Chapter One

Fri day-Shell |sland

| REY WALL gl anced at the stocky fair-haired man beside her, noted the way he
crouched over the steering wheel, a pose that was definitely intended to

i mpress. A show off. She | ooked away, told herself that she was the biggest

bl oody fool on earth. It wasn't too late, though. She could say 'I'msorry,
Keith, but |'ve changed ny m nd. Take ne back to the camp, please.' But that
needed courage, the kind she didn't have right now. He'd convince her
otherwi se in that sane persuasive tone that he had used | ast night as he had
shouted in her ear in an attenpt to make hinsel f heard above the grating sound
of the cheap dance band as they had smpboched around the floor. She even knew
what he would say. 'Don't be bloody daft, Irey. We're only going for a ride

out to Shell Island, find ourselves a quiet stretch of beach for an hour or
two. There's no harmin that, is there? The break fromthe kids will do you
good, and they'll be fine with the Greencoats. They won't even m ss you.

Christ, you can't stay in the camp all week, which you' d have to do wi thout ne
because you don't have a car. You' d go bloody crazy stopping in there the
whol e tine, a permanent stink of candyfloss and fish and chips, and those

bi ngo callers never letting up so that you go to sleep repeating nunbers to

your sel ves instead of counting sheep. Hell, you' re safe enough with me and
nobody will give us a second gl ance. Then, before you know it, you'll be back
with the kids and today'll just be a menory.' Irey sighed, stared at the queue

of holiday traffic ahead of them There was no point in starting an argunent
wi th her conpanion. She didn't have the energy, anyway. It was too damed hot.
Whatever will be, will be.

The car slowed to a halt, its engine ticking over. She closed her eyes and her
m nd went back to |ast night.

It had seemed so exciting then, just a harmess flirtation. The at nosphere and
a couple of gins had made it that way. She'd put her chalet on the patrol

rota, told the Geencoats they would find her in the Pearl dance hall if they
needed her. The kids were asleep when she'd left and in all probability they
woul d never even know she had been out. Good kids they were, Rodney, six and
Loui se, four. Irey had had an urge to go out somewhere; maybe a quick drink or
some fish and chi ps woul d have been a better idea. It was difficult at tines
like these being a wonan. You weren't meant to go out on your own. If you
didn't have a man then you either stopped in or else you went out and found
yoursel f one. And when nmen saw you out on your own they automatically presuned
you were | ooking for one thing. It wasn't bloody well fair. Her fingernails
dug into the sweaty pal ns of her hands. The traffic edged forward a few yards
and then stopped again. Irey opened her eyes, closed them again.

Indirectly it was all Alan's fault. Wat husband and father with any sense of
| ove and responsibility shoved his wife and kids off to a holiday canp so that
he coul d have a fortnight's fishing with his mtes fromwork? Wll, Al an



fitted the bill: the classic male chauvinist pig. There was gossip, runours
about hi m back hone, but Irey had forced herself to shut her ears to them She
didn't want to know. | don't want to bloody well hear 'erni There were

expl anati ons (excuses?). He was out |ate frequently because he was in the
darts team nost of whomwere in the fishing club also. Safety in nunbers.
Ready alibis too. Deep down he |loved his famly best, just had a funny way of
showing it. He was too interested in darts and fishing to worry about ot her
worren. Hadn't he adnmitted to her only the other week that he didn't find sex
exciting anynore and that she needn't. He couldn't understand it when she'd
burst into tears.

And now this guy Keith. She sneaked another glance at him felt her skin
goosepinple a little in spite of the heat. A real hulk of man, so different
fromA an in al nost every way. Last night she'd felt her stomach turn, her
heart m ss a beat when he'd singled her out in the corner of the dance room

"On your own, sweetheart?' Surprise that seened genuine. Wren't there dozens
of younger girls here on the I oose just with one thought in mnd? But he'd
chosen her.

"I ... 1 just came in for an hour ... to listen to the nusic. | can't stop
| onger because ny kids are back at the chalet.'

He bought her a drink, didn't give her the opportunity to refuse. And sonehow
her life story, her disappointnments came spilling out.

"My nanme's Keith,' he said as he led her on to the floor, held her close to
hi m as sonehow t hey found space am dst the other couples. The lights were
right down by now, just a kind of mauve glow. 'l had a wife once but one day I
got in fromwork and found she'd gone off with a contract gardener, a guy who
spent the sumrer nonths nmowi ng people's lawns and the winter nonths having it
off with his custonmers' wives. | was real sick, | can tell you. But | got over
it. Maybe one day I'lIl settle down again if | can find the right woman, and if
I can find the courage to get narried again.'

It was a kind of cue that brought her own fears spilling out. She'd never
spoken that way to anybody about Al an before; it all canme out in a kind of
rush as though suddenly she was desperate to get it out of her system

VWhi ch was why she was here now with Keith, and the G eencoats were | ooking
after Rodney and Loui se for the day. Subconsciously |ast night she had gone
out to find herself a man. But it would only be a holiday friendship. She
woul dn't let himdo anything. A bit of flirtation; the holiday was half over,
anyway.

' Seens everybody's got a mind to get out of the canp today,' his hand found
its way across to her knee, squeezed it so naturally as though he had known

her for years, as though he was her ... husband.
'"They're probably all going to Shell Island,' A hint of reluctance, a fina
resi stance al though she had resigned herself to her fate. "It'll probably be

so crowded that we won't be able to get on anyway.'

"I doubt it. I'd lay a fiver that this lot's going into Barmouth today. The
Radi o One Roadshow s there this norning and you know how hal f this popul ation
of conditioned norons will virtually nmob their favourite DJ. Me, | wouldn't

waste nmy tine listening to their verbal garbage.'

"They're probably just glad to get away fromthe canp for the day,' her hand
seened to find his of its own accord. 'The trouble is there's just too nmany



canps along this part of the Wl sh coast. Butlin's, Pontin's, and now this new
one, the Blue Ccean Holiday Canp.'

'What rmade you go for Blue Ccean?

"l suppose, | thought it mght be something different.'

'"Or cheaper.'

' Maybe,' she blushed faintly under her heat flush. 'Or rather, ny husband
decided. He's paid the bill, you see. | didn't think it was worth arguing
about .

One camp's nmuch the sanme as anot her when you're stuck there for a week with
the kids. Al they think about are funfairs and anusements. | wouldn't've

t hought a holiday canp was your style, Keith, Mre like the

Cost a- somet hi ng-or-other for you where you can take your pick of the

dar k- ski nned bat hi ng beauties."

"Not for nme,'" he let the clutch in again and the car rolled forward anot her
few yards. 'I thought maybe | could | ose nyself in a canp, better even than a
hotel or guest house, with every single thing laid on for you. And, anyway, |
was curious about this set-up after what 1'd read about it. You got to hand it
to this guy, MIles Manning, having the nerve to set up a place tike this when
every other formof UK holiday entertainment is reporting bookings down each
year. | guess it was a kind of challenge, an opportunity for an eccentric
multi-mllionaire to take on the mght of the other two established canps. And
there's no getting away fromit, the Blue Ocean is fully booked. Yesterday
afternoon they even had to close it to day-trippers.’

" And what do you think of the canp, Keith?

"It's good, no two ways about that,' the car cane to a halt again and he
pul | ed the handbrake on. They've got the edge on their competitors at the
nmonent because everything's new. The paint's all fresh and gaudy, it isn't the
same ol d amusenent arcade which you got bored in last year. It's a novelty
which will reap its reward.’

The traffic began to nove yet again, a jerky snaking line that disappeared
over the brow of the next hill and you wi shed you could see further. You
woul dn't be satisfied until you were up there yourself and saw at first hand
the state of the congestion. lrey felt sleepy. It was a good job she hadn't
got the children with her. They woul d have been bored and squabbling by now.

And it would be the first thing they would tell Alan as soon as they got hone.
Whi ch started her feeling guilty again. She wasn't cut out for affairs.

Irey Wall woke with a start, alnost clawed her way panic-stricken out of that
hot sticky slumber, gasped with pain as the hairs on the back of her neck

whi ch had becone stuck to the uphol stery, were suddenly wenched free. Guilt
and fear, clutching Keith's hand because it still happened to be resting on
her bare leg, possibly an inch or two higher than it had been when she had

| ast been aware of it.

They were bunping their way across a type of rough causeway and way to her
left were stretches of ominous steel nesh fencing topped with barbed wire.
Beyond that were a series of squat buildings with tiny wi ndows. Sone pl anes,
smal | ones, stood on a short tarmac runway.

"Where . . . where are we?' She gl anced about her, fearful for one terrible



second that her eyes might rest upon the famliar outline of her own husband,
his finger pointing accusingly at her. Ch, for Christ's sake, Al an, just keep
out of this will you. Go catch yourself a big fish

"Shell Island.' Keith Baxter sounded weary. 'As | said, the milling mllions
didn't have it in mnd to cone here today. Apart fromthose hal f-dozen cars in
front of us they' ve all gone on down the road to Barnputh to pay homage to
their honey-voiced DJ. There'll be a few canpers on the island, doubtless, but
| reckon we'll have all the peace we need. And it isn't mdday yet.'

Irey automatically turned her head away when a youth selling tickets
approached them as they drove into the farnyard with its campers' shop and
toilets. God, just suppose she saw sonebody she knew! A thousand-to-one chance
but you never knew.

Keith swung the car off to the left, followed the tarmac track up a steep bank
to where it levelled out. Fromhere they had a view of the island itself,
acres of rough grass with surprisingly little litter in spite of the nunber of
gaily coloured tents which dotted the scene. The grass was al ready turning
brown after a nmonth of prol onged sunshi ne, the snaking narrow tarnmacadam
creating its own mrages.

"W'll go ..."' an escal ating whine reached a deafening peak and Irey cl utched
at her conpanion in sudden terror. A diving plane, alnpst as though it was
bent on attacki ng them Kami kazi -style, suddenly turned off at the |ast noment,
arcing its way towards that sinister conpound with its shinmering runway which
they had passed earlier. They followed its trail of snoke, saw it wheel

check, then land with unerring precision. A snmoking silent steel bird that had
hunted the skies and now returned to its eyrie.

"That pil ot nust have been crazy,' she whi spered hoarsely. 'He was
deliberately trying to scare us. He m ght have m sjudged and killed us and
hi msel f."'

"I doubt there's a pilot in there,' he replied. That place you see there is a
top mnistry research base, guarded day and night. Nobody really knows what
they're up to except that they' re experinmenting with lowflying fighter
aircraft to go in under eneny radar. That's the one fly in the ointnment here,
aircraft back and forth all day long, but eventually you get so used to them
that you don't even notice them | was saying, before we were so rudely
interrupted, that if we go to the other end of the island we can find
ourselves a nice little place in the dunes. W can bathe, swim or just get a
nice tan.'

"You' ve been here before, then?

"I used to come canping here a lot in ny younger days. Sonetines it's nice to
go over old ground again, renenber places as they were when life was fresh and
exciting.'

He turned the car off the track, let it bunp its way gently across the uneven
grass, took a left-hand sweep to avoid sone tents. An orange van and a Land
Rover were parked side by side a little further on and he eased up al ongsi de
them sw tched the engine off. Above them all along the skyline, screening

t hem from Cardi gan Bay, was an uneven |line of sand-dunes, tall spiky grass
growing lushly in spite of the dry weather.

"Well, we're here.' Keith Baxter turned to his conpanion, his gaze taking in
her shapely figure beneath the sweat-stained red T-shirt and the crunpl ed
pl eated skirt. Short dark hair and w de blue eyes, a distinctive Wl sh



characteristic.

"I shoul d've brought a picnic of some sort with us,' she struggled up into a
sitting position, snmoothing her clothing as she did so. 'I don't know why |
never thought of it. This heat addles the brain.'

"I intended taking you for a nmeal later, anyway,' he got out, wal ked round the
car and opened the door for her. 'For a couple of hours or so let's not be the
conventional British holidaymaker with his packaged food. Let's enjoy life.
We'll do just anything we feel |ike doing.'

It was a steep clinmb up to the summit of the dunes, Keith |eading the way,
pulling Irey up behind him Then they were standi ng surveying the deep bl ue
sea with scarcely a ripple in sight, w de golden sands that led on right up to
the rocky north end of the island, maybe thirty people in sight the whol e way.

'See,' he laughed, 'we've virtually got the island to ourselves. Al the silly
buggers have trekked off to see the Radi o Roadshow. Let's find ourselves a
nice little shady spot somewhere in these dunes.'

There were plenty of shady places, well-used sandy indentations am dst the
coarse grass. lrey felt herself becom ng tense again. God, Al an would kill her
if he got to know she'd been in here with a feller. Her flood of guilt
termnated in a lunmp in her throat as she noticed a small object half-buried
in the sand by her foot. There was no mistaking its identity - a used condom
But you came across them everywhere these days, no place was sacred. And it
wasn't any of her business.

This is fine,' Keith was [owering hinself down to the ground, pulling her with
him 'I1t'lIl be nice to be out of the sun for a while.

A moment's awkward silence. H s hand was on her thigh again but suddenly it
was an exciting prospect. He obviously thought sonething of her or else he
woul dn't have brought her here; he could have had his pick of the tarts back
at the Blue Ccean Holiday Canp if it was sex he was after. And he wasn't
getting that. Surely he knew.

H s face was close to hers, wafting sone mascul i ne odour, a strong aftershave.
She cl osed her eyes, shuddered as his lips found hers, felt a wave of
goose- pi mpl es flooding her skin. Damm Al an, this served himright. She hadn't
been kissed like this for years.

Irey checked, stiffened, and had to stop herself from pushing Keith's fingers
away. He'd got a hand inside her T-shirt and was al ready maki ng a nipple
stiffen. School boy stuff! Fifteen years ago a girl would have been shocked,;
nowadays she was shocked if it didn't happen

"I fancy a swm' he nurnmured in her ear. 'How about you?

"I haven't brought a costume with ne.’

"You don't need one here. | don't have one, anyway.'

'There was a sign back at the entrance forbiddi ng nude bat hi ng."'

"Sure, but nobody will bother us up this end. Not today, anyway. | noticed one
or two on the sands further up had stripped off.'

"I don't really know,' Irey wi shed she didn't blush so easily. '"I'll have to
think about it." It sounded churlish



Tell you what, Irey, suppose | go and have a dip first for a few m nutes. Then
"Il come back and tell you how |ovely and cool the water is and that there's
nobody about. Then we'll both go in, eh?

"Ch, all right.' She knew she'd end up going in the sea whatever she said. The
i dea was exciting. It was just that she needed tinme to think about it ... to
savour the prospect.

Through slitted eyes she watched her conpani on undress. She had been aware as
t hey kissed that he was aroused but the sudden exposure, the quivering |ength
of solid male flesh took her breath away. Suddenly this whole affair was for
real, a nuscul ar |over whose intention was to take her here in the dunes.
Infidelity! She cringed, thought about |eaping up and running. Don't be bl oody
crazy, girl! It was a long wal k back across the causeway and up to Ll anbedr
From there she would have to hitch-hi ke back to the canp. She tried telling
herself that Keith wouldn't do anything she really didn't want. He woul d just
be persuasive like nbst nen were. She only had to say 'no'. It was as easy as
t hat .

She lay there trenbling, aware of a noistness between her thighs which wasn't

just sweat. Her whol e body was crying out for sonething she needed, sonething

she didn't get very often these days. Nobody woul d ever know. She wouldn't end
up with a baby because she was on the Pill

So hot and stiff. Just the faint sound of the sea so far away and a thuddi ng
like native tomtons. It took her some tinme to realise that it was her own
heart thunping.

Sudden i nmpetuosity. She sat up, tugged the danmp T-shirt free of her body and
uncl i pped her bra in alnost the sane notion. Eagerly she wiggled out of her
crunpled skirt, threwit to one side. Her pants followed it.

She | ay back with an audi ble sigh. Stark naked, God it felt good, |ike being
unshackl ed after years of incarceration in sone dark dungeon. So rel axing, as
t hough the tension which had been building up inside her had suddenly been
rel eased.

She wondered how | ong Keith would be. She couldn't wait to see his face when
he returned and found her like this.

She yawned and her eyes threatened to close.

Keith Baxter padded on to the wet sand and gl anced about him Those ot her

bat hers were nowhere to be seen; perhaps they had gone back to their tents or
el se were sheltering fromthe sun in the dunes. He gl anced down at hinself,
grinned. It wouldn't do to be seen with an erection |like he'd got. Sonme bl oody
worman woul d probably start scream ng blue nmurder and he'd either be thrown off
the island or else the police would cone. They'd call it flashing and run him
in. Even on the bona-fide nudist beaches you weren't supposed to get a
hard-on. Nudi smwasn't supposed to arouse the sexual urges. But it was

di fferent when you had got a half-conquered bird lying in the dunes awaiting
your return.

He broke into a canter, the sand becom ng very soft now Hell, the tide was a
good way out and still ebbing. He half considered giving up and returning to
Irey but he had conme too far. Just a quick dip, enough so that he could go
back to her, his body glistening with droplets of sea water

The water was dammably cold in spite of the heat of the day. Baxter gasped



al oud, pushed further in. The first few seconds were always the worst. He
caught his breath, plunged forward unexpectedly as the ground beneath him

shel ved sharply. For one nonent he was totally submerged, then he was sw nmi ng
strongly, kicking and splashing, invigorated.

A natural swimer, he turned on his back, floated, felt the slight pull of the
tide. Fromhere he could nake out the |line of sand-dunes, the ragged

sil houette of the long grass against the deep blue sky. So renote, he m ght
have been swi nm ng sonewhere off a deserted Pacific island.

But he couldn't get his mnd off Irey Wall. The quiet kind, all her sexual
urges bottled up inside her until she al nbost forgot she had them Al nost. He

| aughed al oud, a guttural flat sound out here at sea. You pulled out the cork
and hey presto! - she was transforned into a raving little nynpho who coul dn't
get enough. The kind that became a nui sance soneti nes because if you gave it
to them good enough they latched on to you like a |inpet and swore they
weren't ever going back to hubby. But Keith Baxter would be on his bike |ong
before it reached that stage. He | aughed again.

A peal of laughter that began in mrth and transcended into a shriek of pain.
Sonet hi ng had hold of his left foot, sonething that gripped and cut sharply!

He felt hinmself being dragged under, his screans cut off as he swall owed
water, kicking out wildly with his free leg, windnilling insanely with his
ar ns.

Qut of his depth and then his back grazed the rough shingle of the bottom He
tried to see but the nurkiness of the water restricted his vision. His brain
screamnmed | ogic; he had caught his foot in sonething, probably the hull of sone
ol d notorboat which had been lying just below the surface. It was . . . no, it
coul dn't be!

A shape, one that noved and shifted for a grip on his other leg, a tiny face
enbedded in the shell of a huge body, pincers the size of industrial acetylene
cutters, securing the hold they sought and cl osing viciously. Agony ripped up
into the man's guts, had himtw sting and trying to scream so that he
swal | owed nore water. The foam ng sea around himwas turning frompink to
crinmson, a watery hell in which the tornent was only just beginning.

Baxter knew his foot was gone; he felt it go, the incision made by those

pi ncers so neat and efficient. A nmonent of freedom panicking blindly and
striking upwards for the surface. He made it, gulped for air in the blinding
sunlight, trying to screamfor help at the same tine.

The crab, for surely that was what it was in spite of its col ossal size, cane
after himw th unbelievable agility. A tearing and ripping, soft flesh this
time, crunched to a bloody pulp and then torn out by its roots, sheer agony
paral ysing the threshing human, his hands clutching at the gapi ng wound where
only a short while previously flesh had swell ed-proudly with thoughts of Irey
Val | .

Now he was beneath the surface again, convul sed and defeated, no |onger trying
to escape but offering what was |left of his body so that the end m ght be
qui ck.

That face, so close to his own, so malignant, blazing crustacean hate for a
nortal foe. Holding himfirmy but gently, swivelling himaround in the way a
killer cat plays with a half-nutilated captive vole. Look and see before you
di e!



Not just one face, dozens of them a ring of hateful countenances in a w de
circle just below the surface. Watching. Waiting. d oating!

For Christ's sake, kill ne!

