked t houghtful. 'And who thought this one up?" he asked.

"I did," Rickers adnmitted.

Newnman gl anced at Susan Wlie. She knew what he was thinking. Insecticides
were dangerous to wildlife in general. They upset the bal ance of Nature. In
t he past, poisonous sprays had been responsible for a decline in the nunbers
of birds of prey, buzzards, kestrels, sparrow hawks, the gol den eagle.

Partridges, too, at one stage had al nost been wi ped out. It was too risky. And
yet, with hundreds dying daily fromthe nmutated virus..



"I guess it's worth a try,' Newran said.

"It's already under way,' Haynes told himsonmewhat smugly. 'Every
crop-spraying helicopter unit in the country has been comrandeered. The
M nistry of Agriculture are advising us on which insecticides to use so that

al nost every insect will be affected. No matter which varieties the bats feed
on, they'll absorb the poison.'
"Sure.' Newran shook his head slowy. '"And insect life will be alnost totally

wi ped out in the Mdlands, not to mention species of bird life and rodents."

"But it's the price we have to pay,' Haynes snapped. 'The rate this virus is
spreading now, it's either that or us. And human |ife nust be preserved at al
costs.'

"Yes,' Brian Newran said. 'You're right. And | began this whole thing. |'ve
destroyed countless lives, both human and animal. And now the insects have got
to pay the penalty, too.'

It was nine o' clock when Brian Newran | eft the Biol ogical Research Centre and
drove the five miles to his new hone at Chasetown. Susan had |eft about two
hours before him and in spite of the present worries he was determined to try
and relax for a few hours.

There was a checkpoint at Sankey's Comer. Two BVF sol diers had taken over from
t he policemen who had been on duty earlier in the day. They recogni sed the
professor's car and waved hi mthrough

The High Street was deserted. Many of the houses and flats did not even show
lights, their wi ndows boarded up as though a wartine bl ackout was in force.
Newnan saw sone bats flying | ow across the top end of Pavoirs Road. Nowhere
was safe after dark now.

He drew into the small gravelled drive and switched off his headlights,
gl anci ng about himas he opened the car door. He would have to make a quick
dash to the house. It was dangerous to |inger

' Prof essor Newran!' A voice called fromthe darkness as he got out of the car

He turned. A man was standing just inside his front garden, the shadow from
the tall privet hedge obscuring his features. He was a big man, his overcoat
collar turned up, trilby hat pulled well down.

"Can | help you?' Newran was puzzled. 'Perhaps you'd like to step inside. It
isn't safe outside after dark, and ... '

"What |'ve got to say won't take a nmonent, Professor.' There was a note of
menace in the man's voice as he stepped into the circle of'yellow |light cast
by the nearby street-lanp. Sonething shiny, netallic, glinted in his hand. A
revol ver.

"What's this?" Newran stiffened.

"A gun,' the other laughed harshly. '"Arny issue .45. 1916. My late father kept
it as arelic, with some anmunition. I'mglad he did. O herw se, Professor, ny
task of killing you might be nore difficult... but I'd do it just the sane.

You bastard!"’

"You're nad!' Newnran breat hed,



"If I am' the other said. 'It's because of you. Thanks to your meddling with

viruses I've lost a wife and a daughter . .. and it took "ema long tine to
die. I watched 'em' His voice rose to a crescendo, 'Couldn't even get 'emto
a hospital. Nobody wanted to know. Yes, Professor, | sat there and watched 'em

both die. They were paral ysed before they started to go nad. They frothed at
the mouth and cursed ne with their eyes. Yes, Professor, they went out cursing
me ... but they shoul d've been cursing you, because you nurdered 'em.. just
as |'mgoing to nmurder you now'

Bri an Newran stiffened. The man was five yards fromhim and he could see the
finger curled around the trigger of the revolver. It was too far to try and
rush him and there was no chance of diving for cover. Death was only seconds
away.

Then he heard the front door opening behind him and Susan's voice. 'Are you
all right, Brian? Ch ny God, what's happeni ng?'

'Go back inside and close the door!' he called out over his shoulder. 'l won't
be a mnute.'

"You're dammed right you won't.' the man snarled. 'Your tine's up, Professor
Newman.

"Let's talk this over.'

"The tine for talking is done.' The gunnman shuffled a step or two nearer
"After you, it's nme, Professor. |'ve got nothing left to live for.'

Newnman cl osed his eyes. If only Susan had obeyed hi m and gone back inside. But
he knew .she wouldn't. In all probability this maniac would kill her, too. And
there wasn't a thing he could do about it.

He cl osed his eyes. Go on, get it over with. | don't blanme you, whoever you
are. There's mllions nore feel like you do about ne. That's the fault of the
Press.

A deaf eni ng shot crashed out. Newran swayed on his feet, but strangely he felt
no pain. He remenbered readi ng somewhere that you never heard the shot that
got you. Maybe ... Onh God, maybe he'd shot Susan first!

Newnman opened his eyes. Susan was by his side, her arnms around him She was
crying. The man lay face down in the drive, the revolver a foot or so away
fromhis outstretched fingers, blood soaking into the gravel.