Cick-click-clickety-click. A crab castanets sound, a synphony of death; sl ow
deat h.

For Baxter everything was suddenly happening in slow notion. He was being held
by a bl oody stunp of a thigh, a floating captor who no | onger fought his
attackers. The physical agony was slowy being replaced by a nunbness as
Nature's own anaesthetic relieved his nutilated body. Bl ood poured
relentlessly fromhis gory wounds, creating again that crimson underwater

hel I .

It couldn't be happening, of course. Well, not like this. These nonstrosities
were fignents of his tortured nmind. He had got caught up in sonething, his
original theory. Sharp rusting steel that had severed his |inmbs when he had
struggled. O course, he was going to die. It didn't seem so bad once you were
faced with it; you spent your whole life being scared of dying but it really
wasn't so terrible after all.

A fleeting nenory brought a twi nge of regret to his brain that was having
difficulty functioning. That girl, dam it, he couldn't even renenber her nane
now. He wi shed he'd stopped in the dunes and screwed her. That had been his
big m stake, |eaving her there and going for a swmin this God-awful crinmson
sea. He gave a |l augh-at |least he neant to even if he didn't nanage it-one
thing was for sure, he wouldn't be any fucking good to her now

And for Keith Baxter the awful crinson around hi mdarkened so that he neither
saw nor felt anything as the giant crabs closed in on him ripping his torn
body apart with unprecedented fury, then crunching on his remains in a bl oody
feast where sheer hunger predom nated. Then the creatures noved away and the
wat er cl eared agai n.

Chapter Two

Friday Evening - Shell 1sland

| REY WALL awoke with a start, clutching at her nakedness in an instinctive
action to cover it up until she had worked out exactly why she was |ying here
with her clothes strewn all about her.

The events of the past few hours flipped back in a staccato-Iike
reconstruction of everything that had happened since she left the canp. Her

| over-no, her friend, because nothing had happened between them yet and naybe
it woul dn't anyway-had gone for a swm She didn't know how | ong he had been
gone; it mght have been a few mnutes or it could have been an hour. There
was no way of telling because she wasn't wearing a watch



Her enotions had cooled with sleep. She felt both guilty and foolish. Thank
God he had decided to go for a swmfirst otherwi se she nmght have I et himdo
t hi ngs she woul d have regretted later. She couldn't understand what had cone
over her. She nust've been crazy even agreeing to go out with himfor the day.
Al an had his faults, and plenty of them but she would never do a trick like
that across him She'd better get dressed and when Keith came back she woul d
tell himthat she'd changed her mnd and woul d he pl ease take her straight
back to the canp. She was sorry if she had | et himdown but

A sudden noise like the snapping of a dry twig had her whirling around, her
pul ses starting to race instantly. A novenment, |like a foot being | owered
gently on to a clunp of dry grass. A faint cough

Irey's mouth went instantly dry. She tried to tell herself that it was Keith
returni ng but he would have no need for stealth. Unless he was a secret voyeur
and hoped to catch her unawares, to study her froma secret vantage point. She
had heard about nen like that, the sort of things they got up to. She went a
clammy cold in spite of the heat.

If Keith Baxter was intent on creeping up on her that was bad enough-but if it
was anybody el se then that was a thousand tinmes worse! She had to get dressed
whoever it was.

Her trenbling fingers found a bra strap in the grass, lifted it; dropped it.
And at the very second she went to retrieve it she saw the face peering out of
the grass at her.

Irey Wall didn't scream The sound sonmehow becane stuck in her throat, died
away in an ignom nious gurgle. Her nuscles refused to function, becane
jellified and useless. Only her eyes noved and saw, conveyed sheer terror to
her nunbed brain.

It certainly wasn't Keith Baxter who crouched there watching her with grey
penetrating eyes. It was inpossible even to guess at his age; he m ght have
been as old as sixty or he could have been a drop-out in his md-twenties
whose body had aged prematurely. He seened to be twi sted fromthe wai st
downwards, with thin wasted | egs that were deformed through sone di sease;
per haps he was a polio victim

He wore a torn crimson shirt, the tails hanging | oosely outside his faded
denimtrousers. His feet were bare, the toes with their | ong broken bl ack
nails all squashed together as though they were intent on defying their Maker
and form ng into webbed |inbs.

H s face, oh God, his face was the nost terrifying feature of all, partly
screened by creepers of long grey hair which fell forward as though intent on
hiding the horrific features from manki nd. The eyes were |large, bulging from
their sockets, set too close together so that surely his vision was inpaired.
The nose was no nore than twin nostrils in the centre, black encrusted mnute
cavities that bubbled rmucus as he breathed. And the mouth-a single slit in

whi ch bobbed uneven lines of decayed tooth stunps, a sharp pointed central one
seem ng to gouge the lip directly above it every tinme it noved.

"Wo ... are you?' lrey marvelled at her own calm the way she asked a
guestion instead of screaming hysterically.

"Bar-thol o-mew.' The nane was strung out as though the other had difficulty in
pronouncing it. Perhaps nobody had ever asked hi m before.



' Bar t hol omew?’

He nodded. 'S right. Everybody knows Barthol omew round here. | comes and goes
as | please. | sees things that other fol ks mss. You understand?

I rey nodded and thought to herself, he's sone |local nutter. She eased her
t hi ghs cl ose together; he'd been staring in between thema few seconds ago. It
gave her a feeling of revul sion

"\Where's your man, |ady?

'"He's . . . he's around.' At least | hope he is. Try and keep himtal king and
get dressed at the same tine. Maybe he's perfectly harm ess but you can never
be sure.

"Alot o' young girls gets thensel ves fucked in these dunes,' he spoke
enotionl essly, a kind of recitation.

'"Do they now?' She tried to sound haughty. 'Well, for your information, M
Bart hol onew or whatever you call yourself, | was nerely stripped off ready to
go for a swm But |'ve changed my mind. |'mgetting dressed and as soon as ny
husband turns up we're goi ng home. He should be here any second.'

"Don't you get goin' near the water, lady!' Suddenly his |isping voice took on
a new note, a | ow whisper broken only by the sound of |oose phlegmin his

| ungs. 'Whatever you do, don't go down to the sea. Not if you want to stay
alivel'

"I ... | beg your pardon.' Little icy ripples spread over her body, closed
over her heart. He's mad. Humour him

"I seen '"emshortly after dawn this nornin', lady,' he | eaned closer, his eyes
beginning to roll. 'A dozen of 'em maybe nore. | can't say 'cause | can't
count if there's nore'n a few But they cane up out of the tide, |ookin' for
food."

'What came up out of the tide, Bartholonew?' Irey was feverishly trying to
fasten the clasp of her bra but it was proving an inpossible task. 'Sharks,
[ike Jaws in the filn®

'Crabs!' Barthol omew spat the word out venompusly.

"Crabs!' Irey repeated incredul ously. 'But every stretch of coastline in
Britain has crabs.’

"Not the likes o' these,' there was an expression of terror on his hairy
features as he spread his arns wide, stretched to try and extend them even
further. 'Big 'uns. Bigger'n sheep. Big as cows.'

Sonet hi ng stopped her fromcontradicting him Perhaps it was the look in his
eyes or maybe the way his voice died away to an unintelligible wheeze.

"I see,' was all she said and finding her T-shirt, pulled it on

I'm keepin' clear o' the tide," he continued. 'And that ain't easy fer ne,
cause |'m a beachconber.’

Have you war ned peopl e?'

"Naw, ' a contenptuous grunt. 'They wouldn'a listen if | did. They'Il find out



t hough when the crabs conme ashore again, as surely they will. I"'mtellin' you
' cause . ' his eyes dropped back down to her thighs, reflecting

di sappoi nt nrent because her |egs were closed tightly together now, 'cause

like you. At least, | think I do.'

Irey al nost | ost her balance stepping into her skirt. Her pants could stay
wherever they were. 'Well, thank you for your warning, Bartholomew, it was
nmost kind of you. Now, I'Il just go and see what's keeping ny husband.'

"You do that, lady. And don't you get hangin' about Shell too |ong because
somethin' tells me thembig crabs ain't gone too far out to sea.'

Irey was trembling as she stepped out on to the powdery path which ran through
t he dunes. The sun was well into the western sky and beginning to dip. She
hadn't realised it was so late. It was sure to be seven o' clock; she nust have
been asl eep for hours.

Fromthis topnost vantage point she scanned the |l ength of the dunes and the
beach bel ow. There were one or two holi daymakers playing ball on the sand, a
nmongrel dog yappi ng excitedly anmongst them But nowhere could she see a figure
whi ch even renotely resenbled Keith Baxter. Wat the hell had happened to hinf?

Panic first; the kids back at the Blue Ocean Holiday Canp. Rodney and Loui se
woul d be wondering where she had got to. She was supposed to collect them at
6.30. Then anger; damm Keith Baxter. He had brought her out here for one
reason only. She wi nced at the thought, the way the crudity |eaped to her

m nd. To fuck her.

Vel |, for sone inexplicable reason he'd gone off naked and with an erection
and hadn't come back. Maybe he'd come across a party of tarts sunning
t hensel ves in the dunes! She | aughed to herself at the thought.

But there was no getting away fromone thing. Keith had brought her here and
it was his responsibility to get her safely back again. And if he wasn't
prepared to do that then she knew just how she was travelling hone. She had
wat ched hi m hide the car-key under the front wheel. Furthernore, she could
drive.

In less than five mnutes she was sitting behind the steering wheel of Keith
Baxter's car listening to the engine ticking over. One | ast |ook around,
scanning the dunes in front of her, and then she was slowy reversing back to
the tarmac road.

Sod M Keith Baxter. And that lunatic Barthol omew with his fantasy about giant
crabs. For all she cared the two of them could spend the night together on
Shell Island and she didn't give a damm if those bl oody crabs ate them

Irey Wall let in the clutch and the car shot forward down the road. She hoped
this day would fade quickly fromher nmenory for it was bordering on the

ni ght mari sh. All she wanted right now was to be back at the Blue COcean Hol i day
Canmp.



Chapter Three

Sat ur day- Shel | |sl and

SATURDAY DAWNED wit h the sane cl oudl ess bl ue skies and bl azi ng sunshine. lan
Wight and Julie Coles were grateful for the cool ness of the open 1949 red MG
as it glided along the narrow coast roads. For half an hour they were held up
by the congested traffic in Barnouth, then they were clear, alnost euphoric as
they took the Harlech road along the cliff tops.

Twenty mnutes |ater they were approaching the small village of LlIanbedr, a
signpost off to the left reading ' Mochras'.

That's Welsh for Shell Island,' lan yelled above the roar of the engine, at
the sane tine swinging the sports car over to the left, down a narrow tw sting
lane. Alittle further on the tarmac gave way to rough shale, and they could
see the tide |lapping at the edges of the causeway.

"What's that?' Julie pointed to sone buil dings which were cordoned of f by

ext ensi ve barbed-wire fencing, |ike some remant of a concentration canp from
the I ast war. She shuddered. It was a forbidding scar on an otherw se natura
rugged | andscape. An eyesore; it spoiled the environment.

"War Departrment,' lan slowed the car to a crawl. "Uncle diff told nme al

about it when he heard we were coming here. It's a pilotless aircraft base.
Those smal |l planes you see standing on the runways are all flown by renote
control. Al very hush hush. You'd need a WD pass in triplicate to get even as
far as the first checkpoint! Uncle diff said sonme | ads who were canpi ng on
Shell Island went on an exploration trip one night and ran into the guards.
They nearly got shot, and then had to undergo an extensive interrogation
before they were allowed to |l eave with severe warnings ringing in their ears.'

"It sounds awfully creepy,' Julie shivered in spite of the warm sunshine. "I
hope we'll be away from here before dark.'

'"No need to worry about that place,' lan saw that the water was spilling
across the road ahead of them and reduced his speed to 5 nph; then the M5 was
bunpi ng and splashing its way up on to Shell Island itself. "You'll forget it
ever exists when you see the real beauty of Shell Island.’

Shell Island was a veritable maze of narrow tarnmac roads with anple parking
pl aces on the hard grass | andscape. Everywhere tents were pitched as canpers
made the nost of this unexpected heat wave. A signpost stated that the South
End lay to the left and the North End to the right.

lan moved to the left, follow ng the sign which guided themto the bathing
beaches. Half a nmile further on he pulled off the road and brought the car to
a halt on the top of a steep rise which afforded them a view of sand-dunes

wi th an extensive gol den beach beneat h.

"It's marvellous!' Julie breathed in the welcone stiffening breeze which was
ruffling her auburn hair. "All these people canping here yet we' ve al nost got
t he beach to ourselves. Were is everybody, |an?

' They' ve probably all had their early-norning dip and are sleeping it off.’
| an stretched hinself on the warm powdery sand. 'Now, let's have that picnic
and then we'll see how warmthe water really is.'



Hal f an hour later, clad in their bathing costumes, they were racing across
the wet sand towards the tide, |aughing and shouting as they spl ashed
ankl e-deep through the white foam

"It"'s really warm' Julie laughed. 'Wy don't we go for a nice |ong sw n?

"Suits ne.' lan glanced down at the front of his bathing costunme. Julie always
made himlike that, damm her, at the nobst inconvenient of tinmes and often in
the nobst awkward of situations. He wanted to strip right off, to stand naked
in front of her with Nature's w | derness as a background. He gl anced about

him There wasn't a soul in sight. Al the sane, sonebody back in those dunes
m ght be watching themthrough a pair of binoculars. He shrugged his shoul ders
and spl ashed after Julie Coles. CGod, what a figure she had! Enough to make any
man want her badly, really badly .

Julie, the water up to the top half of her bikini, turned back towards him

'Come on,' she yelled, 'what's keeping you? Race you round the headl and. Maybe
we can find a quiet cove somewhere ...'

She | aughed tantalisingly and with a seductive smle on her freckled features

di ved backwards and began kicking out with her legs. Yes, he smiled to hinself
as he struck out after her, nmaybe there is a quiet little cove just around the
headl and where we can

He plunged into a crawl, losing sight of his fiancée as his head went under
wat er. He powered on, heading out to sea, trying to judge his distance by his
strokes. About a couple of hundred yards and then he would veer to the left,
followi ng the coastline, nmaybe even catching up with Julie.

Julie Coles was a strong sw nmer, too, matching lan for speed, and after ten
m nutes or so there was still a good fifty yards between them O course, he
told hinmself, she had got a good start on him He increased his efforts,
clawing the salt water as he strove to narrow the distance.

Ten minutes or so later he paused, trod water, trying to | ook around him Damm
this swell, it hindered his range of vision. He couldn't see her and began to
feel slightly uneasy. Then he got a brief glinpse of her lithe formstil
swimring strongly out to sea.

Dam these waves; he caught his breath just in tinme as one envel oped him
Turn, you idiot. Turn back! W're far enough out to sea as it is.

But still she persevered outwards on a direct course.

"Stupid bitch,' he grunted. 'You're too far out

Anot her wave hit hiny the swell was getting stronger out here. Now he could
not see her at all. He began to swi m desperately. Catching Julie up was no
| onger a gane. Their very lives m ght depend upon it!

Cccasional ly he caught glinpses of her amdst the rising swell. At last! He
breathed a sigh of relief; she was turning now, swnming in a wide arc, a
course which woul d eventual ly take her | andwards.

He struck out diagonally, his intention being to intercept her. Relief. Mybe
soon they would be |ying on the sun-drenched gol den sand.

Suddenly his daydreanm ng was interrupted by a shrill scream and even as he



trod water to l ook a wave hit him a forceful wait of water which instantly
obscured his vision, left himgasping for breath.

He trod water, |ooking for her, not seeing her. Christ, suppose she had had a
sudden attack of cranp! What bl oody fools they were to cone this far out.

"Julie!" he yelled, a note of panic creeping into his voice. "Julie, where are
you?'

For the first time in his life he felt conpletely hel pl ess. How the hell was
he going to find her out here?

Suddenly he realised just how shall ow the water was even this far out fromthe
shore. As he trod water he was aware that he could just touch the bottomwth
his feet. He was above sonme sort of sandbank. Now where the hell had Julie got
to?

He stared, | ooked again. Between the ever-increasing waves he spied a | arge
ri pple heading towards him It just had to be Julie Coles. Wat a bl oody
stupi d adol escent trick! She had screanmed to frighten himand now she was
trying to sneak up on hi munder water!

He rested his feet on the sandy bottom found he could stand in this
particul ar place. He | aughed, an hysterical sound. Julie was K, it really
didn't nmatter

Then he was staggering back, his own scream of pain and fear muffl ed suddenly
as his head went under. He doubled up in agony, instinctively fighting to free
hi nsel f from whatever it was that had a hold on his left leg that could only
be conpared with a pair of garden shears with serrated bl ades, biting deeper
into the bone with every second. He fell full length on to the sea-bed,
gul pi ng down mout hful s of nurky, sandy water. He pani cked, kicking wildly wth
his free leg. But there was no escape, that nmuch was quite clear to him

Furt hernmore, he knew that he was going to die. He guessed, too, that whatever
it was that was attacking himhad also clained the Iife of Julie Coles!

There was a red mist before his eyes. No, it wasn't a mist ... he could taste
it ... like that time in his boyhood when he had fallen on the beach and cut
his lip. It was bl ood!

Then he alnost felt that he was free. That agonising grip had | essened. He
made one | ast desperate effort to break free, alnbst nade it to the surface
bef ore being pulled back instantly by his right |eg.

Consci ousness began to slip fromhis fear-crazed mnd. He realised only too
wel I what had been the fate of his left leg - it had been anputated! Now his
right |eg was being severed. Mercifully at that nonent he | ost consci ousness.

The killings had begun

Chapt er Four



Sat urday Night - the Ccean Queen

M LES MANNI NG gazed with a sense of personal triunph across the crowded deck
of his private yacht, the Ccean Queen. Couples swayed in time to the nusic
fromthe crackling tannoy system their novenents accentuated at tinmes by the
slight swell that rocked the large craft. Bel ow deck others were drinking
cocktails, laughing gaily. A gala night, a flanboyant show of extravaganza
that woul d give the Blue Ccean Holiday Canp that extra bit of publicity, put
its rivals in the shade. He | aughed softly to hinself. Things were working out
very, very well

Mles Manning was tall and well-built, his dress suit seem ng awkward and
ill-fitting on his huge frame, his tanned conpl exi on causing strangers to
ponder over his nationality. Sleek black hair falling to the collar of his
jacket and a pencil-line noustache added that touch of aristocracy which he
sought to create, an al oof ness which commanded the respect of those about him
He was only aboard personally tonight because it was the 'premere' of what
was to be a regular fortnightly party at sea, a kind of 'royal performance',
he told hinself. It wouldn't do for himto nmx regularly with these

hol i daymakers; it would erode the inmage he was trying to build. But tonight
was sonet hing special. He had to | aunch this nmoney-spinning novelty.

He stood on the bridge, waved denurely towards the dancers and felt a surge of
i nportance. He flicked an inch of cigar ash into the sea breeze, watched the
grey dust scatter like a flurry of snowfl akes. H's eyes narrowed as an
expression of disdain flooded his handsonme features. Rabble! That's what these
peopl e were. Typical rabble who were nore suited to fish and chi ps and beer
than the sophisticated etiquette of a cocktail party out at sea. There wasn't
an evening dress to be seen anpbngst them jeans, open-necked and T-shirts,
plimsolls on their feet. They didn't know any better so nobody was likely to
conplain. But it spoiled the atnosphere MIles Manning was trying to create;
casting pearls before sw ne.

A very small proportion of the canp guests were on board, the |ucky ones whose
nunbers had been drawn out of a hat at the Greencoat Show | ast Friday evening
It was the only way to do it, but effectively you ended up with a bunch of
teenagers plus a sprinkling of the older generation. Still, what the hell did
it matter!

'Everything OK, M Manning, sir?

Manni ng turned, saw the dapper silhouette of his chief canp manager, Ricky
Wnterbottom the only other evening dress besides his own on board tonight. A
creep, a yes-man, but that was why he had got the job. Superbly efficient, al
he | acked was the driving force, the personality which had put Manning at the
top of the tree. Wnterbottom would al ways be a cog in any machi ne, never the
flywheel that drove it.

"It's going well,' Manning had to shout to rmake hinself heard above the noise
of the nusic. '\Watever the shortcomings of this crowd it'll give us the
publicity we need. Did you renenber to tip those reporters off?

"I did.' A snug smile. 'They say they'll have a photographer waiting on the
jetty around m dni ght when we beach.'

'Good. And don't let this party go on past 11.30. Tell the barnmen to stop
serving at 11.15. W can't afford to . '



H s words were cut off by a reverberating explosion followed by a flash that
it up the night sky. He jerked round, showering cigar ash down the front of
his stiff white shirt.

"What the hell was that?'

"I ... don't know. It seenmed to cone fromthe shore about a couple of mles
down the coastline. It ...'

Beans of white light criss-crossed through the sky, swinging to and fro.
Anot her expl osion, followed closely by a third, huge stabs of flane
illuminating a ragged coastline approxi mately where Wnterbottom had pl aced
the first one. Crackling reports-sporadic bursts of nachine-gun firel

"That's Shell Island,' Manning hissed. 'The bastards are having sone kind of
ni ght exercise. They aren't satisfied with annoying you throughout the
daylight hours with lowflying aircraft, nowthey' re trying to nake sure that
nobody gets a good night's sleep. If you ask ne, they're trying to drive the
hol i daymakers away, keep this part of the coast all to thenselves for their
silly little war games!’

More machi ne-gun fire cane fromthe island, interspersed with the boons of
some heavier artillery. The dancers on the deck had cone to a halt, couples
clinging to each other, |ooking around themin bew | dernent. Panic mght erupt
at any nonment. The atnosphere was suddenly tense and vibrant.

M1l es Manni ng acted instantaneously. Pushing his manager to one side, he left
the bridge in long strides, burst into the small cabin just bel ow where a
startled disc jockey had just dropped a pile of 45 singles. Manning ignored
him switched the record off and grabbed the m crophone.

"This is MIles Manni ng speaking, folks,' a powerful voice that exuded
confidence, the slight trenor of anger lost in the crackling of the

el ectronics. '"Don't panic. That gunfire is purely a night exercise on Shel

I sl and. There's nothing whatever to worry about. We're not going to let it

di sturb our party, are we? No, sir! Keep dancing, folks, and let the soldiers
get on with their little games.'

He flicked the record back on, w ped the back of his hand across his forehead.
He was sweating, and there was a dryness in his nouth. He dropped the renains

of his cigar on to the floor, crushing it with his heel. 'Keep those records
goi ng,' he barked tersely at the DJ, then went outside again, crossed to the
rail and stood staring out towards Shell Island.

The gunfire had not | essened any, if anything it was nore intense, a blaze of
dazzling light fromthe sweeping searchlights creating neani ngl ess di stant
shadows. It was too far away to see what was happeni ng, a mass of

i ndi stingui shabl e noving objects that coul d have been a fleet of invading

t anks.

Manni ng gripped the rail, w shed he knew what the hell was going on over
there. Episodes like this could scare people off, send themto the nore
popul ated resorts. Tonorrow he would wite a personal letter to the Mnistry
of Defence, threaten to sue the buggers; a carbon copy to his MP. In the
nmeant i me

Thank Christ the couples on deck were dancing again. Well, nost of 'em
anyway. A few had congregated at the rail watching the distant gigantic
firework display. At |east he had stopped them from pani cki ng. The fingers



stroking his nmoustache trenbled slightly.

"Start closing things down,' he told Wnterbottom 'N ce and gently. A steady
trundl e back to shore and let's hope that fucking photographer hasn't
forgotten to turn up.'

The engines were started, a deep vibration that gave Ml es Manning a feeling
of an extension of his own power. He had created his own ki ngdom am dst the
acres that were the Blue Ccean Holiday Canp. Now he felt that he had conquered
part of the sea. This was only the begi nning of the Manning Enpire.

The bar was cl osed and now everybody was up on deck, slow snmoochy mnusic that
had couples clinging to each other; the swell seemed stronger now so that you
could easily have lost your balance. The grand finale, a night to remenber.
The DJ had put on 'The Last Waltz'.

Suddenly the yacht lurched, a crazy jerk acconpani ed by a scraping that you
felt frombelow, a shuddering as though the hull had been ripped out. Screans,
a group of teenagers collapsing in a heap, an elderly man t hrown headl ong on

t he deck. The yacht seenmed to be forcing a passage through some obstruction

"What the fuck!' Manning saved hinmsel f by grabbing the bridge rail, cursed
again as Ricky Wnter-bottomcannoned into him 'W've hit something, scraped
the bottom on a sandbank.'

"There aren't any sandbanks between here and the jetty,' Wnterbottom s eyes
were wide with fear. '"It's the one conpletely clear stretch on this part of
the coast.’

"Well, we bloody well hit sonething!' Manning clung tightly to the rail
stared down at the swirl of dark sea flecked with white where the paddles
strove to overconme whatever obstacle they had encountered. It was deep here,
he didn't know exactly how many fathons, but W nterbottom had been right in
what he had said-there were no sandbanks here. Then what the hell was it?

As he stared the water all around seemed to ripple, gigantic disturbances
bel ow t he surface as though somet hing was swi nmi ng down there. He shivered,
felt a sudden pang of fear but threw it off. This was ridicul ous, |ike

i magi ni ng spooks in your bedroomin the dead of night. Maybe some fl otsam had
drifted across, the weckage of sone boat |ost at sea. There had to be a

| ogi cal explanation. \Watever it was, it had dammed near torn the bottom out
of the yacht.

Anyway, the yacht was free of whatever it had got caught on and there didn't
seemto be any danage. His sigh of relief was cut short as something struck

t he underside of the craft seemingly with the force of a torpedo, an inpact
that threatened to overturn it. The deck was at an angle, people were sliding
and falling, |oose objects skimmng all over the place. Sonebody was screaning
hysterically. They were going to turn turtle!

Then the yacht had righted itself again. It bobbed, floundered, and the

engi nes which had tenporarily faltered picked up once nore, this tinme with an
urgency as though the crew wanted to reach the shore in the qui ckest possible
tine.

Manni ng was staring down at the water again. Those ripples were no trick of
the imagi nation for they stretched across the entire radius of the |light cast
by the yacht, creating their own line of waves in the opposite direction to
the flow ng tide!



The nusic had stopped. People were beginning to panic now and M| es Manni ng
knew t hat not hing he could say would alleviate their fears. Because he didn't
have the answers, he didn't know any nore than they did. And deep down he was
as scared as they were. But, Christ Al mghty, he'd fight!

"W' || be beaching in a few mnutes,' R cky Wnter-bottom s features were
deathly white in the yacht's lights. 'Wat d' you think happened, sir?

'How the hell should I know?' Manning checked an inpulse to smash his cl enched

Fist into the other's face. 'W hit sonething ... or, rather, something hit
us!' The sooner we get everybody ashore, the better. Then tonmorrow we'll get
this tub checked over, see if we can find out what it was. If it's anything to
do with these fucking stupid ganes on Shell Island then sonebody's going to
get sued, that | can promise you. It could just be that they' ve got a fleet of
renote controlled tin-fish out in the bay which they're playing with. 1'll bet

every dollar |1've got that they' re responsible for what happened tonight.'

The distant firing was nore intense than ever, incessant heavy reports and
machi ne-gun fire reaching the ears of those on the yacht. The battle was at
full pitch, the night sky iridescent with the continual orange flashes of
on-shore artillery.

The Ocean Queen bumnped gently against the wooden jetty which stretched out
fromthe stony beach, a line of arc lanps internmingled with col oured
fairylights creating a wel cone return for those on board. Modoring ropes were
thrown out, a couple of sweater-clad figures securing them pulling the yacht
close in and running out a short gangpl ank. Passengers crowded the single exit
point, their faces white and strained, nuttering anongst thenselves. In the

di stance gunfire could still be heard.

"What's going on over on Shell?" Manning was one of the last to | eave the
yacht, addressing his question to a short bearded man who was still in the
process of knotting the nooring rope.

"I dunno but sonethin' nust be up. That's never a practice battle. Sounds I|ike
t hey' ve been invaded.'

'That's fucking nonsense,' Manning's tone |acked conviction. '"Were's this
press phot ographer ?

‘I ain't seen nobody, boss. Just nme and Bill and those few fol ks there come to
neet their friends,'

M1l es Manning seethed inwardly. Hi s nost inportant hour so far and the

bl eedin' press couldn't be bothered to turn out. He | ooked around; people were
hurrying away fromthe jetty as though they wanted to put as nuch distance

bet ween t henmsel ves and the sea as possible. Perhaps it was a good thing the
newspapers hadn't turned up. There were a | ot of unanswered questions and he
meant to put those right as soon as possible. Publicity he wanted but not
adverse publicity.

"I want this boat checked over first thing in the norning,' he snapped. 'The
bott om caught sonething out there. Then sonething hit us. I'd Iike to know
what it was.'

Ri cky Wnterbottom strode in the wake of his boss back to the canp. Mles
Manni ng was in a rage and that could be dangerous for everybody who happened
to be around at the tine. Neverthel ess, you learned to stick cl ose because
Christ help you if he wanted you and you weren't there.



The Bl ue Ccean Holiday Canp seethed with activity even though it was al npost

m dni ght. The ni ght was balmy and crowds lingered in the streets, queuing at

t he seafood and fish-and-chip stalls. On the central boating | ake mallard
guacked in protest at this continued nocturnal disturbance. A youth was
skimming stones into the water and sonebody was yelling for himto pack it in.
It could just end in a braw but Manning had no time for such trivialities.
Across the funfair and down by the neon-lighted anusenent arcade he nade
straight for the squat tinbered building which bore the large notice in red
lettering - SECURI TY

Two nen in green uniforns | ooked up as he entered.

"Ah, M Manning,' the older of the two spoke nervously, alnobst stuttered.
"W've been trying to get you at your office. There's a priority call for you.
Col onel Goode, Mnistry of Defence.'

M1 es Manni ng pushed his way past the desks, grabbed the tel ephone receiver
whi ch was |lying there. 'Mnning speaking.'

The others in the roomtried to listen w thout appearing to eavesdrop. A
staccato voice at the other end which they could not decipher, just a terse
crackl ing sound. But they saw the way Manning clutched at the desk for
support, how that permanent tan of his suddenly seemed to have pal ed.

"I don't believe it,' he grunted at length. 'This is sone kind of hoax. It's
some bl oody gane that lot on Shell are up to, trying to drive everybody out of
the area.'

Col onel Goode was obviously at pains to convince himotherw se. And suddenly
M1l es Manning wasn't cursing and protesting. Unintelligible grunts foll owed by
"What's the best thing for us to do? W' ve got sonmething like five thousand
people in the canp here. W don't want a mass panic.'

A few mnutes later he replaced the receiver and turned towards Ricky
W nterbottomand the two security nen.

"That firing on Shell Island tonight,' his voice was a hoarse whisper, his
features white with strain and shock. 'The island has been attacked, virtually
destroyed. There's nothing left of all the WD buildi ngs and equi prent, and
they won't know until daylight how many |ives have been |l ost.'

"Attacked!' Wnterbottomwas incredul ous. 'By whon?

"By hundreds of giant crabs as big as fucking cows! | didn't believe it at
first but I do now It sounds crazy but it's true. The Mnistry reckon this
coastline is craming with them That's what hit our boat out there tonight.
W went right over the top of them scraped our hull on their shells. Jesus
Christ Almghty, if they'd wanted they coul d' ve overturned the Ccean Queen and
done to us what they did to Shell. But they were too intent on attacking the
shore to worry about us.'

"W'| | have to evacuate the canp,' Ricky Wnter-bottomfelt that he was
expected to come up with something. 'Get everybody to safety.

"That's just what we don't have to do,' MIles Manning slid a King Edward ci gar
out of his case, took his tine unwapping the cell ophane and piercing the end,
coll ecting his dazed thoughts whilst he got it going. 'This is going to be one
of the biggest mlitary operations since the last war. Already the arny are
setting up road-bl ocks and defences. They expect the crabs to conme ashore
again in force at any monment. But if we play this right we can turn it to our



advant age.'

"If what you say is true there won't be much of the canp left if these crabs
cone ashore again.'

"I think we're in a very fortunate position,' Manning blew a cloud of snoke up
to the ceiling and sniled. H s confidence had returned. 'W've got good

def ences here because when this place was built the sea-wall was strengthened
and built right up to keep the high tides back. First thing in the norning
want every casual |abourer fromroad-sweepers and | uggage boys to mai ntenance
men down by the jetty sandbagging. Damm it, we can keep the bl oody crabs out,

no bother. And these folks in the canp will love it because they'll know
they're safe. Qur man-in-the-street is a ghoul who |loves to watch carnage from
safety and by God, he's right in the pound seats here! W'Il| make our nane.
Whi | st everywhere el se is being wecked, the Blue Ocean Holiday Canp will
remain invincible. And through it all, the show nust go on! W'Ill give '"emthe
time of their lives and they'll come back here again and again, year after
year.'

"Phew' Ricky Wnterbottomlicked his lips, glanced at the two security nen
"And if it doesn't work sone five thousand nmen, wonen and kids will be caught
in the biggest bloody death camp since Belsen. Can't we get 'em out whil st
there's still tine?

"It's too late!" Twin red patches appeared on MIles Manning' s cheeks, a sure
danger sign to those who knew him ' Peopl e never make an orderly exodus.
They' Il panic and congest the roads and then they will be at the nercy of
these crabs, plus the fact they'll be obstructing the arnmy. Ri ght now we don't
tell "ema thing, not until they hear it on their radi os tomorrow. Even then
they won't realise just how critical the situation is. But we'll have the main
gat es padl ocked and chained just in case. Then I'll explain the situation to
"em play it down, meke it sound like some sort of big gane.'

Mles Manning left the security office, noted how the crowds were only just
begi nning to di sperse. Sonmewhere close by a bingo caller was calling the | ast
house.

He stopped, listened. There was no firing to be heard now. The crabs had cone
ashore, conquered and returned to their ocean stronghold. He would feel a
dammed si ght happi er when that one weak link in the sea-wall down by the jetty
was sandbagged. Just a few hours and it would be done. He prayed that the
crustaceans held off that |ong.

A dream a nightmare. Manning still didn't know whether he believed it or not.

But true or false he was determned to turn the situation to his own
advant age.

Chapter Five

Early Sunday Morning - The Blue Ccean Holiday Canp



SHORTLY AFTER daybreak the sandbaggi ng of that part of the sea-wall by the
jetty was begun. Two dozen men worked diligently. They did not fully
understand the inplications of what they were doing, except that a period of
full rmoon was due and that meant higher tides than usual. That had to be the
reason for this sudden urgency.

They were used to being called in on unusual jobs at a nmonent's notice. This
Ameri can guy Manning was crazy but you'd hate himto guess that you even

t hought that. What the hell, it was Sunday and that neant double-time; and at
the canp the one comodity that never seened to be in short supply was noney.

Irey Wall stirred restlessly in her bed. That slight headache whi ch had

pl agued her all yesterday was still there, right behind her eyes so that it
hurt her to open them A quick squint, though, the early-norning sunlight
filtering in through a gap in the curtains causing her to groan with

di sconfort. Ch God, another day to face, westling with her conscience, afraid
to go round to Keith Baxter's chal et because she knew he woul dn't be there.
Nobody had missed him it was unlikely that they woul d because anybody coul d
just disappear in this canp and not be noticed unless it was reported. And
nobody except herself knew. He had inplied that he did not have any fanily

Rodney and Louise were talking in the other bedroom just a hardboard
partition so that you could hear every word if you took the trouble to listen
Ch Christ, they were starting a quarrel already and it wasn't 6 a.m yet!
Little bastards! She felt guilty just thinking that; they weren't to know.
Children were children wherever they were.

Her mi nd went back to Friday, flipped on to Saturday because she coul dn't bear
the nenories of Friday any longer. Guilt. Oh God, what had happened to Keith
Baxter? His car was still on 'B car-park where she had left it. He hadn't
cone back to his chalet. So either sonething had happened to himor else he
had just taken off. People did things |ike that, she had read about them just
wal ked off in the clothes they stood up in (and in Keith's case that was

preci sely nothing unl ess he had gone back to the sand-dunes for the few
garments which he had left there). There was no | aw agai nst an adult just

di sappearing. The police made a few enquiries and listed themas 'nissing'

The matter usually ended there.

But there was sonething decidedly odd about this business which didn't make
sense. Keith had a reason to cone back to her-sex! The strongest human
instinct of all. Irey dozed fitfully, heard the radio alarmcome on at 7.30.
She pulled the sheets up over her head. She didn't want to get up, ever. She
couldn't face the world. Far better to remain here like an ostrich with her
head beneath the sheets. Those kids had qui etened down, probably got bored
wi th argui ng and gone back to sl eep.

She hal f dozed; typical non-inspiring Sunday norning radi o music, a piano
concerto interrupted every so often by a starchy DJ interview ng the bishop of
somewher e-or-other. The subject of norals. Extramarital sex. lrey pulled the
sheet even further over her head. On God, didn't norals figure in anything

el se other than sex? She knew she had a guilt conplex but she didn't have any
reason to because she had never done it with any man except Al an. She woul d
have nade | ove with Keith, though. Ch yes, no matter how she tried to kid
hersel f he woul d have got what he wanted, and fromthat brief glinpse she'd
had when he stripped off she woul d have enjoyed every second of it. Her spine
tingled at the prospect, then her depression canme cloudi ng back. She woul dn't
be having sex with Keith Baxter because she woul dn't see himagain, ever. She
didn't know where he'd gone but one thing was certain in her own m nd-he



woul dn't be coni ng back because something positively awful had happened to
hi m

That dammed bi shop kept harping on the subject of infidelity alnost as if he
was talking to her, as though he knew. But he couldn't. No way.

An el ectric organ played a closing hymm. She heaved a sigh of relief, the
programre was over. She needn't feel guilty any nore. Pips; that neant the
news was com ng up.

"This is the eight o' clock news read by John Harner
Irey didn't bloody well care who read the news.

' Massive arned-forces operations are in progress on the Wl sh coast. During
the night a species of hitherto unknown gi ant crabs invaded Shell 1sland and
destroyed a Mnistry of Defence base there. Casualties are reported to be
heavy but no details have yet been rel eased. In the meantinme bl ockades are
bei ng set up along the coastline in case the crabs cone ashore again.

Hol i dayrmakers in the area are urged not to panic as the arny have the
situation under control. Roads have been cl osed and people are requested to
stay at home. W will be reporting regularly on proceedi ngs and the AA hope to
have alternative routes in operation within the next twenty-four hours for
those wi shing to evacuate the area ...'

Irey sat up, threw the bedcl othes back. G ant crabs, it was unbelievable. This
whol e holiday had to be one big nightmare. She woul d wake up and find herself
back honme with Alan and none of this had happened. She tried to will it that
way.

But it had happened; it was all so horribly real

She couldn't bottle Keith's di sappearance up inside herself any |onger. She
woul d go mad! It was her duty to report what had happened. She was shaking
badly as she dressed, pulling on that same crunpled T-shirt, struggling into a
pair of faded threadbare jeans which had shrunk again with the |ast wash. Then
she opened the door into the adjoining bedroom and | ooked in.

Rodney and Loui se were fast asleep. She contenpl ated waki ng them dressing
them and taking themwith her. No, it had its drawbacks. Rodney listened in to
every adult conversation, understood nore than you gave himcredit for. In the
past he had repeated things he had heard | ong afterwards when nost chil dren
woul d have forgotten them She would have to confess to the canp authorities
that she had spent a day on Shell Island with Keith Baxter, and Rodney mi ght
just go and spout this information out in front of Alan when they got hone. It
wasn't worth the risk.

She woul d have to | eave them here. She wouldn't be long. In all probability
the children woul d sl eep anot her hour or so and she woul d be back by then

Rel uctantly she cl osed the bedroom door and tiptoed out of the chalet, easing
t he outer door shut quietly behind her.

Her pul ses were racing. Maybe she ought to check Keith Baxter's chal et one
last tinme, see if his car was still on the car-park. No, there wasn't tine.