Still Newman was trying to work it all out. His brain was confused. It

woul dn't function properly. This guy was a nutter. Not his fault, though. He'd
chi ckened out at the last mnute. Couldn't go through with nmurder. Committed
sui ci de i nst ead.

"Al'l right, Professor?

For the first tine Newnan was aware that soneone was standing just inside the
open gates. A tall man dressed in a jungle hat, conbat jacket, bandolier
across his chest. '"Don't worry, Professor. | had himcovered the whole tine.
Had to be careful | didn't hit either of you, though.'

Newnan nodded to the BVF soldier, noting the thin trickle of snoke coming from
the barrel of the Luger in his hand.



Thanks.' he murmured. 'Thanks a million. |I was |ucky you happened to be
around. | shoul d've asked for a guard before. | told "em| didn't need one.'

"You've had one all along,' the soldier told him 'only you didn't know it.

Ni ght and day. We can't take chances with you, Professor. Watever the public
m ght think, you' re the one man who stands any chance of coming up with an
antidote.'

"I just hope | can justify your confidence.' Newran pulled Susan Wlie close
to him and together they went inside and cl osed the door

The weat her was changing. Still the sun beat down, but now its heat was
tenmpered by the coming of autumm. Each nmorning a thick mst foll owed the dawn,
grey vapour which dispersed reluctantly towards m d-norning, and each evening
brought a refreshing cool ness to the parched | and.

Fl eets of helicopters stood at the ready throughout the Mdlands, all fitted
with crop-spraying attachnments, the pilots waiting inpatiently for the thick
m st to evaporate. Fromthe north Staffordshire noors as far south as
Wrcester, fromthe Wash to the Wekin, the operation stretched, .the |argest
assault on insect life in British history.

"Crazy,' Tanperley of West Mdlands Fertilizers muttered to his conpani on as
t hey wat ched the rays of the sun beginning to disperse the fog. "It won't
work. | could ve told '"emthat."’

"Don't see no reason why not.' VWittaker clinbed up into the helicopter, and
tapped the huge tank containing insecticide. 'This stuff was w thdrawn five
years ago because it was proved to be detrinental to wildlife. Don't see why
it shouldn't kill bats.'

"I"ll believe it when | see it.' Tanperley lit a cigarette. 'Reckon we'll be
on the nove in about twenty mnutes.'

It was 11.30 a.m before they took off, the countryside around them now
becom ng bathed in bright sunshine. Some of the trees bel ow were already
showi ng signs of brown in their foliage. Drought or not, autumm woul d dom nate
the rural scene from now onwards.

VWhi tt aker recogni sed Chasetown sprawl i ng bel ow t hem and the dark green and
purpl e of Cannock Chase over to their left. Something golden glinted in the
sunlight, the ball on the main spire of Lichfield Cathedral. They dropped

| ower .

Traffic was sparse. An isolated community, even on a snall island, had nowhere
to go. Snmoke hung in the air in places. Heath and forest fires still burned,
but they had been abandoned | ong ago. Town fires were given priority.

Tanperley turned to his colleague. 'That's the place,' he said, pointing in
the direction of a tall television transmitter, rising |like a |ighthouse out
of a dark green ocean. 'The fields between those two woods.'

Whi tt aker nodded and began connecting up various attachnents. They could see
other helicopters already at work, skimmng fields and woods, turning, going
back, three or four covering a | arge expanse of arable ground. Organisation
He had to hand it to the authorities, in spite of what Tanperley said. They
were doing everything possible. If it resulted in failure then they'd done
their best. Nobody could blane them only that professor who had all owed the
bats to escape. It was all his fault.



'"OK,' Tamperley called. They were flying at a height of twenty feet, skimmng
hedgerows, rising to negotiate a couple of spinneys. 'Let 'er go.'

'Never sprayed woods before,' Whittaker muttered to himself. A lifelong nmenber
of the Royal Society for the Protection of Birds, he realised the dangers to
birdlife fromtoxic sprays. Yet the bats had to be destroyed; otherwise it
meant the end of everything.

Back and forth they went, methodically, barely mssing a square yard on a
20-acre field, Tanperley knew his job.

They finished the field and turned their attention to the spinneys, gaining
addi ti onal hei ght because of sone of the taller trees. Wod- pi geons were
flying aimessly. They had been deprived of their nmorning feed on sone | ush
clover by the helicopters and now there was no peace even in their day-roosts.

'Hey, what's that?' Tanperley yelled above the roar of the engine.

Whi t aker | ooked down in the direction the pilot pointed and saw a srmall wood
wi th dense under gr ow h.

"What...' he began, and then he saw it, a black cloud spiralling upwards, a
flock of living creatures, formation-less, spreading out as they gai ned

hei ght. Has first thought was that they were starlings. Their node of flight
was di fferent, though; faster and nore erratic. Their aerobatics would have
been the envy of any pilot.

"It's them' he yelled. 'The bats!’

'Some of 'em' Tanperley shouted back. 'That spinney nust be one of their
roosting places. Well, we mght as well give 'emthe works. |'m goi ng down on
"em Let 'emhave it!’

Whi ttaker increased the flow of insecticide as they di pped. The spray was
thick and yellow, renminding himof urine. It hit the bats, the sheer force of
the Iiquid sending several of themspinning to the ground. The renai nder
wheel ed and jinked, above and bel ow the helicopter, sone dashing thensel ves
agai nst the sides of the machine and falling earthwards, |ifeless.