She had to stop herself frombreaking into a run. There seemed to be an awf ul

| ot of people about, huddled in groups, conversing in | ow tones. They were

di scussing the crabs, of course; angry and frightened because there was no way
they could go honme at the monent, fearful |est the canmp might be attacked in
the sane way that Shell |sland had been



She hurried on until eventually she saw the wooden buil ding by the main
entrance gate bearing the sign SECURI TY. There were crowds of people outside
and through the partially open door she could see green-uniformed nen behi nd
the counter dealing with enquiries. Suddenly the security office had becone
t he busi est place on the canp.

Irey Wall stood there undecided. She al nost turned back but her conscience
commanded her to wait. She wouldn't be able to live with herself until she had
reported that Keith Baxter was m ssing.

So she joined the tail-end of the queue.

"Where's Mumy?' Loui se cane back into the bedroom an expression of
puzzl ement on her snall features.

"I dunno,' Rodney had al ready dressed hinmself, his blue shorts on back to
front but that didn't matter. He was struggling to tie the laces of his punps,
a feat he had not yet mastered but being unwilling to admt defeat in front of
his small sister he stuffed the ends down the sides of his footwear. 'She's
maybe gone to get a paper.'

"How long will she be?
"l dunno. But we don't have to stay here. W can go down to the beach.’

"I don't want to go to the beach,' Louise's |lips puckered defiantly. "I want
Mummy. '

' She m ght've gone to the beach. Cnon, let's go and see. W can cone back if
she isn't there.'

"All right.' Reluctantly Louise, barefoot and clad only in a pair of pants,
foll oned her brother outside. The sun was shining brightly; it was going to be
anot her hot day, a day to be spent on the beach building castles and paddling
in the rock pools.

The beach was | ess than two hundred yards fromthe last line of chalets; you
could even ride down on the mniature steamtrain that started fromthe
recreation park but that wouldn't be running for another couple of hours yet.
Rodney ski pped on ahead, Louise running behind, trying to keep up with him

Then Rodney stopped and stared. Where yesterday there had been a sea-wall,
three feet high with a gently sl oping shale bank down to the rocky foreshore,
there now stood a six-foot high wall of hessian sandbags; ugly and form dabl e.

"Who's built that?" he asked of nobody in particular

Puzzl ed, he went forward, saw that the bags were piled |like steps on this
side, and just as easy to clinb.

"W can get over there,' he shouted back to his sister, beginning to nount the
bags one at a tine. But Louise hung back; she was sure Mummy woul dn't have
clinmbed up there. Adults didn't do those kinds of things.

"You can see the sea fromup here,' Rodney had reached the top, adopted a
stance |like a shi pwecked sail or searching for a sail, shading his eyes. 'And
you . '

"And you can bl oody well get down off there, son!' a gruff voice comranded



fromthe beach on the ot her side.

Rodney started, | ooked down and saw a bearded nman wearing a red T-shirt and
deni ns shovelling sand into a sack

"Are you making castles, mster? the boy |eaned over, starting to grin.
Grown-ups didn't nmake sand-castles as a rule so this man had to be what Daddy
often referred to as 'ninepence for a shilling'. It neant that he wasn't as
grown-up as he nade out to be, or something like that.

'Look, boy.' the man reared up. 'l told you to get off there. Now, do as
you're told and go play somewhere el se, d'you hear? Bugger off!’

"Why?' Curiosity and defiance, |like the Ri chards boys at school showed towards
the teachers. Bravado. That man couldn't reach himup here anyway.

'Because if you don't the crabs will get you. Crabs as big as 'orses that eat
up little boys like you.'

Rodney started to laugh. This man did not hold any fears for him 'No, | won't
get off. Try and make me.' He began to skip along the top of the sandbag wall .
Behi nd him he could hear Louise starting to cry; she really was a silly baby.

"I"1l tan your bl oody arse for you.' The man had abandoned his task, was
runni ng bel ow Rodney, parallel to him as though somehow he could drive the
child away. Hi s bearded face was dark with fury and he was nuttering
obscenities, breathing heavily.

Suddenl y Rodney | eaped, an inpetuous action pronpted by an infantile thrill of
t he chase. Airborne, bracing hinself for the inpact on | anding. The patch of
sand am dst the rocks was soft and powdery and he | anded gently, spraw ed, and
was up on his feet in an instant. Running again, his pursuer close behind,
grunting and breathing heavily |ike an overwei ght Hereford bull trying to run
down a nore agile adversary.

"Cmere you little bastard!'’

Rodney Wall swerved, enbarking upon a circular course that woul d take hi mback
to the sea-wall, through the rocks where his own surefootedness would easily
out di stance the man on his heels. Euphoric, cheeky, turning once and giving a
two-fingered sign which he had | earned fromthe R chards boys at school
Secretly they were his heroes but he'd never let on to his parents.

He was al nost at the wall but the other had noved faster than he had thought
possi bl e, rough cal |l oused hands reaching out for him Vice-like fingers closed
on the boy's shoul der, spun himround and pul | ed hi m back

"Now | 'mgoing to belt your arse until you scream blue nurder, and I'Il belt
your dad's too if he comes kicking up a fuss!'

dick-click

A noise |like the hanmers of a doubl e-barrell ed shotgun being cocked. Decisive.
Deadl y.

The canp wor kman wheel ed and then froze as his gaze rested on the source of
the noi se. Less than ten yards away stood a huge sand-col oured crab! It was at
| east four feet high, its waving pincers |ike heavy-duty steel-cutters. But
the nost awful feature of all was its face, alnost human in its nal evol ence,
tiny red eyes that saw and . . . understood, its expression unm stakable. It



was going to kill!

"Jesus God!' the man paled, felt his | egs weaken, his nunbed brain already
concedi ng defeat and death. To flee or to fight was futile. You just prayed
that the end woul d be quick. Understanding, amidst the fear, that the reports
were true, that the small force on Shell Island had died in a frenzy of
terrible crustacean carnage.

Cickety-click

The nonster shambled forward in an ungainly sideways novenent, slow and

| unbering, but you knew you could not outdistance it, Rodney, still in the
man's grasp, screaned once, a yell of terror that was beyond his
conprehension, a child seeing the bogey which has haunted his dreans

t hroughout the dark hours, that he had never really believed in until NOW

That screamtriggered off one single logical action inside the doomed man. His
brain functi oned once but it was enough; he knew he could and had to save the
child. Miscles bulged and those ape-like arnms shot upwards in a worthy

hi ghl and caber-toss that had Rodney airborne, spinning, flailing arns and

| egs, reaching his apex then falling; |anding on the top of the sandbag wal |
with a sickening thud. Lying there wi nded and hurt, crying; not daring to | ook
back down on the beach, trying to tell hinmself that neither crab nor man
exi st ed.

The man cl osed his eyes, nuttered 'thank God' and then he heard the crab
clicking towards him a sea-nonster beside itself with fury because sonme of
its prey had escaped.

An armfirst, torn fromthe socket, bloody sinews trailing |like scarlet tw ne.
Snapping. A lunge with the other pincer, a joust that tore the chest apart,
gougi ng in the bl oody wound.

Threshing, cutting, a giant mncing machi ne that crushed and splintered bone,
tore the flesh into chunks and strips. Then it bent over its carnage, began to
feast in its own revolting way, masticating and slurping, those awful features
hi dden beneath the scarlet sline.

It was all over in a matter of minutes, the creature turning, shanbling and
clicking its way back over the rocks, an urgency to return to the deep
seem ng to sense that it should not be abroad during the daylight hours, yet
its hunger for human flesh after the previous night had driven it on to dry
land in search of nore. A leader, a king, it had a duty to its kind, one that
could not be shirked. It rmust go back to the sea-bed.

It wal ked on out into the tide until the waves covered it and it was seen no
nor e.

Rodney, sobbing and trenbling, staggered back towards the chalets, oblivious
of his sister's presence. He tried to screamfor his nmother but the words
woul d not come. Eventually they nade it back to the chal et but the door had
closed on the Yale lock. Tiny fists beat on the cheap woodwork but nobody cane
in answer to their call.

Finally the two children sank down crying, unheeded by passers-by who had
t houghts only for giant crabs.

Overhead a red and white helicopter passed noisily, flying low. A coastguard
machi ne instructed to fly out to sea in an attenpt to spot the bodies of two
young people reported nmissing the day before.



The pilot took a circular course out into the Cardi gan Bay, an acadenic
exercise really because he knew that he would not find the bodies of Julie
Col es and lan; not after what had happened on Shell Island |ast night.

Chapter Six

Late Sunday Morning - The Blue Ocean Hol i day Canp

"I STILL get the feeling that this whol e business is sone kind of spoof.'
Gordon Smal | wood brushed sone fl ecks of dust off his G eencoat uniform and

| ooked at his reflection in the mirror. H's expression said that he didn't get
that feeling at all, that he was just saying it for the benefit of the

bl onde-haired girl who was busily dressing with an urgency that he didn't
like. He didn't like it when Jean Ruddington left the canp, particularly so
today. He woul d nmake every effort to di ssuade her

"If it's a spoof then there's no harmin nme going to Barmouth, is there?'" she
snapped. 'You're just bloody jeal ous, Gordon. You don't own ne, you know. W
happen to be a couple of Greencoats working for the sanme firmat the sane

canmp.'

"I thought our relationship went further than a working one,' he replied. 'O
am | m staken?

"It happens to be ny Sunday off. Furthernore, ny sister happens to be staying
in Barmouth with her family on holiday and nobody's going to stop nme from
visiting them Not even you!'

The roads are closed, or hadn't you heard?' Sarcasm fear for her safety.
They'd given it out on the radio that if you stayed put you had nothing to
fear. MIles Manni ng had enphasi sed that point at a special Geencoat neeting
in the theatre this norning; a briefing of his troops. Keep the show goi ng,
bi gger and better than ever. God, why hadn't he cancelled all I|eave?

"Only to traffic,' she retorted. 'I'm going on ny bike.'

He sighed his resignation. She'd go and nobody on earth would stop her, not
even Ml es Manning hinmself, and here at the Blue Ccean Holiday Canp he was the
nearest thing to God you'd find.

" Anyway, we've got to put the Greencoat Show on again tonight,' Gordon's trunp
card. 'And we're both in it, day off or not.'

"It doesn't start until nine,' she smled. 'An hour |later than the usua
Friday performance and 1'Il be back by then.'

She was going to Barnouth, there was no doubt about that. "All right,' he
squeezed her hand. 'You've won, but for God's sake take care. If | could only



get the day off 1'd come with you.'

"You can't,' she put the brush and conmb back on the dresser. 'Manning m ght
not have cancell ed | eave but he nbst certainly won't give any extra.'

"You tal k as though you don't want me to go with you, anyway,' his tone was
resentful. 'As though you've . . . got something in mnd.'

"Don't be silly,' she noved close, touched his hand. 'You know that isn't
true.'

He swal |l owed, his eyes threatening to mst up. In a matter of a few weeks a
strong relationship had built up between them H s divorce had cone through in
the spring and left a bitterness which he was desperately trying to shake off.
He still could not believe that Margaret had wal ked out on him He'd never
suspected a thing, not even the slightest hint that anything was goi ng on

bet ween her and WIf Robinson until the day he canme home from work and found
her things gone and a note on the table. That was when his whole world had
col | apsed and even now it wasn't fully repaired. He couldn't be sure about
Jean; there were a | ot of unanswered questions where she was concerned. He'd
caught her out on the odd occasion, ties that seemed pointless and w t hout any
nmotive. But they hurt all the sane.

She was a wi dow. Her husband had been killed in a car accident two years ago,
ski dding off the road on a patch of black ice. Jean had survived, unhurt
except for a few cuts and bruises. After that she'd drifted. She'd nentioned
her sister but Gordon didn't even know her nane. Then Fate had brought them
toget her, a seasonal job at the Blue Ocean Holiday Canp.

She had made the first nove towards him shattered the barrier which he had
erected between hinself and wonmen, sweetened the bitterness. Two nights after
they met he had invited her back to his flatlet for coffee. He'd neant just

t hat - cof fee and maybe a record, nothing el se. Sonebody to talk to, a shoul der
to cry on.

It was her hand that had found his on the small settee, her |ips that had gone
in search of his, her tongue pushing into his mouth. A gradual arousenent and
then her other hand had sought it out, a sensuous stroking through the thin
material of his Geencoat trousers. And he was seduced.

"I haven't had a man for two years now,' she'd nurnured. 'Sonetimes | get so
that | can't stand it any |onger.’

That had been the first lie. OK it was a nmeans to a seduction, an excuse for
t he near-desperation which she had shown once they were undressed. She had
gone to work on himavidly, her lips hungry for pulsing male flesh, a crazy
orgasmthat had only been the begi nning. She had stayed the night and from
then onwards she didn't use her own flatlet except to keep a few bel ongi ngs
in.

But she hadn't gone two years without a man. In the heat of successive
orgasm c passion she had boasted of other affairs, men who had satisfied her
beyond her wildest dreams but had only wanted her for her body. She needed
nore than that, she told him

She was |like a drug to Gordon Snal | wood, turning his previous bitterness into
possessi veness. He couldn't bear her out of his sight. But he knew that to try
and chain her would be to | ose her which was why he knew he had to I et her go
to Barnouth. Perhaps this sister of hers really was holidaying there. There
was no reason to suppose that she didn't exist. Except as a convenient alibi



"I"ll see you tonight then,' he kissed her. '"God, I'll worry all day."'

"Don't.' She extricated herself fromhimand made for the door. 'l told you
'l be OK'

She felt his eyes on her all the way across the strip of grass which separated
the staff chalets fromthe main holiday flats, felt his concern for her. Her
lips tightened. Damm him he was getting too nuch lately, getting the way
other men had got in the past . . . before and after John's death. Maybe she
ought to try and cool it; she couldn't nake up her mind. It had been nice to
have a man around again for a while but it was beginning to curb her freedom
The ol d urge had cone back, an insatiable desire for the old days.

The smal |l gate beside the main entrance was open, a security man on duty
checki ng people in and out, a large queue at the Security Ofice. Everybody
want ed, to know facts; when could they use their vehicles again? They coul dn't
stay here forever and who was going to pay for the enforced extension to their
hol i days if they couldn't go honme?
'There's no buses or transport, mss,
identity card.

the officer on the gate checked her

"I don't need any,' she smiled. 'I"mjust going for a walk in the hills. You
have to get away fromthis place on your day off otherw se you' d go crazy.'

"You can say that again.' He grinned and |l et her through

She stepped out on to the main B-road, drew a deep breath. She had al npst
expected to be stopped and turned back. She supposed that a state of energency
had been decl ared and when that happened the authorities could do virtually
anyt hing they I|iked.

The road was deserted. It seemed that the canpers had decided that if they
couldn't take their cars then they would stay in the canp. She wondered how
far the first road-bl ock and checkpoint was. She had told Gordon that she was
going to take her bike but she had decided against it. She was a m xture of
fatalist and optimist. If she was going to get to Barmouth then she'd get
there; if she wasn't then she wouldn't. She needed to see Gerry for a |lot of
reasons. Mdst of all she didn't want himconing up to the canp | ooking for
her. Apart from Gordon, Gerry was the one cloud on her horizon

She had been wal ki ng for about a quarter of an hour when she heard the sound
of a vehicle com ng up behind her, slowing on the bend, still out of sight.
She stopped, waited. Curious.

A Land Rover; a |ong wheel base campufl aged vehicle trundling up the hill.
Jean's armwent out, her thunb went up. The driver slowed, stopped just beyond
her .

I nsi de the open back she saw the sol diers, young squaddi es crushed in

toget her, | eaning forward and gawpi ng at her. Sonebody nmade a coment and
everybody | aughed.

"Where to, sweetheart?

'"Barnouth,' she rested a hand on the tail board.

'"I"'mgoing there to ... to see ny sister.' As though she had to give an
expl anati on.



"So are we and if your sis is anything like you we'd Iike to go and see her
too.' More |aughter.

Her hopes soared. Fate was indeed | ooking after her. WIIling hands grabbed
hol d of her, pulled her aboard. Wth a jerk the driver let in the clutch and
t hey were noving again.

"You' ve have to sit on our knees, love. W'll hold you tight, make sure you
don't fall.’

She grinned. Jubilant kids, that's what they were. It was all very
conplimentary, though, when you were over thirty. Furthernmore, she would be in
Barnout h i n doubl e-quick tine and she woul dn't have to worry about road-bl ocks
and checkpoints. She'd worry about getting back when it was time, not until.

"W' || nake sure the crabs don't get you,' the soldier on whose knee she was
sitting was slyly rubbing her bottom

"Is it ... really true about these nonster crabs?" she lurched as the Land
Rover took a |l eft-hand bend and anot her arm cane round her wai st to steady
her, remained there.

"Sure it is, but they won't last long. The only reason they wecked that W
base was because the defences weren't good enough. Caught everybody by
surprise. But you can bet your life that if the fuckers come ashore again
they' Il get a shock. The heavy stuff's already there waiting for 'em The
locals will be picking up the bits for weeks afterwards.’

Jean Ruddi ngt on caught her breath. There seened to be hands everywhere.
Sonebody had ventured up beneath her skirt, fingers snmoothing the insides of
her thighs. There was no subtlety where these eager young recruits were
concerned. But she was going to get to Barnouth and that was all that
mat t er ed.

"You married? a freckle-faced sol di er asked suddenly. She got the inpression
that it was his fingers that were trying to do all kinds of inexperienced
things to her, things that would have turned her on if they had been done

properly.
'No,"' she shook her head. 'Not any nore.'

"I"l1l bet you don't go without it, though. Not working up at that canp,
anyway. '

Peal s of |aughter. Jean Ruddi ngton | aughed too. 'No, | don't go without it.
Say, | suppose you fellers aren't com ng back this way | ater today by any
chance?

A moment's silence. @ ances were exchanged between the nine khaki-clad youths
on the bench seats of the Land Rover

] W]y?l

'Because |'ve got to get back later. |I'm supposed to be back at canp by

ei ght.'

"It ... could be arranged,' a sly smile appeared on the angul ar features of a

| ance-corporal and he rubbed the acne on his chin. 'W've got to go back up to
Nefyn with some equi pment this evening. You makin' some kind of a deal



sweet heart ?'

"I mght," delightful tingling sensations ran up Jean's spine; a kind of
fantasy. Mdst wonen had them gang-bangs and that sort of thing. If it really
happened she woul d probably scream blue nurder. 'It all depends. But | have to
get back to canp one way or another.'

"W'| | see you around about seven, then. W'll be down on Marine Parade. The
top end.'

"I"ll probably see you there then,' she grinned and let the freckle-faced
sol di er do what he wanted with his fingers beneath her skirt. It was harnmnl ess
enough. Kids' stuff.

Barnout h | acked its peak of season holiday atnmosphere in spite of the blazing
sunshine on a stretch of gol den beach with a blue sea shinmering in the
di stance. There wasn't a bather in sight, the sands devoid of col ourful deck
chairs and wi ndshields, as deserted as it night have been in mid-wnter

Only the pronenade was crowded. Ranparts had been hastily erected at strategic
poi nts overl ooki ng the bay and the estuary, squads of shirt-sleeved soldiers

working to fill sandbags and pile them up above the sea-wall. Uniformed police
were there in nunbers keeping the sightseers back. The Dol gellau road was
still open, one-way traffic only out of Barmouth. A checkpoint ensured that

not hi ng other than mlitary vehicles and personnel cane in. The entire
operation was highly organised; the authorities were taking no chances. Jean
Ruddi ngt on hast ened away fromthe parked arny Land Rover, snoothing her
clothes as she left. Randy little bastards but they had served their purpose!

Ten m nutes' wal k brought her to a row of tall Victorian houses beyond the
town, the mpjority converted into holiday flats for seasonal letting. Up the
uncarpeted stairs on to the second floor, her heart starting to beat nore
rapi dly. She al nost turned back.

"Jean!' A dark-skinned nan dressed in an open-necked shirt and jeans opened

t he door at her knock, his Spanish ancestry evident in his features. Tve been
nearly frantic about you after what happened on Shell Island. In fact, | was
trying to figure out a way of getting to the canp to find you.'