The helicopter was stationary, hovering, the full force of the nozzles
directed i medi ately beneath it. Bats were everywhere, hurling thensel ves at
the glass of the cockpit as though they sensed whence this liquid death cane.

There was a brief monent during which the two men thought that victory was
theirs, a total slaughter. In fact, Tanperley was already preparing to nove on
when the cockpit was darkened by shadows, tiny flickering shapes that nerged
into near-total darkness, obscuring the sunlight.

"Hell's bells!' Whittaker croaked. 'Just look at 'emnt'
Bats clung to every avail able inch of toughened gl ass, sonehow securing a hold

on the smooth surface, upside down, hundreds of mal evol ent faces staring at
the two men with an insane hatred beyond conprehension

"Jesus! ' Tanperley jerked on the lever. 'Let's get back to base!’

The hel i copter responded, noved forward, and then shuddered to a standstill as
t hough a brake had been applied. One final roar fromthe engine, and then it

di ed away, stuttering into silence. The two nen could hear the shrill piping

of their attackers.



' They' ve cl ogged the vanes!' Tanperley screaned.

VWhi ttaker watched in horror as the pilot tried desperately to restart the
engi ne, but they were al ready enbarking upon a direct downward course,
hurtling towards the spinney below, the cockpit a coffin, borne by the bats
down to a quarry grave

Wth a screech of tearing nmetal and splintering wood the undercarriage was
ri pped away by the topnost branches of a tall Corsican pine, the trunk
spearing into the cockpit. The machi ne hung precariously for a couple of
seconds, its fall checked. Then the tree snapped | ower down, and the
hel i copter plunged on the |ast stage of its journey of death, jagged rocks
rushing up to nmeet it, bats whirring above as though in triunph at their
victory, then scattering in every direction as they witnessed the fina
destructi on.

Anot her helicopter which had seen the bizarre scene fromhalf-a-mle away
hast ened towards the spinney, the grimfaced pilot noting the clouds of bats
whi ch dispersed in all directions.

'Looked like Tanperley,' he yelled to the nan at his side.

"If it was, then he's bought it for sure. Go easy, Joe. | never seen nothin'
like it! We don't want to get caught up in a cloud o' bleedin' bats.'

But Joe was already veering away. There wasn't a bat in sight. Just a colum
of black snoke rising up out of the quarry in the wood as flames began to lick
greedily at the | ower branches, |eaping fromone to another with the speed of
a frightened squirrel

Not hi ng coul d be done to help the two nen in the blazing weckage. They were
already in the final stages of cremation

Chapter Thirteen

"Well,' Haynes said, 'The spraying operation is conplete. All we can do now is
wait. If we don't poison 'em naybe they' Il starve without insect life to feed
on.'

' God knows what the long-termresult will be,' Newran groaned

'"W've a good idea what it'll be if we don't check the spread of this virus.'

"There's no pattern to the bats' behaviour now,' Professor Newran went on
"There are reports fromboth rural and urban areas. W' ve flushed 'em out of
cover, and they're w despread throughout the M dl ands.'

' The human death-toll is ejtimated at sonething in the region of ten



t housand,' Haynes told him He turned away and | ooked out of the wi ndow. The
m st was thinning across the Chase as the early norning sunshine finally broke
t hrough. 'We'Il probably never know the exact figures, as a |lot of the corpses
were burned in the fires. People won't stand for it much | onger. Even the
ordinary, normally conplacent citizen is no | onger prepared to shut hinself
away in his house. Food supplies are running out. Those brought in from

out side are not being distributed as they should be. It's a case of the strong
domi nating the weak. At least this .spraying idea of Rickers's has given us a
breat hi ng space. Everybody's just waiting now, but if it doesn't work .

well, 1'd rather not think about it. That'll be the end,"’

The drone of helicopters was absent fromthe rural scene. Sel dom were vehicles
heard at all now Aircraft passed over on their flights north and south, but
only governmnent -aut hori sed planes were allowed to I and at either Elndon or the
East M dl ands Airport.

And gradual |y the sounds of insects in the woods and fields were dying away.
The grasshopper's chirruping becane slow, |like a chain-saw with the power
switched off. Wasps crawl ed lazily, not even having the energy to sting when
nol ested. M dges died by their mllions in hedgerows and fields. And al ready
bird Iife was beginning to suffer. The swifts and swall ows shoul d have been
congregating on telegraph-wires in readiness for their long flight south, but
many were found |ying beneath these communal perches as though electrified by
the currents. Everybody knew the true cause of death.

Only the bats seenmed unharned by the extermi nation of al nbst every form of
insect life. The creatures for whomthe poi son had been intended showed no
signs of ill effects. In fact, they becane nore active, and were seen in
greater nunbers than before

They're restless, disturbed,' Rickers said uneasily as he stood at the

| aboratory wi ndow, with Haynes and Newran. Dusk was closing in over the Chase,
and al ready dozens of bats were to be seen, flying apparently aimnessly,
frequently dashi ng thensel ves agai nst the wi ndows of the Biol ogi cal Research
Centre, alnpbst as though they recognised this place as the headquarters of the
war whi ch was bei ng waged agai nst them

"And the insecticides are apparently having no effect on them' Newran
murmmured. 'We've killed off nearly everything else within a radius of sixty
mles, but the bats appear to be unharmed. How the hell are they surviving?