"You worry too nuch,' she slipped into his enbrace, returned his passionate
kiss. 'These soldiers will blast the crabs to hell if they show up again. In
the neantime, we can spend a few hours together.'

"You're not ... pregnant?

"Wirrying again,' she laughed. 'No, just a scare. You won't be having to pay
mai nt enance after all.’

"I would have married you,' there was a hurt expression on his handsone
features. 'You didn't have to run off like that.'

"I needed tine to think. Also | needed a job,' she flung herself into a frayed
arnchair. 'You knew I'd cone back, though, didn't you, Gerry?

"I hoped you would,' he regarded her thoughtfully. "But if you hadn't | would
have cone | ooking for you. Look, can't you get me a licence so | can work the
hot-dog van in the canp?

"Il make some enquiries,' she averted her eyes fromhis. The trouble with
you is, Cerry, you don't trust ne.'



"How can | trust you?

'OF course, you can,' she stretched out her arms and he sidled into the chair
with her. 'D you know sonething, | haven't had it for so long that |I'mgetting
desperate. D you think 1'd" ve gone to all the trouble of dodging arny
checkpoints to get here if | wasn't faithful to you?

He | aughed softly and his lips went in search of hers.

A Royal Navy destroyer had appeared far out in the bay, dom nant and sinister
The wat ching crowds on the pronenade fell into an uneasy silence. Suddenly
this whol e operation was no | onger sonme kind of game. The tension was nounting
i ke an inpendi ng thunderstorm

And sonewhere out in the bay, beneath the sparkling sea, the crab arny | urked.
They had attacked once and surely they would cone again.

Chapt er Seven

Sunday Evening - The Bl ue Ccean Hol i day Canp

| REY WALL was fraught with indecision. Her anxiety turned to fear. The queue
did not seemto have noved at all in the past hour. Frominside the office
cane raised voices, a heated discussion; one of many. For the hundredth tine
t hat norni ng somebody was claimng that the canp authorities had no right to
i mpound cars bel ongi ng to guests.

Oh God, she couldn't | eave the children any |onger. She had been away far too
| ong and by now they were surely awake and frantic. She stepped out of the
line of people, alnost broke into a run. Pushing her way through the crowd
that had gathered in front of the security office; somebody el bowed her
angrily but she ignored it.

The intersecting canp streets seened so hostile, |ong gaudy avenues, the

at nosphere thick with the snell of frying fish and chips. Misic which jarred
and deaf ened, bingo callers shouting as though trying to conpete with the din,
harsh nasal tones that screamed at her personally, accusing. You shoul dn't
have | eft your children. Anything could happen to them It might be too late
al ready?

Ch God, no. Pl ease!’

Irey was runni ng now. She cannoned into a group of youths, got the idea that
t hey had obstructed her on purpose. Because the bastards didn't want her to
find her children. She cursed them beneath her breath. Identical row upon row
of chalets. You could easily mss yours if you didn't check the nunbers and
suddenly those black and white figures had gone blurred. Slow ng, scrutinising
each one, waiting for the nunbers to steady and assume a definite shape. 16



17 ... 18 ... the next one had to be 19. It was.

Sobbing her relief she turned, nounted the iron staircase that led up to the
top-1 evel acconmpdati on. Now she was checki ng door nunbers. 40 ... 41 ... 42.
She funbl ed for her key, dropped it and it alnost fell through the slatted
floor of the upper balcony. She retrieved it, her fingers trenbling so
violently that she had to make several attenpts to insert it in the Yale |ock
Using all her force she pushed the door open, sent it sw nging back on its

hi nges so that it banged agai nst the wall

'"Rodney . . . Louise . '
Rod . . . ney . . . Lou. . . ise. . . Echoes froman enpty chal et, nocking
her. There's nobody here. They've gone . . . gone . . . gone'

"No!' She stood there nmonmentarily deprived of all nobility as her panic froze
her, seeing through the open door into the adjoining bedroom Enpty tw n beds,
ni ghtcl ot hes strewn on the floor, an atnosphere of awful desol ation. Gone!

They' ve gone. Gone. And (hey won't be com ng back

Checki ng everywhere, knowing it would be futile. But she had to do sonething.
Her eyes smarted but the tears would not cone. She felt physically sick
possi bly woul d have vonmited had she not had an enpty stonach.

Frustration and despair, dragging the blankets off the bed, telling herself
that the children mght be hiding under them playing a juvenile trick on her
She knew she woul dn't find themthere, though. Nothing so sinple. Her actions
were reduced to automaton nmovenents, going back out on to the bal ustrade, her
sore eyes searching the teem ng throng of people. But there was no sign of
Rodney or Loui se.

She had to do sonething positive or el se she would go mad. WAl ki ng unsteadily
back the way she had cone. The obvious thing was to check the Lost Children
conmpound first. Hopes rising but she did not dare to rely on them

Eventual |y she found the wire nesh enclosure with the small roundabout, a
steamtrain, a jeep and a very much out of place racehorse, dizzily continuing
their daily round of innunerable twenty-yard circuits. There was not a single
chil d aboard.

She clutched at the wire, searched the line of swings and the helter-skelter
An ei ght-year-old boy was swi nging happily as though he hadn't a care in the
wor | d. Nobody el se, just a red-headed Greencoat reclining on a bench seat idly
scanni ng a newspaper. No indication that the canp was virtually under siege.

There wasn't even any point in asking. Rodney and Loui se weren't here. And
that was when Irey Wall finally broke down.

Dimy she was aware of somebody approaching her, a hand gently graspi ng her
arm meani ngl ess words which were intended to confort. Through her tears she
saw a distorted green-uni fornmed man, possibly in his early thirties; it was
difficult to tell and it did not matter anyway.

"My children,' she was trying to talk coherently. 'Rodney and Louise ... SiX
and four . . . they're missing. I ... | can't find them anywhere.'

"Lots of children go missing,' the other snmiled. 'But usually not for |ong.
They can't come to any harmon the canp and there's nowhere el se they can go.
If they're not here then they aren't particularly worried. They've probably



gone off to either the amusenent arcade or the recreation park. Look, [|'l]
cone and help you search for them M/ name's Gordon Small-wood, by the way.'

' Thank you,' Irey made a determined effort to regain her conposure. 'I'milrey
vall .’

She left her armlinked with his, it seemed the nost natural thing to do, |et
himlead the way. It was right what he had said, Rodney and Louise coul dn't
have cone to any harm They'd find them soon. She forced herself to believe

t hat .

Loui se had foll owed her brother away fromthe chalets in search of their

not her. The boy seenmed nunbed, noved jerkily as though brain and body were not
coordi nating properly. Now the awful shock of what he had been through hit
him He saw again the bearded workman who had thrown himto safety, the giant
crab moving in for the kill. Rodney had screamed then but he couldn't scream
again. He could not even talk properly. Dazed, he was scarcely aware of his
sister's presence. They had to find Mumy and then everythi ng would be al

ri ght.

The boating | ake. For some reason the nmallard which quacked their protest at
artificial lighting and human presence hal f the night had di sappeared; every
one of them had flown off in search of another sanctuary. The pair of Canada
geese whi ch had been there since the spring had gone al so.

Just a brackish | ake, devoid of all life, with a dozen gaily painted row ng
boats nmoored at the concrete jetty. The water was beginning to snell, a

conbi nati on of the heat and all the litter which had either been thrown in or
had bl own off the park. This was one place on the canp where the arny of daily
sweepers could not go. The pool would have to be dragged sonetime, a concerted
effort nade to clean it. But today nobody was interested in boating pleasures.

Rodney and Loui se stood clasping the railings, staring out across the water.
There was an island in the mddle, possibly half an acre of rock and soi
rearing up out of the lake, thickly planted with six-foot-high conifer trees,
giving it a forbiddi ng appearance.

"Mumy' s not here,' Louise spoke, clutched at her brother's hand. 'Let's go
and | ook sonewhere el se.’

But Rodney seened to have gone into a trance, just gazing vacantly at the
island. His brain had difficulty in registering what his eyes saw, he saw
agai n that huge crustacean, the way it had shanbl ed and clicked its way out of
t he rocks, had deliberately anmbushed the bearded nan. The expression on its
awful features, he would never forget it as long as he lived, indelibly
imprinted on his nind.

It was here again now, a powerful creature rising up out of the stinking
dept hs of the stagnant |ake, its eyes searching himout, seeing and hol ding
him You escaped nme once, boy, but you won't this time. 1'mgoing to eat you
and your little sister

Loui se was scream ng, clutching at Rodney, trying to drag himback fromthe
water's edge. He resisted, hypnotised as he saw the full size of the crab. It
was bi gger than those donkeys in the field next to the anusement arcade.

CAick-click-clickety-click

A raised pincer, waving antennae. The water splashed as it noved, foul vapours
escaping into the hot atnmosphere. But it wasn't really here, the child told



hinmself. It was still back on the beach; it had to be because it couldn't
travel beyond the wall of sandbags. He would see it in a hundred different

pl aces, waki ng and sl eeping, would screamin the night for his nmother. If only
Daddy was here he woul d

Sonmewher e sonebody was scream ng. An adult. Rushing feet, an awareness of a
gathering crowd, nore shrill yells of fear

"There's a crab in the boating |ake!'’

It was true but Rodney Wall was beyond the horror barrier. He was inmmne to
fresh terror, a young boy who saw and noved but was otherw se divorced from
happeni ngs around hi m

' Somebody get those kids away fromthe railings!'

The crab was close in to the shore now, a slashing pincer making a netallic
clang as it struck the iron fence. Several struts buckled. The pincer swung
again, a mghty blow that had to be seen to be believed. Twenty feet of
railings was suddenly torn free of the concrete, flew through the air to |and
with a resounding splash in the water.

And that was when Rodney and Louise felt thensel ves airborne, being snatched
up even as the thing in the water was beginning to clinmb up on to dry | and.
For the second tinme that day they had been saved by a | ast-m nute rescuer

CGordon Smal | wod had both children, one tucked under either arm turning to
run and at the sanme tinme yelling to lrey WAll to get clear whilst there was
still tinme.

A crowd had gathered on the edge of the recreation park, a sea of featurel ess
faces. Wnen were scream ng. Ghouls, the sanme breed that seemto appear from
nowhere at the scene of catastrophes, voyeurs of carnage who woul d di sappear
when the corpses had been taken away and the bl ood had seeped into the soil
They revelled in the sight of blood and nmutilation so long as it was not their
own. Maybe a few were even hoping that the crab woul d snatch those kids,

per haps the Greencoat and the woman who were trying to rescue themas well.
There would be no point in attenpting to go to their aid; you couldn't do
anyt hi ng except stand and watch

Cordon and lrey were running. He heard the click of a lunging pincer but he
did not | ook back. Fleeing towards the crowd, wondering if the crustacean was
still in pursuit.

The crab halted ten yards fromthe | ake. Anger blazed in its eyes, sonething
el se, too; fear. It saw the towering concrete buildings, this artificial world
that had replaced a once-natural foreshore, and it hung back. For the first
time inits life it was afraid; and a thousand tines nore dangerous.

Slowy, awkwardly the creature turned, flattened the remmants of the railings
as it anbled back into the water, foll owed the sloping bed of the |ake out
towards that central island until the waves it induced sl opped over its huge
shell. Finally the brackish litter-strewn water seemed to open up and swal | ow
it, only a series of wide V-shaped ripples marking its underwater passage. And
finally those, too, petered out and it night have been a feverish nightnare
after all. Except that those watching knew that it wasn't.

"It's inpossible,” MIles Manning grunted with considerably nmore conviction
than he felt. 'Absolutely inpossible. Qur defences are inpenetrable. W
sandbagged the only weak [ine in the sea-wall al ong the whol e canp shore at



daylight this nmorning.'

"That's as it may be,' the aquiline-featured nan seated opposite the
hol i day- canp owner smiled hurmourl essly. 'But suppose that crab had cone ashore
earlier, last night under the cover of darkness.'

Manni ng nodded. There was no way he could argue against that theory. His
stomach muscl es knotted and he reached for the cigar box on his desk. This
guy, Professor Davenport, was reputed to be one of the finest botanists in the
country, if not in the world. Cccasionally the nillionaire showed respect for
anot her man; this was one of those occasions.

"It's a possibility," Manning admtted, blow ng a cloud of snoke up towards
the ceiling, 'And you really think that this m ssing workman of ours was eaten
by a crab? That boy coul d have been spinning a yarn, nade it all up for
effect.’

'No,"' Davenport shook his head. 'He's had one helluva fright and what we
managed to get out of himtallies with everything we know about the crabs so
far. They've carnivores, Manning, | personally watched them devour a guy on
t he beach, a beachconber fellow by the nane of Barthol onew. They caught him
out on the sands, ran himdown |ike a pack of hounds on the trail of a fox.
There wasn't a shred left of himwhen they'd feasted. That was what happened
to your man, Manning. | . . . | ' Davenport's lower lip quivered, 'my .
niece is reported mssing, her fianc6é too. Their car was found parked on

Shell Island. They'd gone for a swm |'mafraid . . . there isn't much hope.'
"I'm. . . sorry,' Manning's expression hardened again. 'But what's going to
happen here, Professor? It's the height of the holiday season, |'ve got a ful

canp and now there's one of these bastards |ying doggo in the boating | ake.
Can't you depth-charge it, get the sw ne that way?

""Unfortunately, no,' the other attenpted to relight his pipe, a blackened
briar that was sel domout of his nouth. 'We don't think it would work. These
crabs have an unbelievabl e resistance to nodern weaponry. However, the Shel
| sl and defences were caught napping but now we're ready for the eneny. The

troops surrounding the | ake at this nonent are all |oaded up with
arnmour-piercing bullets. | feel sure that once the thing shows itself it wll
be blasted to eternity. At least... | hope so.'

"It doesn't nake for good business,' Mnning snapped, 'Mst of the folks
staying here would be on their way home if they could get out. The noment the
roads are opened again they'll be gone and they won't be conmi ng back. | guess
then 1'Il be staring bankruptcy in the face.'

"It could have the reverse effect,' Davenport sniled through a haze of tobacco
snoke. 'Qut there beyond the road-blocks traffic jams are building up. It
seens half the population of Britain wants to catch a glinpse of the crabs. If

your existing custoners |eave, Manning, |'d virtually guarantee that you'l
fill your canp again i mediately.’
"I"d like to think so," MIles Manning grunted. 'In the neantine | intend to

keep the shows going, increase the entertainnment, try and take fol ks' m nds
off the crabs.'

'Best thing you can do. |I'mafraid, though, we'll have to set up a
precautionary defence system al ong your sea-wall. |'ve inspected it and it
seens fine but we can't take any chances. There's also an RN destroyer out in
t he bay. These crabs have got to be annihilated, w ped off the face of the
earth.’



"\Where d'you reckon they cane fronf

"At the monent we're only hazardi ng guesses. There have been runours of Sovi et
underwat er nucl ear experinments and it could have led to a nutation but we've

no proof. If we can kill one of these crabs and have a good |l ook at it then we
m ght be able to come up with sonething nore positive. But in the neantine our
two priorities are to stop an invasion of the land and to kill this crab in

the | ake before it runs anok in the canp. By the way, how s the young boy who
saw the crab? It's been hours since | questioned himand he was pretty
shocked. '

"He'll be OK,' MIles Manning pushed his chair back, got to his feet, a sign

that the neeting was comng to a close. 'I've got one of ny G eencoats
personal ly | ooking after his nother and the two kids, She's nore shaken than
the boy. | guess those kids had two very close calls.'

"They certainly did,' diff Davenport extended a hand. Thanks for your
co-operation, Manning. Now | must be getting back to the operationa
headquarters in Barmouth. It's after ten, now If you want me you' ve got ny
phone nunber, but | think these troops will take care of the crab in the |ake.
If they manage to kill it I'll conme back tonorrow and do an autopsy.' Mles
Manni ng sat at his desk for a long time after the Professor had |eft. Maybe
these crabs night do hima big favour after all, the biggest holiday draw of
all time. But in the neantinme the tension in the Blue Ccean Holiday Canp was
escal ating. There could be all kinds of trouble if mass hysteria erupted. The
canp security force and the G eencoats had been briefed but would they be able
to cope?

Manni ng was exhausted but he knew he would not be able to sleep, at |east not
until the crab in the |ake had been exterm nated. Warily he went outside.
He'd better go down there and see how things were working out.

The full noon in the sumrer night sky went virtually unnoticed in the glare of
artificial light which it up the canp so that it was al most brighter than it
was by day. The bingo halls were noisy, suddenly crowded agai n as canpers
sought sone form of distraction. The fairground was still open, crazy-waltzers
and bunper cars adding that nundane touch of reality which was so vital in
this situation. The Greencoat Show had just finished and crowds were pouring
out of the theatre, queuing at the fish and chi ps and hot-dog bars. Strangely,
the seafood stalls were not doing the expected | ate-evening trade; they hadn't
yet thought of blaming it on the crabs.

Seachlights lit up the boating | ake. A row of armpured cars were drawn up
alnost to the line of denolished railings, soldiers engaged upon a variety of
duties. But everybody was still waiting and watching. So far there was not a
ripple on the dirty water to betray the presence of the |urking crustacean

Perhaps it wasn't there after all, had sonehow escaped unseen and gone back to
the sea. Wshful optimstic thinking by holidaynmakers who prayed that sonmehow
they could return to their hones

But it was there all right. It could not be anywhere else. A young rookie
fingered his repeating rifle, couldn't help thinking about those poor sods on
Shell Island. A shiver ran up and down his spine. Conme on, you bastard, show
yourself and let's get it over. Kill or be killed.

A l essening of the background noi se. The bingo callers were silent, the
fairground was cl osing down for the night. The crowds had nostly drifted away
apart fromthe nost ghoulish ones who were determined to sit it out and see



some action, for surely something had to happen sooner or |ater

The silence was worst of all. The soldier found hinmself listening, trying to
identify sounds. You could hear the sea bel ow, the breakers crashi ng against
the sea-wall as though they were trying to smash it down so that the crab arny
coul d shanbl e ashore and weak havoc and death. He was just beginning to
believe that it was all true after all

Al eyes were on the still black water, seeing ripples that weren't there,
shapes that were only shadows cast by noving searchlights.

Everybody was waiting. Just as the nain crab arnmy was waiting beneath the
waves a few miles down the coast off Barnouth harbour. The full noon had

al nost reached its zenith; that would be the signal to attack for just as the
nmoon controlled the tides it was the nysterious god of the creatures which

i nhabited the deep. It would |lead theminto battle when the hour was nigh

Chapt er Ei ght

Early Monday Morning - Barnouth

JEAN RUDDINGTON had fully intended to be back on Marine Parade around six
o'clock. Alift with those lusting squaddi es was the only way she was going to
get back to the Blue Ccean Holiday Canp.

"You don't have to go back,' Gerry was still dressing, his dark skin
glistening with perspiration. He would have a shower later, or perhaps he
would et the sweat dry on him its slightly sour snell an erotic remn nder of
what had happened between themthis afternoon

"I do,' she was adamant. '| have a job to | ook after and jobs aren't easy to
cone by these days. Pmin the Greencoat Show tonight, a special performance to
keep the canpers happy and try to make 'em forget the crabs.'

"You could stay here with nme instead.’

"You don't have a job,' she retorted, suddenly annoyed. 'W'd have a pretty
lean tinme of it making do on your social security. You can't call your hot-dog
cart a job.'

'"W'd get by. | make a bit at this time of the year.' 'Get-by being the
operative word. 'I've got a good job and | intend to keep it. The Blue Ccean
wages are way ahead of what the other holiday canps pay.'

"Sure they are ... for the nonment,' he sneered, 'but you just wait. Once
Manni ng' s got established he'll be just the sane as the others. This Blue
Ccean is all a bloody stunt. He can't keep it up forever, |avish cocktai
parties for free on his yacht out in the bay.'



"Well, 1'mgoing back tonight.' Tight-1ipped she turned towards the door
She'd got tired of Gerry once before and now she was bored with himagain. He
was good for one thing only and when he'd satisfied you there wasn't much

el se. Animal magneti sm She shoul d have had nore sense. Ri ght now she was
starting to long for Gordon Smal |l wood.