They' re eating poisoned insect life,' Haynes said, shaking his head in
bewi | dernent, 'and they're thriving on it. They don't even have to | ook for
it. The woods and, fields are carpeted with it. And there's nore than enough
to keep them going until the winter.'

"Maybe that' ||l be the finish of them' Rickers suggested. 'They'll hibernate,
and then in spring there'll be no food for themand they'll starve.'

"Li ke hell!" Newran said. They'll just spread to the rest of the country. And
we can't poison the whole of the British Isles fromJohn o' Goats to Land's
End. Anyway, this hibernation isn't what everybody thinks it is. Bats don't

sl eep solidly throughout the winter. A spell of mld weather and they're as
active as they are in sumrer.’

"But we don't know that we've failed yet,' Rickers insisted. 'Maybe the poison
is taking longer to work on the bats. The virus could be slowing it up.'

'Or even acting as an inoculation. The virus could well be rendering it
harm ess. There's so nuch we bl oody well don't know about the whole thing. Al



we can do is wait, but right now things don't |ook very hopeful.’

By 24th Septenber it was clear to the whole world that the insecticide
experiment was a failure and al so that the overall situation had worsened. The
nunbers of bats flying at night had visibly increased. The young were now
totally independent and flew with the adults |ike swarms of |ocusts over the
whol e countryside. Every night held its own terrors. Even the nobst secure
barri cades were proved to be inadequate, alnpbst as though the creatures were
now del i berately seeking out human victins. Fleet Street constantly remn nded
the public that Professor Brian Newran was the sol e cause of the disaster and
that every death nust weigh heavily on his conscience.

The man responsible for the spread of this nmutated virus,' one London daily
newspaper | eader article ran, 'has so far failed to come up with an antidote,
and it is now reasonable to assume that none exists. An experiment to poison
the bats has resulted in the destruction-of virtually the whole of the insect
l[ife in the Mdlands. Wat is Professor Newran doi ng about it? The nman
responsi ble for the spread of myxomatosis, the scourge which once cl eared
Britain of rabbits, entered a nonastery in an attenpt to cl eanse his

consci ence of the suffering which he had caused to millions of coneys. Surely
that is all that is left for Professor Newran, a nonk's habit, and a lifetine
spent praying for forgiveness. Repent, Professor Newman.'

Bri an Newran's hand trenbl ed as he put the paper down on the table.

"Stop blam ng yoursel f,' Susan Wlie said as she entered the room and pl aced a
cup of coffee at his elbow. 'The Press always have to put sonebody in the
stocks. How the hell can they conpare you with this nyxomatosis guy? H s
intention was to cause deliberate suffering. Yours was an accident, a

bi ol ogi cal freak."'

Newman sat up suddenly, his fists clenched.
"My God!'" he muttered. 'Way didn't | think of it before?
" Think of what?'

"Where's |last week's Scientific American.' He began to rummage through a pile
of newspapers and nagazi nes besi de where he was sitting.

"What is it?

"Here it is.' He pulled out the magazi ne he sought and began to flip quickly
t hrough the pages. 'Now, let me see, | know | read it somewhere in here... ah
yes, this is it.'

Susan Wlie peered over his shoulder. The article in question was witten by
one of the leading biologists in the United States and was titled ' Myxonat osi s
for Rats and Mce.'

' Recent experinments have proved,' it read, 'that a type of nyxomatosis, a

mut ati on of the virus which destroys rabbits, is lethal to rats and mnmice. Once
this can be distributed widely it could save the United States billions of
dollars annually-in vernmi n destruction, danmage to growi ng crops, and also help
to check the spread of many diseases... '

"I's it possible? Newran breat hed.

"You nmean... ?'



"Yes, you've got it!' the Professor's eyes shone. '"If it kills rats and nmnice,

there's no reason why it shouldn't kill bats. It could be the answer to our
prayers. I'll ring R ckers right away. Maybe we coul d get sonme of the stuff
flown in.'

Ri ckers was not enthusiastic. Neither was he pleased about being disturbed
whilst trying to catch up on sonme |ost sleep.

'Doesn't sound very promsing to me,' he grunted.

"Neither did your insecticides idea.' Newran snapped, 'and that certainly
didn't work. Now it's nmy turn.'

' Myxomat osi s took nonths to spread."

"Cbviously it did, because rabbits live in warrens, often isolated, wthout
comng into contact with others. The fleas had to carry the virus. This one is
cont agi ous. Quicker acting, and bats are rmuch nore soci able creatures. And
even if it doesn't work on themat least we'll cut down the spread of the

di sease by destroying rats and mce.'

"I"ll sleep on it.' Rickers nmunbled and repl aced the receiver
"Well?' Susan Wlie asked.

"He's interested.' Newmran told her |aughing. 'Pooh-poohed it, of course,
because he hadn't thought of it first. Tried to find reasons why it woul dn't
work. Then said he'd sleep on it. That nmeans he's fetchi ng Haynes out of bed
right now. Probably Professor Talbot and Sir John Stirchley, too, and there
nm ght even be a trans-Atlantic call to New York before norning.'