"When will | see you again?' He followed her out on to the |anding, grasped
her wist so that she al nbst knocked hi s arm away. She hat ed it
when men pestered, whined. 'I'Il be around." 'I'll see you back to the
canp.' 'No, you won't!' Defiance, anger. 'You're hiding sonething,' his grip
ti ght ened. "I think you' ve got a feller up there.'

Angrily she pulled her hand free of him 'And it's none of your bloody
business if | havel’

H s handsone features darkened. 'If you're bloody two-timing me ['11.
"You'll nothing. You don't own ne. Now don't you dare touch me again.'

H s hand cane forward but Jean Ruddi ngton was faster; a back-handed sl ap that
caught himfull across the face with a report like a pistol shot, had him
staggeri ng back. And then she was running down the stairs, alnost falling,
catching hold of the rail just in tine. Down into the hallway, desperation

| endi ng speed to her legs as she heard his heavy footsteps conming after her
Fear, because she knew the animal in him not l[ust alone but a fury that
stemred from his bl oodline.

She pul | ed open the door, paused to slamit behind her. Ran again, only

sl owi ng when she reached the crowd that jamed Marine Parade, squeezing
herself in anmongst them worming her way into the very heart of this crushed
humani ty whose only thoughts were to catch a glinpse of the horrific nonster
crabs whi ch had made the headlines, still suspicious that it night be sone
ki nd of huge holiday hoax or a Press stunt. If it was then the public had

al ready pandered to it.

Only then did Jean Ruddi ngton remenber the soldiers who had prom sed her a
lift back to the canmp. A new sense of urgency engul fed her and she began to
squeeze through the massed bodies again until she gained the far pavenent. Now
she was wal king swiftly. A glance at her watch; God, it was five past six

al ready. Mnentary panic, calmng herself with the thought that maybe a few

m nutes didn't make any difference. On the other hand the armed forces were
sticklers for punctuality.

It was 6.15 when she reached the appointed place. Parked vehicles, nostly
lorries and armoured trucks, some fearsone | ooking big guns set up directly on
the sea-wall. Just one Land Rover, a short wheel base hard-top nodel. Onh CGod

t he squaddi es weren't herel

"Can | 'elp you, mss? a cockney accent, a tall sergeant, the sleeves of his
thin khaki shirt rolled up, a rifle slung on his shoulder. H s dark eyes

narr owed suspici ously; maybe he thought she was going to interfere with the
vehi cl es, steal a souvenir or something.

"Er . . . yes,' she blushed, swallowed. 'l was |ooking for sone soldiers in a
. a big Land Rover with a canvas top. They offered ne a 'lift back to the
Bl ue Ccean Holiday Canp.'

' The engi neers, you nean,' he shook his head slowy. 'They had to go back to
Nefyn with sone equipnent. It nust've been an hour or nore ago since they
left. There was sone urgency, | don't know the details, but the stuff was



needed a | ot sooner than

Jean Ruddi ngton wasn't listening. Her stomach churned, she had to hold on to
the side of one of the arny trucks for support. She was stranded!

"Are you OK, m ss?

"Yes, yes I'mall right,'" she tried to smle. "Only | work at the canp and
have to be back for a show we're putting on. These chaps promised ne a ...'

'They'd promise a pretty girl anything,' he laughed. 'I'msorry but I'mafraid
you've missed your lift. There won't be any nore of our vehicles going that
way today. The roads are all blocked anyway to civilian traffic. If you' ve got
to go back tonight then there's only one way - shanks'!' He | aughed; the arny
was getting fed up with civilians right now

She turned away, wanted to be sick. If only she had come on her bicycle it

woul dn't have been so bad. Her brain reel ed. Manning woul d surely sack her, he
was that kind of man. Then she wouldn't have either a job or Gordon Smal | wood.
What a dammed fool she'd been! It was all Gerry's fault, he got you that way
so that you'd travel to the ends of the earth just to let him screw you. She
had wal ked out on himnow as she had in the past but when the urge got too
much for her she would go back again. Fuck nme please, Gerry. Do anything you
like to nme, | don't care how kinky. Live out your fantasies, I'lIl go along

wi th anything. Please, Gerry.

She really hated hersel f, began apol ogising nentally to Gordon as the tears
filled her eyes. Pull yourself together, you over-sexed bitch! A determ ned
hard line with herself in an attenpt to destroy self-pity. She had to nmake a
decision right nowstay in Barnmouth or take the | ong wal k back to the Bl ue
Ccean.

First, there was nowhere to stay in Barnmouth apart from Gerry's dingy flat and
that was the last place on earth she wanted to go. She didn't have enough
nmoney on her to find any digs of her own. So she would have to start wal ki ng!

It was a form dable task. Every nuscle in her body ached; that was because of
the lustful mauling Gerry had given her. At the time it had been out of this
world, now it seemed al nost repul sive. Erogenous zones still tingled and she
could still taste his flesh in her nmouth. Christ, she was a conpul sive
nynphomani ac. She'd only hate himuntil she got the urge again. And that m ght
be at any time. As good a reason as any to flee Barmouth right away.

The steep hill was al nost too nuch for her. She was breathing heavily and her
| ungs seenmed as though they mght coll apse. The backs of her |legs hurt and
every so often she had to pause and rest for a few monents. Ch God, | hate
you, Gerry!

Then she saw the first road-block. A red and white wooden council barrier had
been stretched across the entire width of the road a quarter of a mle ahead
and on either side stood an arny truck, mobile sentry boxes. Three soldiers
were sitting in the shade of the vehicles, relaxed but alert.

A movenent caught her eye. A hundred yards or so from where she stood a | one
figure was approachi ng the checkpoint, travelling in the sanme direction as
hersel f. Jean squinted, shaded her eyes fromthe dazzling evening sunlight
with her hands. Just a silhouette fromthis distance but she had the

i npression of a youth clad in filthy tattered jeans; probably a hippy. This
was hi ppy country, a |land where comunes were the rule rather than the
excepti on.



She wat ched, experienced a sense of uneasiness. Two of the soldiers got to
their feet, unslung their rifles. The traveller was tal king, gesticulating. An
argunent over something; one of the figures wearing a canoufl aged conbat

j acket was pointing back the way the other had come. Now the third sol di er had
ri sen, noved forward. Another exchange of words and the youth was backing off,
shaking a fist, shouting sonething but the distance was too great to nmake out
t he words.

Then he was turning away, a reluctance in his nmovenents, a draggi ng step
shouti ng sonethi ng back at the soldiers. Wal king faster now as though he was
glad to get away fromthem

Jean Ruddi ngton's stomach muscl es knotted into a tight ball and a feeling of
utter despair flooded over her. The soldiers were turning pedestrians back
they weren't letting anybody through

She stood there dazed, wanted to sink down on the side of the road and burst
into tears. It wasn't fair. Clutching at straws; maybe she could bargain wth
them Look, soldier boys, your mates were going to take me home and in return

|'d"'ve let them have me. D you hear, 1'd ve let "emall shag nme and do
anything that took their fancy because that's how bad | want to get back to
the canp. And I'lIl do the sane for you guys, right there in the back of the

truck. C non then, don't you want to fuck ne?

A brief hope that died. Somehow she couldn't do it just like that. A girl can
sl eep around but when it cones to hard-core prostitution, and that's what it
amount ed to, Jean Ruddi ngton chi ckened out. Fooling about with squaddies in
the back of a Land Rover was different.

She turned away, didn't even want themto notice her standing there watching
them She'd go back to Barmouth, sleep rough in one of the shelters on the sea
front. Then tonorrow she'd try again.

Draggi ng herself along, crying because it helped a little, squeezed sone of

t he despair out of her system She didn't hear the padded plinsolled footsteps
com ng up behind her, gave a little cry of surprise when sonebody touched her
on the arm

"Hi.' The features were rugged, an unkenpt beard hiding the | ower half of

them long straggling hair that had not been washed recently. She had been

ri ght about the deninms, faded and threadbare, sun-tanned flesh show ng through
themin places. The other could not have been nore than twenty, lithe and
athletic, his accent a |ocal singsong one. Al npbst certainly a hippy. He
smled, his resentnment at the checkpoint soldiers forgotten

They didn't let you through,' she recovered from her surprise, slowed her
step. Suddenly conpany was very wel come. As long as it wasn't Cerry.

'Bastards!' He spat on the road. 'Said they were pissed off with sightseers

trying to infiltrate the coast. | told "em| was on ny way back to the
conmune, that all | wanted to do was to go home, but they wouldn't listen. |
guess |I'Il go back to Barmouth for the night, maybe think of sonething el se

tomorrow. My nane's Pete, by the way.'

"I"mJean,' she answered. '|I wanted to get back to the Blue Ccean Holiday Canp
where | work but if they wouldn't let you through then it's a waste of tine ne
trying. I'mon nmy way back to Barnouth, too. I'malso going to try and think

of something el se tonorrow.'



"CQuess we nmight as well stick together,' he grinned. Till tonorrow, anyway.'

Jean wrinkl ed her nose as the sea breeze wafted from Pete to herself; he
snell ed stale as though he slept in his clothes regularly, an odour that was
laced with garlic. The average hippy, well-nmeaning yet |acking an attention to
personal detail, but she could overlook that. They were both in the sane

pr edi cament .

"I done tinme,' at |east he was honest. 'They sent ne down for three nonths on
a housebreaking charge. Actually all | did was break into this enpty holiday
cottage for somewhere to sleep because it was a bitterly cold night. You

woul dn't' ve bet on the owner turning up on a snowy January night. He was
English, too.' He spat into the road again. 'Anyway, a couple of ny mates from
the commune set fire to his cottage a week later so he'd' ve been better off

stoppi ng hone in England that night and letting me get sone kip. | wouldn't've
taken anything. W don't steal . . . nothing that's any good to anybody,
anyway. '

She gl anced sideways at him sensed that he was telling the truth. Basic
honesty, a code of norals that conventional people woul dn't understand.

"You married? it was nearly ten mnutes before he spoke again, his tone
implying nore than idle curiosity.

"I"'ma wi dow. My husband was killed in a car accident.'
' Too bad. Boyfriend then?

"One or two,' a kind of boast that she needed to boost her saggi ng noral e.

' Nobody special though.' A compulsive lie; she never could bring it on herself
to admit to the opposite sex that there actually was another man in her life
who mattered.

' Then you won't be objecting to my conmpany for a while.' He turned his head,
scrutini sed her as though he was | ooking for a reaction

"I don't mnd,' she averted her gaze. 'Not for a while, anyway.'

That's settled then,' he grunted and did not speak again until they found
t hensel ves down by the Barnouth harbour,

"I reckon they're making too nmuch of these crabs,' Pete squatted on his
haunches by a cafe that bore the name 'Davy Jones' Locker'. The harbour was
full of rmoored sailing boats and notor |aunches. The ferry which ran nunerous
daily trips across to Fairbourne bobbed on the waves; it hadn't been used for
forty-eight hours now Crowds; holidaynmakers jostling one another in an
attenpt to see over the troops and police, sone youngsters overawed by the
presence of heavy artillery. It might have been 1940 with an invasion

i mm nent .

"Well, we can't argue about what happened on Shell Island,' she replied. 'A
ot of lives were lost.'

There's nmore to it than neets the eye,' he chewed absently at sonme long hair
sprouting just below his lower Iip, 'Me, | wouldn't be surprised if it's
somet hing the Russians are up to. That's sonething el se they make too nuch of
t hese days, the Ruskies. If you ask ne, folks are a ot better off in the
Sovi et. Nobody starves, everybody has a roof over their head. You can't ask
for nore'n that.'



"Except that if you say the wong thing you re whi sked away to Gorky or sone
such place and never heard of again,' she retorted.

"W'd do well to find us a place before it gets dark,' he ignored her reply.
' Everybody' s standing out in the open at the nonent. As soon as the sun goes
down they'll be |looking for shelter. Let's see if there's any room across
there.'

There' was a congl oneration of boatsheds, a kind of yard that opened out off
Marine Parade along fromthe |lifeboat station. At the nonent it was deserted
because everybody was throngi ng the quaysi de. Pete grasped her hand, pulled
her along with him Neverthel ess, she told herself, what he said nmade sense.
They needed sone cover for the night and now was the tine to claimit.

It was strange that the big boatshed was open and unoccupi ed. Jean did not
under stand much about boats but she saw enough to understand that in this

pl ace they were either made or repaired, two hulls bal anced on strong stee
trestles, a line of workbenches with tools littering their surfaces. But it
was crazy that the place had been | eft unguarded, particularly at a tine |ike
this.

"Look,' Pete seenmed to read her thoughts. 'Sonmebody's bound to cone back and

| ock up before dark. Let's make oursel ves scarce behind that pile of
tarpaulins. It won't matter if we're locked in. A kid could break in or out of
any of these crappy w ndows.'

A feeling of guilt and dishonesty assail ed Jean Ruddi ngton as they clinbed
over the stack of tarpaulins and found a spacious area in the corner of the
shed, completely hidden fromview They were trespassing, breaking the | aw
her compani on had al ready served a prison sentence for an al nost identica
of fence. But she didn't have any choice. She was fast getting so she didn't
care about anyt hi ng.

The shadows on the walls | engthened and then they heard approachi ng foot steps.
Sonebody was inside the shed. Mywvenents, sonething scraped noisily, clanged.
That was the big sliding entrance door being pulled shut. Sonet hi ng snapped
mechani cally; a padlock. Then the footsteps again, growing fainter unti

they faded from earshot altogether. Jean tensed, suddenly wanted to scream
hysterically. Caustrophobia. If she had been alone in here she would have
scranbl ed over the tarpaulins to that big corrugated-iron door, kicked and
beaten on it with her fists, yelled until someone canme and | et her out. There
was only one reason why she didn't do that now because she had Pete.

He smelled of BO, breathed dragon-like garlic fumes, maybe even had lice. But,
Christ, she wouldn't have been without him Wen his outstretched arm cane
beneath her she rested her head on it and it was the softest, nobst confortable
pill ow she had ever had.

It was getting dark now The reflection of artificial lights on the wall nade
strange patterns, sort of conforting because you knew there were thousands of
ot her people out there. If you |listened you could hear a hubbub of voices
agai nst the noise of the incomng tide. There were soldiers and big guns to
protect you; those crabs would be blown to smithereens this time if they
showed t hensel ves beyond the tideline.

Jean Ruddington felt confortable, relaxed after all she had been through. Her
eyelids began to droop. Pete's breathing was heavy, rhythm c. She was sure he
was al ready asleep. He would get pins and needles in the arm she was |ying on
but maybe he wouldn't even notice. His whole life was spent roughing it.



She dozed, perhaps even dropped off to sleep. Then she was waki ng, her
confused brain trying to work out where she was, what was goi ng on. Those
lights outside afforded just enough glow for her to make out sil houettes
around her. She was still lying on Pete's armbut it was his other one which
had awoken her - his free hand had trespassed inside her clothing, had sonmehow
undone the clasp of her bra and his rough fingers were caressing her breasts.

She froze with shock and horror. Shock because her nipples were erect and
tingling beautifully so he must have been fondling her for some tinme; horror
because he could have only one thing in mind, with or without her consent! It
woul dn't just stop at a sly feel

She didn't nove, just lay there, his fingers continuing to pinch and squeeze
gently. She ought to have hated himeven touching her so intimately but
somehow it was very erotic. I'"'mlike a bitch in season at present, she

t hought .

"You're enjoying that, aren't you?" He nust have sensed that she was awake.
"You don't mind, do you?

"No.' Her voice was a nmere faraway whi sper. Once again this was sonething she
didn't have any choice in. Life was getting increasingly like that these days.
"I guess | don't really object.’

'Good. | hoped you wouldn't mnd, Jean.'

Brief thoughts; Gerry. Now he could be violent if his anger was aroused. Maybe
Pete was the sanme, only the situation was a much nore frightening one. 'Grl
found strangled in boatshed. Police are hunting killer." Those could be the
newspaper headlines in twenty-four hours' time, or rather sub-headlines
because the giant crabs were stealing the show She shuddered. Maybe he woul d
be happy just to play with her breasts; she wouldn't refuse himanything el se,
it could be dangerous.

A few seconds | ater that hope was dashed. Hi s hand slid downwards, funbled
with the fastener on her skirt. Something gave and it cane undone. She could
hear her pul ses roaring; maybe if she had been standing up she woul d have
fainted. A waft of garlic acted like snelling salts; his face was close to
hers and he was whi spering in her ear

"You're sure you don't mnd, Jean.'

"No ... | don't mind, really | don't." Lifting the |lower half of her body up
slightly, co-operating so that he could slide her pants down bel ow her knees,
easi ng her thighs apart because that was where his probing fingers were going
next. Anot her shock; she was as noi st as she woul d have been for Gerry or
CGordon or any other man she |iked. Perhaps she |liked Pete but in a different
sort of way. Sonetimes she did not even understand herself.

He touched her and she jerked, nmpaned, every nerve in her body trenbling
violently. Ecstasy and she couldn't hold back. This was suddenly better than
anyt hi ng she had ever experienced before. The roughness of his fingers brought
her unbelievabl e delight, so basic, so primtive-Neanderthal man taking his
mate, going to do anything with her that pleased his burning sexual desire. An
ani mal mating

Garlic kisses al nost suffocated her as his tongue pushed into her nouth in a
frenzied sinulation of that which would surely follow Those hands were
pulling at her clothing now, clunsy in their eagerness; something ripped, was
pul | ed from her shuddering body, fingers scraping the bared flesh like the



enery paper on a mat chbox.

Then he was astride her, a frenzied stag at the rutting stand whi ch has
suddenly cornered its hind. She felt him pushing, tried to help but she was
too securely pinned down. He found her, a mnd-blow ng thrust which had her

ki cking and flaying wildly, clawing at his bare back with her fingernails.
Spiral ling upwards as though she had suddenly been flung free of him whirling
dizzily, but he was still there, his thigh nmuscles working |ike steam pistons
as he powered into her, grunting like a wild ani nal .

She couldn't hold back, she was out of control, orgasmc tidal waves rushing
to swanp her, sweeping her along with them

Divorced fromreality, not caring, wishing that it would go on forever and
that she did not have to go back, that she could float on in eternal bliss.
DimMy she was aware of noi ses, thundering explosions, blinding flashes that
penetrated her state of ultimate passion; people scream ng, rushing footsteps,
a vibrating thud whi ch shook the whol e buil di ng.

A gradual awareness that Pete was no |longer on top of her, that he was tuggi ng
at her with those sane strong fingers, trying to pull her to her feet.
Shouti ng, but the words were inconprehensible. She grabbed at him tried to
pul I himback on top of her but she did not have the strength.

A stinging slap across her face destroyed instantly those marvell ous sensuous
feelings, her sobs of pleasure turning to cries of anguish. Then fear! Ch Cod,
t he bastard had had what he wanted, now he was going to kill her. "Grl found
strangl ed in boatshed. Police are hunting the killer.'

She began to struggle but he was holding her too tightly. GCh, what a fool she
had been and now it was too |late! She kicked, felt her bare foot make contact
with his skin. He slapped her again, shook her

"Pull yourself together, you stupid little fool!' Wrds that she could now
understand; trenbling, surrendering to himbecause it was futile to fight him
He would kill her and there wasn't a thing she could do about it.

"W've got to get out of here,' there was panic in his voice, those garlic
fumes seenming stronger than ever, again having the effects of smelling salts.
'Listen. The crabs nust've come. There's all hell let |oose out therel!l’

Heavy artillery had opened up sonewhere close by, interspersed with rapid
machi ne-gun and rifle fire. People were stanpeding, a crowd fanned by sheer
terror rushing in all directions to get away. And Pete was doi ng what he had
said he would do earlier, frantically struggling with one of those w ndow

cat ches Suddenly the boatshed was a potential death trap, the two naked hunans
hel pl essly inprisoned inside, at the nercy of the giant crabs if the
crustaceans should breach the mlitary defences along the quayside and the
sea- wal |

At 1.25 a.m the invasion of Barnouth began. The wani ng noonlight was in the
crabs' favour; their god had not deserted them A few nights ago they woul d
have been spotted earlier - not that the outcome woul d have been any
different.

The soldiers in the tank on the quayside were the first to beconme aware that
t he invasi on was taking pl ace.