"Ch, Brian!' She flung her arnms around his, crying softly.

"Now hold on,' he said. 'Let's not count our chickens. There are one helluva

| ot of obstacles to overcone before we even get round to trying to spread this
thing. The governnent will have to agree to another virus being rel eased, and
they aren't exactly synpathetic to everything we've done so far. Like Rickers
said, let's sleep onit.'

Chapt er Fourteen

The safari Land-Rover bunped its way across the heather and gorse on Cannock
Chase.

"That'll do," Newran said to the driver. '"W'Ill release the bats in those firs
over there. The rats and mice w'l|l take down to the Sherbrook Valley.'

The driver, a small man in overalls who spent nost of his tine noddi ng assent
to any orders he was given, brought the vehicle to a standstill. Newnran



climbed down and, taking a small wi cker container resenbling a pigeon-basket
fromthe rear, he walked with it towards the nearest line of trees. From

i nsi de the basket canme frenzied squeaks and fluttering. The bats were

i npatient for their freedom

Prof essor Newran opened the lid, and inmediately six bats hurtled up into the
air, flewround in a circle, and then disappeared anongst the branches of the
towering pines. He closed the basket and wal ked sl owly back towards the

Land- Rover. Twenty consignments of simlarly treated bats were today being

rel eased at various strategic points around the Mdlands. Mst of the injected
rodents had been set free in the towns. Just one nore lot, he told hinself,
and that was it.

They had played their last card. He prayed that it was an ace.

Ken Tyl er was abroad shortly after daylight, noving silently through the
swirling mst, gun beneath his arm The fog did not worry him He knew every
inch of this |and.

There were unlikely to be any bats about until the mi st thinned. As with nost
creatures, mist confused their sense of direction, even the mad ones. Fog
meant safety for him the chance to get some work done.

He foll owed the course of the Castle Ring noat, his boots squelching in the
soft grass, eyes scanning the ground ahead. Then he stopped suddenly. Only an
experi enced eye woul d have spotted the rectangul ar outline of a small,
artificially made tunnel, two 3ft [ engths of wood with a roof, canouflaged by
clods of earth. Inside this he had set a humane vernin trap only days earlier
one of a network around the Ring, the only means by which the ground vernin
could be controll ed.

He laid his gun on the ground and, kneeling down, peered into the entrance.
The daylight at the opposite end was partly obscured. Something was caught in
the trap. He gripped the chain and tugged, feeling the trap and whatever it
had caught being dragged towards him

A grunt of satisfaction escaped his lips, turning to one of revul sion al nost
at once as he caught sight of his catch. Arat. He often trapped rats up here
on Castle. Ring, but not like this one. Its head was swollen alnost to the
size of its body. The eyes were puffed up, hidden beneath two huge grow hs
whi ch sprouted out of the sockets thensel ves, pink and bl oated. The nmouth was
open, rigor nortis having retained the expression of viciousness which the
rodent had worn in life.

Tyl er used a stick to part the jaws of the trap, kicking the corpse to one
side and noting its pink underside, covered with nore cancerous grow hs which
had not reached maturity before death had cl ai ned the host.

'"Bloody mixy in rats?" He shook his head, and began the task of resetting the
trap in the tunnel

Ken Tyl er had seventeen traps set on Castle Ring. On average four or five
caught victins daily. Two or three were usually sprung without killing. This
nmorni ng, twelve had killed. Al the creatures were rats, and every one was in
the final stages of this terrible disease.

The ganekeeper was puzzled. It was as though the vermin had entered the dark
tunnel s searching for a place in which to end their lives, their usua
alertness for traps having been nullified. He made his way towards the woods.
There was a small pool hidden ami dst a dense reed-bed. Sonetimes there were



mal lard on it, and often a brace of these found their way into the Tyler's
| arder without his enployer being aware of it.

Stealthily he crept up on the pond. The mi st was thicker here, screening his
approach. He stiffened, half-crouching, easing forward the safety-catch on his
gun. There was definitely sonething on the water this norning, unrecognisable
shapes in the fog.

He peered intently. There was sonethi ng unnatural about the whole scene. It
was lifeless. Not a splash or a ripple on the surface.

He stepped forward, his boots splashing in the shallows, anticipating an

al armed quacki ng and frenzied wing beats as ducks took to the air. But nothing
happened. There was no sound other than his own novenents in the clamy

still ness.

Then he felt the bile rise in his throat as he recogni sed the shapes. Rats.
Fl oating, bellies uppernost, legs rigid. And those same cancerous grow hs al
over them

"Jesus!' He backed away on to firml and.

Tyler was trenbling as he entered the wood. Sonethi ng unnatural was happening
all around himthis norning. Not that this hadn't been so for weeks on end
now, but this was far worse. Mdre horrible. A new kind of death.

The ground beneath the trees was devoid of undergrowth. Only odd fronds of
bracken sprouted at intervals, for seldomdid the sunlight penetrate the
evergreen foliage of the tar pines. Nothing el se grew here.