'Look!' The gunner shook his mate into instant wakeful ness. 'They're here!’



It was a matter of seconds to bring the big gun to bear on the nearest crab
The sights were adjusted -and at that range it was inpossible to mss.

The gun spat out its shell.
The crab keeled over, fragments of shell flying through the air.

"CGot 'im' the gunner yelled jubilantly. 'lInvincible? Aload of balls! This'l
sort the bastards out!’

As he rel oaded and brought his gun to bear on the shanbling, advancing crabs a
sudden novenent distracted him He paused.

"Shit,' he grunted. 'That bastard's getting up again!'

The creature had indeed struggled into an upright position. Some of its
conpani ons were even helping it, pushing it until it had regained its bal ance.
Its eyes gl owed venonmously and apart from some shards chipped fromits shell,
it appeared to be all right. Dazed maybe, but very nuch alive.

"It's inpossible,' the corporal gasped incredul ously. 'Nothing could wthstand
that shell-not at that range anyway!'

"Well, it has,' the gunner snapped, taking another sighting. 'See that big
sod? The one the size of a fucking horse. Well, let's see what it does to him
|

The quaysi de shook with the expl osion

The big crab was thrown backwards, yet it did not roll over. For a few seconds
it just squatted, berused; then it advanced again. There nmust have been a
hundred crabs or nore following it, an undul ati ng, shanmbling line. The
clicking was deafening, mnd-searing, terrible to behold.

The | eading crab halted; a large claw waved and came to rest pointing directly
at the tank. There was no m staking its command.

" Shut that hatch!' the gunner yelled. 'They're coming at us!’

The hatch cl anged shut and the soldiers inside breathed sighs of relief. The
eneny were too close for another shot. They would just have to wait unti
reinforcenments arrived. The corporal |lit a cigarette; his hands were shaking.

"They can't get at us in here.' H's | augh was strained and holl ow inside the
confined space. 'Renenber the time we broke down, Sarge? They couldn't tow us
and had to repair us on the spot. Took 'emtwo days.'

" Shut up!' The sergeant's nerves were stretched to breaking point. In his nind
he could still see those crabs outside; they were living tanks, stronger than
anyt hi ng Man had i nvent ed.

The soldiers tensed as they heard a netallic scratching noise, giant claws
scrapi ng on steel

' Come on, you bastards,' the corporal yelled hysterically. 'Try and shift us.
This is something that'll beat you!'

"For Christ's sake shut your bloody trap!' The gunner erupted into action, his
fist taking the other in the nmouth, throw ng hi mbackwards so that his head
hit the steel wall with a dull clang. H's eyes glazed and he sl unped back in



hi s seat.
"Stop it,' the sergeant screaned. 'D you want

H s words died away and he | ost his bal ance as the tank noved, jerked a few
yards and stopped. Moved agai n.

It was inpossible; nothing barring a crane could shift the tank. He noved to
the hatch, |ooked out on a scene that was made even nore horrific by the |ight
of the wani ng nmoon. Dozens of the crustaceans were gathered around the nobile
steel fortress. He opened his nouth to shout a warning but no words canme. The
tank noved yet agai n- upwards!

"They've . . . they've lifted it up!' He managed a scream clutched at a
stanchion to prevent hinmself fromsliding. He stretched out an arm roughly
tried to shake the unconsci ous corporal. 'Wke up,' a yell of sheer panic.

' The bastards are carrying us!'

The tank shook and swayed as the crabs crawl ed beneath it whilst the others
lifted it with their huge pincers, sonehow got a grip that was the equival ent
of several cranes, the shells of those beneath acting as a transporter.

Movi ng, lunbering . . . heading towards the harbour wall!

The sergeant was scream ng, slapping his comatose mate frantically but the
corporal's head nerely lolled fromside to side. He was the |ucky one, spared
those | ast few torturous nonments.

Suddenly they stopped. The tank |urched forward, seemed to be suspended in
md-air for a split second before it hurtled downwards. One m ghty spl ash,
creating its own mniature tidal wave that had small crafts noored nearby
threatening to capsize, and then it was lost to sight, the black waters
closing over it. A bone-jarring thud as it hit the mud on the bed of the
har bour and then it was sinking again.

Inside all was silent; the three men were dead.

The arned forces swing into snmooth action following the first report of the
tank's gun. Hardly had its echoes di ed away before two truckl oads of troops
wer e speedi ng down Marine Parade. It took themthree mnutes to reach the
harbour; it had taken the crabs less than two to put the tank out of
conmi ssi on.

The driver of the first truck was braking the noment he saw the crabs. They
were everywhere; the road was packed with them a seething shanbling mass,
their pinpoint red eyes reflecting the beans of his headlights. And they were
advanci ng towards the town!

He started to reverse but his progress was inpeded by the second truck; it was
difficult to go backwards at any speed. And there was no hope of evading the
col ums of oncom ng crustaceans!

Soldiers spilled out of both trucks, hurling grenades; automatic rifles were
brought into action.

The promenade and har bour shuddered with the explosions, and vivid flashes lit
t he night sky. Snoke billowed out in clouds as a disintegrated sea-front
shelter caught fire

Rel entl essly, undeterred, the giant crabs continued on their course of death
and destruction. Burning debris lay in their path but the flanmes went



unheeded. They were inpervious to fire as well as arnour-piercing shells and
bul | et s!

Captain Aiver of the Royal Shropshire Light Infantry hol stered his snoking
pistol. His features were snoke-bl ackened and his cap was m ssing. Christ, the
arny had failed, that much was obvi ous and he was not prepared to sacrifice
the Iives of his nen needlessly. He shouted, tried to nake hinsel f heard above
the din, yelled for themto retreat.

The trucks were abandoned as the soldiers fell back. Behind themlay a stretch
of ground on which a resident fairground sprawl ed, an array of anusemnent
arcades, dodgens and refreshnent stalls. They headed towards it, cover from
whi ch to nake anot her stand.

Civilians were fleeing in panic, men in dressing gowns and pyjamas hustling
their famlies out of sea-front boardi ng houses. Wren and children were
scream ng.

Captain diver watched as the two heavy transport trucks suffered the sane
fate as the tank. The crabs lifted themw th ease, hurling themover the
har bour wal I .

The fire was spreading, rows of buildings becom ng a blazing inferno. A boat
builder's yard with its nunerous lights was briefly illum nated in the snoky
orange light, then it, too, was part of the wall of sweeping fire.

A burni ng beam crashed down on one of the crabs; the creature brushed it aside
and continued on its way.

"Not even fire can stop them' diver nmuttered. 'It's as though they've cone
fromhell itselfl!l’

More soldiers were arriving fromthe north end of Marine Parade. They set up a
nortar and scored a direct hit with the first shot; the scuttling ranks parted
but came together again alnost inmediately. There was not a single casualty!

It was 3.30 a.m when the nonstrous crab | eader signalled the retreat with a
clicking and waving of his pincers. Unbelievably, like a well-disciplined
arny, the creatures shanbl ed back towards the harbour and within a matter of
m nutes they had all returned to the deep

The Battle of Barnouth was over, the once proud seaside resort left to lick
its snoking wounds. Fire engines moved in and the denoralised troops began
noppi ng- up operati ons. Those whose hones remained intact returned to them

And everybody wondered when the crabs would return - as surely they woul d.

Dawn broke and the fire crews were still playing their hoses on snoul dering
ruins. The bl ackened skel eton of the fairground scarred Marine Parade. Loud
expl osi ons came fromthe burning boatyard and rem nded the fire-fighters of
the arny's valiant efforts to repel the raiders, asbestos sheets cracking in
the inferno that had only been checked an hour or so ago. As if to taunt the
wat chers a snoking hull shuddered on steel trestles that had withstood the
heat, shifted like sone Viking |ongboat that had returned fromthe past, its
pillagers consuned by the fire which they had so often spread in distant

| ands. A ghostly ship breaking up, collapsing sedately, then disappearing
ami dst a cloud of ash dust.

"Jesus, it's a good job nobody was trapped in that lot,' a fireman nuttered
and began playing his hose on the |ast of the debris.



Chapter N ne

Monday Morning - The Blue Ocean Hol i day Canp

M LES MANNI NG had joi ned the waiting soldiers down by the boating | ake. He
fidgeted inmpatiently, checked his watch yet again. 1.20 a.m Surely that
fucking crab had to nove soon

"No sign?" he addressed a tall captain standing by one of the vehicles, spoke
abruptly, his edginess and tiredness showing in his tone.

"No. But it's in there all right.'
"I still say we could depth-charge it.'

"M Manning,' inpatient, staring fixedly out across the |ake, 'we cannot
contenpl at e underwat er expl osi ves here. The charge that woul d be needed to do
sufficient damage to a creature of that size could not be used in such a small
area of water. This man-made | ake woul d be ripped apart and we should create a
sudden tidal wave of several mllion gallons of water which would do untold
damage to the canp. We're just going to have to sit this one out.'

Manni ng grunted, bit the end off a King Edward and struck a match. The Havana
cigar tasted sour, his craving for tobacco had been saturated during the |ast
twenty-four hours but he needed something to do. Seldomdid M| es Manni ng cone
up agai nst a problem which he could not solve hinself. Christ, he couldn't
stand this much | onger.

1.25 a.m A ripple appeared on the surface, spread out in rings |ike somebody
had tossed a stone into the water. Then another; a definite disturbance.

"Here it cones!'

The tension which had built up to a climx suddenly erupted. Like a behenoth
arising fromthe deep the huge crab surfaced, a nonstrous thing that created
its own waves, the water foamng white as it noved shorewards with
unbel i evabl e speed.

Manni ng stared, chewed the butt of his cigar to a soggy pulp. It was true
after all, these crustaceans were what everybody said they were, bigger than

t he donkeys in the enclosure, that expression captured in the glare of a
searchlight showing a fury that was directed at Man. And if you really studied
the awful features you saw sonething el se-the fear of a trapped animal in
those tiny red eyes. It was very frightened.

"Fire!l"'

A deafening report, a single arnmour-piercing rifle bullet on target. Shel



splintered, fragnments flying. A whine-a ricochet. The bullet had scored a
direct hit and then bounced of f!

The crab did not even slowits pace, a paddl e-steaner gone berserk, threshing
the water around it into a foam ng caul dron, heading directly towards the |ine
of parked mlitary vehicles.

More firing; automatic rifles, a fusillade of |ead that chipped and scored the
sandy-col oured shell, dented the living arnmour but did not pierce it. Rage on
t hat m sshapen crustacean face, a hatred for Man that could only be satisfied
by bl oody human fl esh.

Just as the Barmouth troops had been forced to desert their trucks and retreat
hastily so these soldiers at the Blue Ocean Holiday Canp were scattering;
backing off, still firing; reloading, firing again. A blaze of gunfire that
was proving futile. Denoralising.

The crab reached the side, hauled itself awkwardly up on to the concrete. A
pause as though trying to get its bearings, its tiny brain struggling to cone
to a decision. Another hail of fire jerked it out of its reverie. And that was
when the full force of its fury expl oded, when it went berserk

An enpty arnoured car was its first victim a fierce onslaught with pincers
that crunpl ed steel and smashed bull et-proof w ndows. Slashing, venting its
fury on an inani mate object, battering the vehicle until it resenbl ed one that
had been in a head-on collision with an articulated lorry. A heavy-duty tyre
burst, gave the watchers the weird inpression that the creature was sonehow
returning their fire

The sol di ers bunched; concerted fire, fragments of shell and deflected bullets
whining their way into the night sky. The captain watched, his mouth dry, a
feeling that his bowels mght enpty thensel ves at any second. You were trained
to give orders in battle but that training had not included warfare against

ni ght mari sh invincible creatures such as this. His |ip began to bl eed where he
had bitten it.

Mles Manning had retreated with the soldiers. His tired features were deathly
white, his lips a thin bloodless Iine. Never before had he hated anything as
much as he hated that crab and for once he was powerless to exact the
vengeance his very bei ng denanded. Fear, not for hinself but for the enpire
whi ch he had built here. The crustacean was still venting its rage on arny
vehicl es but what after that? Wuld it head for the main canp on a ranpage of
death and destruction, seeking to appease its appetite wi th human carnage the
way the crabs had done on Shell |sland?

Everybody wat ched. Anot her truck was overturned, the crab clanbered over it in
a horrifyingly ungainly fashion, the chassis buckling, nore glass shattering.
A crowd somewhere beyond the glaring lights was screamng, fleeing in panic.

But the crab's course was a direct one now, one that took it parallel to the
mai n bl ock of chalets. Clunsily it knocked agai nst a seafood stall, sent it
tottering over on to its side; it seemed oblivious of its surroundi ngs now,
not even troubling to vandalise the weckage. Now it appeared to have a fixed
pur pose, one that sent a chill up Manning' s spine because there was sonethi ng
so definite about its novenent.

It followed the road that ran al ongside the shops, its clicking echoing
eerily. The crowd had stopped screanming; all eyes were fixed on the shanbling
beast .



The automatic rifles were silent, their futility only too obvious. Just a
power ful searchlight, its blinding white beam nonitoring the crab's course, a
sinister noving circle of light. A wooden bal ustrade cracked and splintered,
anot her accident. A parked delivery van was buffeted, dented and pushed to one
side; the crab did not slow

"Where the hell's it going? Mles Manning voiced his question al oud but
nobody answered. Because nobody knew. The possibilities were too fearful to
contenpl ate. Any second it might enbark upon sone fresh destruction

And then they knew Silhouetted beyond the searchlight rose the sea-wall, that
sandbagged section rising up like an edifice of children's bricks, an untidy
stacked heap of hundredwei ght bags.

The crab slowed its pace. For one awful second the spectators thought that it
was going to turn back but instead it clawed at the bags, somehow got a hold
with its pincers, began to pull itself up. A section slid under the weight but
somehow did not collapse. The creature clung to its precarious perch, found
anot her. And another. Bags were sliding but they served to make its passage
that nmuch easier as it finally gained the sumit

"It's going . . . back to the seal' MIles Manning voi ced what everybody el se
had suddenly realised. 'By Christ, the bugger's going hone!’

One final glinpse of the nmonster in the dazzling beamof light. It turned,
| ooked back, and there was no m staking the mal evolence in its expression
Possibly there was relief too but it was too far away to discern it.

And then it fell. A vibrating thunp as it hit the sand bel ow the wal I,
foll owed by a scraping and clicking that was faster, nore urgent, than any of
its novenents so far.

Cick . . , clickety-click . . . clickety . . . click . . . a scraping of |legs
and pincers on a rocky foreshore until finally the only sound to be heard was
t he pounding of the tide on the beach. As MIes Manning had said, the crab had
gone hone, returned to the depths.

Sil ence. Peopl e were everywhere but nobody was speaking, just |ooking at each
other in amazenent; and relief.

And then, fromfar away, they heard bursts of gunfire, explosions. A long way
away but the listeners knew only too well what was happeni ng. Somewhere
further down the coast the main crab arny had conme ashore. Another invasion
was taking pl ace.

The residents of the Blue Ocean Holiday Canp knew that they had had a
reprieve. Tonight the crabs had rai ded el sewhere. Tonorrow they m ght cone
ashore right here, penetrate the canp defences in the same way that that |one
crab had done. It was a chilling thought.

"Any news of your girl? Irey Wall glanced up as CGordon Smal |l wood cane into
the flat. He hadn't knocked and somehow she liked it that way. She had never
needed a friend so much in her life before. Rodney and Loui se were asleep in
t he adj acent bedroom so she and CGordon could talk freely.

"No.' his features were strained. 'l guess you've heard on the radi o what
happened in Barnmouth | ast night?

She nodded. It was awful. If only it could be a mistake like that tine in New
York when radio listeners tuned inin the mddle of HG Wlls' 'War of the



Wrl ds' and thought that it was all really happening. But the crabs were true
enough.

"There's no contact with Barnmouth at all,' his voice trenbled. 'I guess the
phones must be out of action.'

' She's probably OK ' The kind of silly unconvincing thing you were al npst
expected to say when there was no news of sonebody. 'What is it they say? No
news i s good news.'

"I wish | could be sure of that,' he sat down, sunk his head into his hands.
"I'f only I knew'

' Perhaps they'll open the roads soon. She night just be caught up there in the
same way that all these people can't get away fromthe canp.'

" Maybe,' he raised his head and there was a | ook of determination in his eyes.
"But 1'mgoing to try and find her in the neantinme. | don't care how far

have to wal k to make detours to get round the road-blocks. 1'"mgoing to
Barrmouth to find her.'

' But suppose she's already on her way back? You could end up with the
ridicul ous situation of having Jean back at the canp and you trapped in
Bar mout h."'

"That's a chance I'Il have to take,' he stood up. 'You'll be OK now, won't
you? | mean, you don't need me around. There are dozens of other G een-coats,
you've only got to ask for help if you need it.'

"Il be OK,' her voice was unsteady. She wanted to say 'Don't go, Gordon' but
she had no right to try and influence his decisions. "By the way . . . Wat |
told you about Keith Baxter . . . '

'The | east said, the better,' he took her hand, squeezed it reassuringly. 'If
anyt hi ng's happened to himthen it's not your fault. A lot of people have been
kill ed, many whose bodies will never be found. There's no earthly point in you

sayi ng anything. There are going to be so many people listed missing after
this that the police won't be interested in M Baxter. Just try and forget
it.'

"Il try," she promised and felt her eyes misting up. 'If you nust go to
Bar nmout h then take care.'

"I ' will. I'll see you anon.'

She smled, didn't even say goodbye. It would have sounded so final. The outer
door closed and she listened to his receding footsteps on the bal cony. A
sudden urge, she had to check herself forcibly. She al nost went to the door
yelled after him 'l didn't make love with Keith Baxter, Gordon. | swear |
didn't.'

But CGordon Smal | wood woul dn't be interested. Why should he be? He was very
much in love with his own worman, otherw se he woul dn't be going to Barnouth.

M1l es Manning stood in the wi ndow of his office. Fromhere he could see the
mai n gates clearly, hear the shouted protests of the small vociferous crowd
whi ch had gathered, five stationary cars with the engines ticking over.

Troubl emakers. The big guy mght well have been a mlitant in some factory or
other, a rabble-rouser. Coarse tones that forced others to |listen whether they
wanted to or not.



'CGet those fucking gates open, d'you bl oody well hear?

Three uni formed policenen had reinforced the canp's security force, a line of
navy blue and green standing just inside the big iron gates. Sonme sol diers had
just arrived in a Land Rover from somewhere, had parked it sideways on the
other side of the gates. They were di senbarking, unslinging their rifles.

' Nobody' s | eaving the canp,' one of the police officers spoke calmy, 'either
in cars or on foot. You wouldn't get far, anyway. The road's bl ocked either
way. '

"You can't bleedin' well do this. W've aright to go if we want to. Now nove
out of the fucking way and unl ock those gates. Gtherwise we'll ram'em

Silence for just long enough so that the nmetallic clang of half a dozen
breeches rang out clearly; the soldiers had their rifles at the ready, barrels
pointing towards the ground. It would be but a split second's work to bring
the weapons up into a firing position

' Nobody' s | eaving,' the policeman repeated. 'Now get back to your digs. The
roads will be opened as soon as it is safe.’

"And in the neantinme we're trapped here so that when the crabs cone we'll be
caught like rats in a trap,' there was a less confident ring about the big
man's voice, alnost a whine. Hs eyes were fixed on the rifles.

'Stay where you are and you will be safe.’

Manni ng was sweating. He had been afraid of trouble of this kind. At the
monent it was only a minority. Loudnouths like that big guy could influence a
helluva I ot nmore and then half a dozen soldiers, a handful of police and the
few security guards wouldn't be much good

Al most everybody on the canp had seen that crab conme up out of the | ake, seen
how it had scaled the sea-wall on its way back to the sea. O course, the
climb was easier fromthis side because the sandbags weren't stacked sheer

but try telling folks that. Everybody was on the verge of panic; mass hysteria
could erupt at any nmonent; mob rule in a confined area.

He wi ped his forehead, expelled his breath slowy as he watched the big man
getting back into his car, the others following suit; a convoy in reverse al
the way back to the car-park

Wthin five mnutes the crowd which had gat hered had di spersed and the
sol di ers had gone back whence they had been summoned.