He trod on a bat before he noticed others |lying beneath the trees, his
heavy-sol ed boots squashing it to pulp, splitting open the growth which

i ncorporated nost of its body, thick yellow sh pus nmingling with the blood as
it squel ched out.

"Ugh!" He scraped his boot on the carpet of pine-needles in an endeavour to
wi pe off the sticky mess. It snelled, and he backed away fromit: a sickly,
penetrating odour like a mixture of vomit and excreta. There were bats |ying
dead all around him as though a whol e roost of them had been stricken in the
night. And every one of the tiny creatures was disfigured by those sane

growt hs.

Tyl er was sweating. Carefully he nade his way to the other end of the wood,
steppi ng over and around the bats, taking care not to tread on any nore. He
paused once, thinking that he saw a grotesque w ngless bat, bloated with
deat h, anmongst sone others. Then he saw it was a fiel d-npbuse. He wondered why
it had not died in its hole, and decided that perhaps, unlike some of the rats
in his tunnel-traps, it had surfaced in quest of air and |light.

He started as sonething flapped silently froma branch above his head and
qui ckly di sappeared into the fog. An ow . Another species which would suffer
inthe long run if it was deprived of these rodents which were its natura

prey.

Prof essor Brian Newnan and Susan Wlie returned fromthe Biol ogi cal Research
Centre just in tinme for the televised news at ten 'O clock. A reporter was
talking in one of the main Birm ngham thoroughfares, wth bl ackened skel et ons
of buildings all around him people huddled into small groups, and sone
traffic filtering by at intervals. Gangs of workmen wearing protective
headgear were engaged in clearing-up operations,



' The weeks of terror have finally come to an end;' the reporter was saying,
"and at | ast people are emerging fromtheir homes, wondering if it really
happened or whether it was all one hellish nightnmare. But here is the proof of
reality.'" He indicated the wecked city around him 'Burnt out shops and

of fice bl ocks, many col |l apsing and burying bodi es beneath them During today
al one, sixteen corpses, beyond recognition, have been recovered fromthe ruins
of New Street Station. The fighting is over, and the restrictions which have
been in force throughout the Mdlands were lifted today. Menbers of the
British Volunteer Force are assisting in site clearance, and many civilians
have joined in to help also. But the gladdening news is that the bats from
hell, the disease-carrying creatures which have been responsible for the

t housands killed and a state of near-anarchy in and around the city of

Bi rmi ngham are no nore. And for that we have to thank Professor Brian Newran,
whose' idea it was to inport the | atest weapon in warfare against rodents from
the United States. This is a virus not unlike nyxomatosis in rabbits, but much
deadlier. Wthin a week of its initial release tens of thousands of bats, nice
and rats have died in the 'Mdlands, and we have just had reports of simlar
rat deaths as far a field as Manchester and Newcastl e-on-Tyne. Wil st the
killer disease travelled no further than a radius of fifty niles around

Bi rmi ngham this rodent plague appears to be spreading. W can only ask
ourselves, what will Britain be |like without the verm n agai nst which we have
been wagi ng war for centuries? Even Professor Newran cannot forecast the
long-termeffects. Gerald Watson, News at Ten, Birm ngham'

Bri an Newran | eaned forward and swi tched off the tel evision

"Well,' Susan commented, 'you're no |longer the villain of the piece. They're
hailing you as a saviour.'

"And within a year the damage will have been restored, and the bats will be
only a nenory,' Newran nuttered, 'but there are those who will never forget,
t hose who | ost | oved ones. | can do nothing to ease their grief.'

"I"ll go and make sone supper.' Susan stood up and noved towards the kitchen
"At | east we needn't be afraid to go outside after dark now.'

Bri an Newran picked up the eveni ng paper and had hardly opened it up when a
pi ercing scream canme fromthe kitchen

"Susan!' he yelled, scranmbling to his feet, but before he reached the door
Susan Wlie canme rushing in, her face deathly white.

' Ch, God!'she sobbed.
"Whatever is it?" he demanded pulling her to him

"Nothing, really.' She nade an attenpt to pull herself together, 'it was...
only a... a nouse. Wien | opened the cupboard it rolled out on to ne. Phew
After all the mice, rats and bats |'ve held these past weeks whil st you
injected them and then we get one in the kitchen and | nearly have hysterics.
It's sort of... different in the lab, isn't it?

He pulled her to one side, and went into the kitchen. The dead nouse |ay on
the floor by the sink-unit, its body bloated twice its normal size as though
it had been blown up with a punmp, the head pink and swollen, eyes buried
beneat h an unnatural growth, a bul bous matter-filled ball of cancerous, nangy
fur.

"It... it's repulsive, isn't it?" Susan caught her breath. '"I... | never



t hought this disease was quite as terrible as that. Ch, it's horrible. And
we' ve done that to nmillions of them

He pull ed her gently back into the |iving-roomand closed the door. Try not to
think about it," he said, kissing her. "It's not a pretty sight, | know, and
if 1'd had any other choice |I'd never have brought this vile disease over

here. But it was the only way. It was either that or the end of civilisation
as we know it.'

"I"'msorry.' She tried to smle. "It was ... just, well, the way it roiled out
of the cupboard on to me as though . . . as though it was trying to nake one
| ast attenpt to get revenge.'

"I"ll go and put it in the dustbin,' he said.

"No,' she insisted. "I'll doit. I've got to get used to them No doubt
there' |l be dozens nore of the creatures |ying about dead in the com ng weeks.
And I'mas nuch to blanme for it as you. It was ny fault that the bats' cage

got knocked over and they escaped.’

During the next few days Professor Newnan busied hinself carrying out tests on
several of the dead creatures which had been brought into the Research Centre

'Even the Yanks don't really know the extent of this virus,' Haynes said. 'W
junped the gun a bit, even for them They know what it does to a rodent, but
not why. As far as they can tell it's harm ess to humans and all other

ani mal s, but we've got to be sure.’

"Dam it,' Newmran replied with a grin, 'There's enough, been handl ed so far
If it is harnful then we're really going to be in trouble.'

Towards the niddl e of the afternoon the professor happened to notice Susan
wi ping a flushed brow with the pal mof her hand.

"Are you all right?" There was consternation on his face.

"It's nothing.' She smled weakly. 'I feel a bit feverish. A slight headache.
Maybe it's the sudden change in the weather.'

" A good downpour doesn't do that to you,' he insisted, and tested her pul se.
It was racing. 'I'd say you' ve got the flu comi ng on. Now go on back home and
get to bed. I'Il be back by five.'

"If you insist.' There was gratitude in her voice.

"I do,' he said. 'Are you sure you're OKto drive?

'"1'11 be all right.' She wal ked towards the door, swaying slightly.

He wat ched her drive away, standing at the wi ndow until she was out of sight,
and there was a worried expression on his face as he resunmed work.

It was 5.20 when Brian Newran eventual ly arrived back at Chasetown. As he |et
hinself in through the front door he sensed inmediately that something was
wrong. The bedroom door was open, and fromthe hall he could see the neatly
made bed. It was enpty.

' Susan!

She was not in the living-room He dashed into the kitchen. One second of



shock, immobility, and then he was on his knees at her side.
"Susan!' he breathed. 'Ch, my God! Wat's wong?

She did not reply. Her eyes were closed, her cheeks flushed with fever, her
skin wet with perspiration. He began to undo her clothing with trenbling
fingers.

Seconds | ater he was tel ephoning for a doctor. The two or three mnutes during
which it took himto contact Doctor Jenki nson were agoni sing.

"I"ll be right round,' the doctor snapped after he had |istened to the
synptons. ' Make her as confortable as you can, but don't try to nove her.'

Doct or Jenki nson was Jess than five mnutes arriving. He renenbered the
Willians famly. There had been many since. It was his greatest fear that it
woul d begin all over again.

"It isn't the virus,' Newran told himas he showed himinto the kitchen where
Susan still lay notionless on the floor, a blanket covering the | ower half of
her body.

"No, it isn't that, certainly,' Jenkinson said after a brief exam nation
"al though what it is | haven't a clue, quite frankly. Look at her eyes, the
way they're puffing up ..."

Brian Newran stared in horror. It was true. The closed |lids appeared to be
swel I i ng outwards w t hout opening, as though sonme horrific growth was
propagating at an unbelievable rate inside the sockets.

' Phone for an anbul ance,’' the doctor ordered. 'I'lIl stay here with her.’

Wthin a matter of m nutes both Professor Newran and Doctor Jenki nson were in
t he speedi ng anbul ance with Susan Wlie.

'Has she been in contact with any virus?' Jenkinson tested her pul se again,
and tried to hide his anxiety.

"Only this rodent disease,' Newran answered. 'There was a dead nouse in the
kitchen the other evening. And, of course, we've been working on themin the
| aboratory.'

" And t housands of people have been renoving themfromtheir homes without
ill-effect for the last couple of weeks. It can't be that. But whatever it is
it's growing fast!'

Bri an Newran was asked to remmin in the waiting roomonce they arrived at
Wal sal |l CGeneral Hospital. Not even bacteriol ogists were allowed to attend
enmer gency operations.

The room was enpty, four white walls which seemed to close, in on him

C austrophobi a was anot her form of despair, and he felt hopel ess. He knew she
was going to die. Nothing could save her. That last ten m nutes the synptomns
had been identical to those in the creatures with the American killer virus.

He could see Susan now. He tried to shut out the nental picture. At |east she
wasn't in pain. Just nunmb. She woul dn't know anythi ng. Consci ousness woul d
return for a short tine, but it wouldn't nmake any difference. Her whole brain
was a rapidly growing cancer, a forced greenhouse-plant that woul d outgrow
itself, wither and die. The agony was a fallacy. Those creature's did not



suffer. They were sinply living, diseased flesh. He-had discovered that only
that sane afternoon

Yet how had she caught it? It was inpossible-. No, he corrected hinself,
renotely inprobable, but a freak occurrence. Everything he touched becane a
freak. On CGod, if this was the beginning of another outbreak . . . another
ki nd of incurable plague..

He coul d see her again, npaning as consci ousness returned, blind, deaf and
dunb. Ch God, please let the end be swift. | want her to die... now

He whirled round as the door opened. Jenkinson stood there. For the doctor it
was M and Ms WIlians again. Hope. Realisation. Despair. He just had to
confirmthe worst fears. He knew the words by heart. A recitation

"I"'msorry. W did everything possible for her. But there was no hope.'

There woul d be a post-nortem but it wouldn't tell them much. A rare cancer
They' d take tests, nmake notes, refer it to the Cancer Research, providing
years of work for somebody. And he, Professor Brian Newran, could tell them
But they woul dn't believe him Nobody woul d, not Haynes, Rickers, nor the
Ameri can who had di scovered the virus in the first place. Maybe ot hers woul d
die the sane way, and then the authorities would have to admt that there was
some connection. Please God it doesn't have to be that way.

But nobody el se would die, Newran said harshly to hinmself. It was the way.
Take himself, for exanple. If he injected the rest of the virus left in the
lab into his own bl oodstream nothing would happen. Hi s body would reject it.
So would millions of others. One in a hundred mllion was vul nerable, and it
had to be his girl. A kind of retribution for everything he'd ever done.

And he'd never even had time to say goodbye to her.

Epi | ogue

The Castle Ring syndicate shot every Saturday between Septenber and January,
And on Sunday norni ngs Ken Tyl er, the ganekeeper, always went out w th Judy,
hi s aged cocker-spani el, picking up

They never found all the birds on a Saturday. There was too nuch tinme between
t he pheasants falling and the end of the drive. No dogs were sent to retrieve
during a drive. That neant that a wounded cock pheasant had a good start by
the tine the dogs picked up his scent. The days were short, and there were too
many drives to be fitted in. Guns and beaters alike were inpatient. 'If you
can't find "emall, |leave 'em The keeper' can pick '"emup in the norning."'

This nmorning was no different. He had a brace in the bag in the first half
hour. Neither of those birds had been 'runners', but who was to know? Shooti ng
gane on Sundays was against the |law, but there was nothing to say that one



could not despatch a wounded creature on the Sabbath. It was the only humane
thing to do. And in any case, Tyler needed to bag as many as possible if he
was to keep back a brace or two for hinself when the boss called round |ater
in the day. He wouldn't have to be too greedy this season, he decided. Gane
was scarce. The fires had ruined a good breedi ng season, and now weeks of rain
were spoiling the shooting days. The bags were well down on the previous year

Judy ranged to and fro, taking her time, relying on her nose. Her head went
down. She picked up sonething out of the |long grass,

"Good girl. Bring it on.'

The spaniel's face was hi dden behind a mass of fluffy brown feathers. At first
Ken was congratul ating hinmsel f on another hen pheasant in the bag, but as Judy
cane cl oser, he groaned.

" Anot her bl oody owl. Christ A mghty! Three picked up yesterday, and two
kestrels.'

It canme on to rain again. He pulled down the brimof his hat and turned up the
collar of his coat. 'Bleedin weather!’

Judy forced her way into some dense briars and the gamekeeper stol e forward.
It could be that old cock that the Col onel had dropped with his second barre
on the last drive. It had been too dark to | ook for it properly.

He could see Judy on her way back. Certainly it wasn't the cock bird. Light
brown feathers, sone catching on the thorns as the dog pushed her way out. It
was a big bird. A buzzard. Tyler had not seen one on the Chase for five years.
The | ast had been a stray, blown off course by a freak gale. So was this one.
But it had cone froma different reason. A futile search for food

He took the buzzard fromthe dog, and held it up in his left hand. Under
normal circunmstances it woul d have wei ghed approxi mately three pounds. He
doubted if this bird woul d have topped the scales at a pound. It had wasted
away, reduced to skin and feathers by starvation. The keeper tossed it back
over the briars. It seened to hang suspended in the air, alnost floating down
on to the thorn bushes, landing with scarcely a sound. Just a few feathers
wafted in the wind. It was just one of many, and |uckier than nost of the

bi rds-of -prey species. It was already dead. Many nore had still to die,
suffering the pangs of hunger, searching vainly for rats, mce, insects.

Fi ndi ng nothing. Not even a beetle.

Myxomat osi s had broken out ampbngst the rabbits again. Coi nci dence? There
weren't even any young coneys for the hawks. Science had destroyed them and
this was only the beginning.

An hour |ater Ken Tyl er stood anongst the trees which overl ooked the

Bi ol ogi cal Research Centre. A car was parked outside and he recogni sed
Newnman's Al |l egro. The bacteriol ogi st hadn't wasted nuch time getting back to
work again after the girl's funeral, the keeper grimaced.

A fit of anger assailed him He shook a fist in the direction of the squat
ugly buil di ngs.

"You bastard!' he shouted. "All this is your work. You're destroying wildlife,
one species after another. You killed the girl. Everybody knows it. The papers
say so, but you and your bl oody kind keep on denying it. You won't adnmit that
humans can catch it. Sod you!'



H s anger subsided, and the ganekeeper wal ked slowy away, retracing his
steps. Newran hadn't heard him Nobody had. It woul dn't make any difference,
anyway.

They' d created sonething they couldn't control, and now there was no way of
stopping it. Only when all forns of life were wi ped out would the cancerous
virus finally die. And it took a ganekeeper to realise that.

On the way back he had to wait for Judy again. She was away for fully ten
mnutes this tinme, and when she returned to heel she was carryi ng another ow
in her jaws.