But tonorrow it mght not happen that way. The whol e canp was nearing breaki ng
poi nt .

Chapter Ten



Monday Afternoon - Barnouth

THE THOMPSON fam |y were holidaying at the Blue Ccean Holiday Canp under fal se
pretences. Not that they were breaking the law in any way, sinply that they
were industriously creating a continental holiday out of an ordi nary worKking
fam ly's holiday-canp vacation, a confidence trick purely to cenent the status
whi ch they were determined to hold on to.

They had gone to great lengths with their deception; in fact, their whole life
was a charade even anongst thenselves. For instance, Fay was not aware that
Arthur was only assistant manager at the huge superstore in Birm ngham A
cleverly kept secret that had deceived both Arthur's wife and his

acquai ntances (the Thonpsons did not have any close friends; that woul d have
presented far too many problens), and who was really interested enough to
probe into the administration side of shopkeepi ng anyway? He wore a collar and
tie and signed on behal f of the company when the nanager was absent, which was
a regul ar occurrence; fortunately Capstick played golf and entertained wi dely
so even the staff had come to regard Arthur as manager. But that was only one
smal | part of the Thompsons' snobbi shness.

A |l egacy had enabled themto nmove up the social scale even if they were
scraping the financial barrel. This unexpected wi ndfall had taken them out of
an insignificant housing estate into upper-class suburbia. The nortgage
paynments were frightening and Fay had had to get a job. She had studied | aw at
college . . . and failed her finals! Nevertheless solicitors needed typists
and who was to know exactly what she did at Goodnought and \aybri dge's

of fices? You bustled about with a sheaf of papers in your hand and did your
best to |l ook inmportant in front of clients. As long as they didn't see you
maki ng the coffee and tapping tentatively on M Waybridge's office door you
were all right.

And then, of course, there was Benjamin. He had been an accident in a rare
nmonent of passi on when Fay had forgotten herself. That in itself was bad
enough but there was worse to follow when it was discovered that he had brain
damage, not seriously but enough to inflict an enmbarrassment on the couple. In
t hose days, fifteen years ago, it had not mattered quite so nuch. Now it was
perfectly awful.

They had considered putting himin a home but with the new nortgage that was
out of the question. To |love such a child was difficult but, as Fay repeatedly
told Arthur to satisfy both their consciences, they had tried. Well, hadn't

t hey?

It was virtually inpossible to shut himin his roomthese days when they
entertained. If they | ocked the door he banged on it and shouted in his own
inarticul ate way which was even worse. Normally he would go and play with his
toy cowboys and indians in the shed at the bottom of the garden but sonehow he
al ways put in an appearance when there was a party in progress. They could
shut himup for a time with a glass of |enpnade and a bow ful of cocktai

ni bbl es but once his appetite and his thirst were satisfied he began nmaking a
nui sance of hinmself. On one occasion he had deliberately put his hand up Ms
Waite-Gardner's skirt (not that he had any sexual feelings, Arthur had gone to
great pains to explain to the near-hysterical |ady, he was just m schievous).

But Benjie did have sexual desires, that nmuch was becom ng only too apparent
these last few months. First, Fay had noticed stains on his bedsheets. 'l
think he's starting bedwetting again,' she had told Arthur and he had groaned



and agreed. They both knew senen stains when they saw them but you didn't
admt to recognising such evidence of self-abuse; you | ooked for a non-sexua
expl anati on.

Then one evening the truth could no | onger be hidden; they had to face the
true horror of their discovery. O rather Fay's discovery.

Benji e had been m ssing for a couple of hours. Arthur had checked the shed but
he wasn't there. There was only one other place he could possibly be but it
was too early for himto go to bed.

"I"ll go and ook in his room' Fay sighed and noved towards the stairs,
clicking her tongue in annoyance. 'He might have a migraine. He's getting too
many just lately and |I'msure the doctors can do sonething. They say they
can't because they don't want to be bothered."'

From habit she tiptoed across the |anding towards Benjie's room and eased the

door open gently. And then she threw it w de, clasped a hand over her nouth to
stifle a rising scream alnost fainted, she confessed to Arthur afterwards. GCh
God, it was awful, disgusting! She'd never forget it as |long as she lived. For
Benjie was doing to hinself what nobst normal fifteen year olds do, lying stark
naked on the coverlet of his bed, shaking and trenbling with excitenent, eyes

closed, the fingers of his right hand a blur of nmovenent, grunting with

pl easure.

If only she could have got to him stopped himbefore he finally achieved the
ultimate of his pleasure. She tried to yell '"Benjie, stop it' but the words
woul d not come. His eyes were still closed and she could hear his |aboured,
rasping breath, a relaxing of his tense features blending into a half-snmile of
contentnent. Uter revul sion had her stepping back, then anger propelled her

f orwar d.

"Benjamin!' It was neant to be stern (she dropped the 'Benjie" when she was
annoyed), but all she managed was a squeak, the second nore shrill and piping
than the first. 'Benjamn!'

He opened his eyes, stared at her in blank amazenent. She glared at him using
anger to tenporarily drown her inhibitions. Benjam n wasn't even enbarrassed!
She m ght as well have interrupted himin the middle of one of his childish
war ganes down in the shed; 'now | eave those, Benjie, tea's ready and we don't
want it to spoil, do we?

' Benj amin, what do you think you're doing?

Seconds | ater she could have bitten her tongue right off. O all the stupid
guestions to ask him Unashanedly the fingers of his right hand began to nove
agai n. He grinned unabashed.

"Stop it. Do you hear me, Benjamin? Stop it this instant!' She noved forward,
rai sed her hand to strike himbut checked herself. She couldn't bear the

t hought of slapping that, or even touching it. 'You w cked boy!' A shril
scream of rage that had Arthur shuffling out of the Iounge and heading for the
stairs.

"Wo . . . who taught you to do ... that!' Fay's accusing pointing finger was
shaki ng uncontrol |l ably.

"Richie Marston,' Benjie's voice was strangely unenotional, al nost nornmal;
frightening when you were used to his unintelligible grunts and staccato
speech. 'He does it every night in bed. So do the other Marston boys.'



"They'll have the police after them' she blurted out, felt suddenly
incredibly silly, and added, 'or at least, they won't go to heaven if God gets
to know. '

"I don't want to go to heaven,' he becane sullen. 'It's boring there.'
"It"1l nmake you go blind,' she snapped.
H s expression nmade her feel even nore silly. Well, her parents always used to

be telling her brother, Sam that it nade people go blind. Then she was aware
of Arthur behind her, heard his infuriating habit of clearing his throat. The
trouble with himwas he wasn't strong enough

"What's the trouble? Arthur Thonmpson was breathing heavily. He always did
when he was apprehensive. He cleared his throat again.

"That's the trouble!' She stepped to one side, didn't want to have to go into
detail. It was a father's job to deal with matters like this.

Three people stared at one another. Benjie was the only one who seened cal m
and unaffected by it all. Arthur still appeared to have sone phlegm stuck in
his throat. Then he was | ooki ng back at Fay again, al nost pleading.

"You didn't do things like that when you were a boy, did you, Arthur?" Her
glare was fixed on her husband now, al nost challenging himto adnit that he
had.

"Er . . . no. O course not.' Indecisive, |ooking down at his feet now as
t hough rem nding hinself that he nust get a new pair of slippers soon. One of
his toes was nearly through.

"I wouldn't have married you if you had,' she snapped. 'It's unhealthy. These
Mar st on boys at school have been putting ideas into Benjanin's head. You'l
have to have a word with the school about them | never did anything |ike that
when | was a girl. | wouldn't have dreaned of defiling nyself.'

No, you woul dn't, he thought, and you haven't done nuch el se since, just bitch
and gripe. Aloud he said, "Well, | think we'd best go downstairs, Fay.

W've had our little say. W'll have to discuss what we're going to do about
it.'

He turned away, heard her following him alnost felt her eyes burning into his
back. But it would be no good trying to talk it over with her because she
woul d just clamup, refuse to talk about anything "dirty'. That's your job,
Arthur. You're his father

And suddenly Arthur felt a strange sense of elation. In one aspect, at |east,
Benjie was normal . And that night when he had had a grope up Ms
Waite-Gardner's skirt he knew his suspicions were right. Their brain-danaged
son did have sexual feelings. But they could turn out to be dangerous. Benjie
needed wat chi ng.

And now they were on the Wel sh coast at the Blue Ocean Holiday Canp. That
agency woul d see to the despatching of postcards fromthe south of France;

nei ghbours whomthey only passed the time of day with on infrequent occasions
woul d receive one. For Fay it was an obsession. Arthur just went along with
her ideas because he didn't have any choice, and always lurking at the back of
his mnd was the fear that one day she woul d di scover that he was only



assi stant nmanager at the superstore.

They had watched the crab's exit fromthe boating | ake out of their flat

wi ndow, a ringside seat. Benjie had trenbled with excitenent, his big round
eyes bulging in amazenent. Then the fingers of both hands had come into action
but in a far | ess sensuous way than they had when Fay had witnessed themthat
evening a few weeks ago. Forefinger and mddle finger were pistol barrels,

t hunbs hanmers that rose and fell to a vocal acconpani nent of gunfire noises.

"Pow . . . ka-pow . . . pow...' Benjie gave a shrill whine that was a fair
imtation of whining bullets, spaghetti-western style. 'Pow. . . pow..
ka- pow. '

But the crustacean was invincible. They saw it skirt the kiddies' roundabouts,
head for the shops. Two final blasts fromBenjie and then it was lost to
si ght.

"It's . . . awful.' Fay was white and shaking, sinking back down on to the
bed. 'On, Arthur, whatever are we going to do? W're trapped here in this canp
al ong with thousands of conmon people. | knew we shoul dn't have cone here. And

suppose those Press phot ographers who have been hangi ng around all day caught
us in one of their pictures and it got in the papers. People m ght recognise
us. How woul d we explain that away to the nei ghbours?

Art hur sighed. That woul d i ndeed be a catastrophe but far worse things m ght
happen-1i ke the gi ant crabs invading the canp.

"I hit him' Benjie grunted fromthe window 'Didn't you see all those pieces
of shell flying off hin®

'That was the soldiers' bullets, stupid boy!' Fay retorted. 'And even they
couldn't kill it.'

'They was nmine,' Benjie turned, his features suddenly dark w th anger and
Arthur was quick to intervene. That stupid cow could easily put the boy in one
of his sullen aggressive nmoods again for no | ogical reason

' They were your bullets, Benjie," Arthur spoke condescendingly. 'l saw them
hit the crab. Next tine try aimng for its face. There isn't any shell there
and you mght penetrate it. Take my tip and try it next tine.'

Benjie had turned back to the wi ndow and was staring outside again. Silent. It
was i npossi ble to guess what he was thinking. He might even have forgotten al
about the crab.

But he hadn't. In his dreanms that night he relived that episode, the huge
creature rising up out of the water, bigger, far bigger than before; a hail of
bull ets chipping its shell but no nore. Soldiers falling back. Fleeing. Just
hinself left there and sonmewhere his nother's voice. 'Benjam n, cone away.

D you hear ne, cone away before it gets you. It'Il eat you.'

Fuck off! Benjie felt no fear. For the crab had halted, regarding him
hesitantly. It realised the power of his finger guns, that he wasn't quite the
same as ot her people. He was superior. Now he was shouting, a spate of obscene
| anguage whi ch he had | earned of f the Marston boys, interspersed with a hai

of ka-pows and spaghetti whines. Shooting right where his father had advi sed,
smashing his inmaginary bullets into that grotesque, alnost human, face. Bl ood!
It poured fromthe open nouth, the eyes were a scarlet filmso that the
crustacean couldn't see. Blundering and splashing blindly, the water around it
foam ng crinson, Ka-pow . . . ka-pow ... It rolled over, partially subnerged,



| egs and pincers threshing. G ow ng weaker.

Benji e waded out towards it, still heard his nother screanmi ng 'Benjanin, cone
back at once.' Shut up, you silly bitch

By the time he reached it the crab was dead. Wth some difficulty Benjamnin
Thonpson clinbed up on to the shell, managed to keep his feet as he raised his
pistol fingers aloft in his very own victory salute. Searchlights dazzled him
so that he couldn't see but he did not need to . because he could hear the
crowds cheering. Everybody on the canp nust have turned out, a tumultuous roar
that drowned his nother's bitching protests. Benjie the Messiah was accl ai ned
at last; where the army had failed he had triunphed. H's adrenalin was punping
fast, making himfeel giddy.

"Benjamin, are you all right?

Fuck off, you cow Back to reality, his nother's silhouette framed in the
doorway of the partitioned bedroom

" Uh- huh,' a grunt, annoyance. He hadn't killed the crab. Yet. He nust have
been shouting in his sleep.

"Well, you get back to sleep and don't you get thinking about crabs. As soon
as we can we're going home. And don't get ... doing anything!' The door
clicked shut.

Anger. He'd show 'em and when he was hail ed victorious he wasn't havi ng her
sharing his glory. No way. Already a plan was fornulating in his strange m nd
He'd get that crab, blast it to smthereens with his powerful finger guns.
Ka-pow . . . ka-pow .

H s euphoria cane flooding back and with it cane another very pl easant
sensation. Hi s hands went under the sheets and within a matter of seconds the
giant crab was forgotten. Benjam n Thonpson wasn't goi ng back to sleep just
yet.

Gordon Smal | wood had watched fromthe crowd as the small caval cade of nilitant
cars was stopped. A sinking feeling engulfed himand his intestines seened to
flip and beconme entw ned. Those armed sol di ers nmeant busi ness, they woul d have
opened fire if the protesters had tried to crash their way out of the canp.
This was mlitary | aw.

CGordon was dressed in cords and a nyl on open-necked shirt. In all probability
the canp security men would not have recognised him even if they had it

woul dn't have made any difference. Nobody was being all owed out of the Blue
Ccean Hol i day Canp, not even on foot!

Depression. He wandered away aim essly and in due course found hinself on the
mai n car-park, walking idly down the avenues of hot standing vehicles, nobile
sauna baths if you were stupid enough to sit in one. And it was here that he
met the big fell ow

The | eader of the attenpt to gatecrash an exit was standing by his car, a
rusting old Rover blotched with DY paint patches. Half a dozen other nen, the
ones who had joined himin the attenpt, were standing around, anger and
despondency on their features. Silence. As though they were waiting for their

| eader to speak. But it was CGordon Smal |l wood who spoke first. "Nice try,' he
remarked, 'but | reckon we don't stand a chance agai nst arned soldiers.’

"You reckon?' the other seenmed even bigger now, his bare chest a mass of bl ack



hair. You got the inpression that he was overwei ght but when he noved you saw
solid nuscle ripple. A man not to be trifled with. Arrogant, violent. A
troubl emaker for the sake of making trouble.

"Well, it seenms that way,' CGordon was aware that the nman's eyes were boring
into him perhaps trying to recollect where he had seen himbefore. A
Greencoat had to be a spy, set up by the security forces to eke out the

trouble spots within the canp. 'I'mpissed off, | can tell you. My girl went
to Barnouth yesterday and she hasn't come back. | want to go and | ook for

her.' 'You do, eh?" the stare was even nore scrutinising. 'And how are you
goin' to manage that?" Til work sonething out.' 'Yeah?

"I"'mworking on it.' 'So are we. You goin' to join us? Cordon caught his
breath, didn't reply i medi ately. Some of the others had noved in closer; he
felt himself swallowing, licking his dry lips. '"I'mgane for anything that'l

get ne out of here,' he said.

"Your face |looks famliar,' the man stepped forward a pace, thrust out a
stubby chin, eyes narrowing until they virtually disappeared into their
sockets. 'I've seen you around recently.'

"I"'ma Greencoat,' CGordon's stonmach churned and knotted again. 'That nakes it
doubly difficult to get out of here. | hardly dare make a fal se nove.'

"I see. Well, if you're trying to foul us up | wouldn't like to be in your
shoes. No reason why you shoul d, though,' the eyes flickered open again and
the facial nuscles relaxed. 'W're goin' tonight, us here and as many as we
can get to join us so there's no reason why you shouldn't ... if you're
genui ne.'

" Toni ght!' Gordon Smal | wood' s hopes disintegrated. 'But | need to go now, to
get to Barnouth before dark.'

'"No chance. You'd never make it. And don't go thinkin'" these soldier boys

woul dn't shoot if they were pushed because they would. That's why nme and these
here fellas backed down. See? There's only one way you'll get out of here;
they're guardin' the road and the sea-wall adjoining the canp, so you need to
go east across the fields, and then cut back to the shore once you're past the
soldiers. Get me?

"Travel along the beach! What about the crabs?'

"That's a risk we'll have to take. The tide'll be out and there's a full noon
so we' |l be keepin' back fromthe tideline. One thing about those crabs, they
make one helluva row and you get plenty o' warnin'. But it's either that or

stop in the canp and wait for '"emto come and get us, as they surely will. M,

I'd sooner give the fuckers a run for their noney. That goes for these guys
here,' he waved a huge oily hand towards the group clustered around them 'The
nore the merrier tonight, and the better chance we have of gettin' through
Hel |, these bleedin' soldiers won't mow a crowd down, they daren't. Al it
needs i s enough people with the guts to go overland and then al ong the shore."'

'Li ke the Great Escape,' CGordon gave a weak | augh

"Well, | guess I've no option but to go along with you. Count me in. My nane's
Cordon, by the way.'

"I"'mCharlie," the other grinned, spat in the dust. 'W neet down by the
mniature railway at el even. W can wal k along the track until we conme to the
fields then it's all stations go! W go over the fence together but after that



it's every man for hinself. W don't go back for the wounded and we don't pick
up our dead.' He gave a grating |augh and turned away. 'Meantine, we're goin'
to spread the word as directly as we can. See you at el even, pal.’

CGordon stood and wat ched t hem go, wondered how he was going to pass the rest
of the day. In the end he decided to go back to Irey.

It was diff Davenport on the phone; otherwi se MIes Minni ng woul dn't have
taken the call. The canp lines were permanently jamred, relatives trying to
obtain news of their dear ones. The queues outside the public tel ephone boxes
around the canmp were growi ng by the m nute; soon the coin boxes would be ful
and then the holidaynmakers' only line of comunication with the outside world
woul d be gone.

"I hear your crab got away,' Davenport sounded tired as though he hadn't sl ept
during the last twenty-four hours.

"Sure the bastard did,' Manning was tense, his nerves at full stretch. He
wasn't used to not being in full conmand of his own canp. The soldiers hit it
but it made it to the sea-wall, got back to the sea.’

"Can you try and get any spare | abour you've got to build that part of the
wal | up some nore?' Davenport asked. '| reckon that's your one weak |ink.'

"I'"ll do ny best,' MIles Manning funbled for his cigar box; it was enpty.
"There's unrest in the canp.

A small crowd tried to break out through the main gates. The soldiers had to
stop 'em at gunpoint. But there are dozens of other places where they could
make it on foot. | reckon some of "emw !l try it after dark.’

"If they do then it can't be hel ped,' Davenport replied. 'The armed forces and
police are stretched beyond their limts. God, you ought to see Barnouth! The
crabs have wecked the sea front and sone of the debris is still burning.

Rei nf orcements have cone in but I'"'mafraid artillery is no good. |'m worKking
the clock round to try and come up with somet hing nore subtle. Christ, they
nmust have an Achilles' heel. Finding it's the problem The sooner | get a dead
crab to work on the better. Anyway, seeing as yours got away there's no point
in me coning over. I'll keep in touch, though.'

Manni ng repl aced the receiver, went over to the wi ndow. The queues outside the
security office now stretched right down to the boating |ake. And all so
fucki ng pointless! The sane question, 'How |l ong before we can go hone?' And
there wasn't any answer to that. Tonight sone of the nore desperate ones would
attenpt another break-out; and they'd nmake it. Good riddance to 'en

He reached for the internal phone, buzzed the entertai nment officer's nunber.
Put that G eencoat Show on again tonight. Start the cinemas at 3.30, get three
showi ngs in. Increase the bingo prizes. Watever happened the Bl ue Ccean Show
had to go on. If this was the end of the canp then they would go out in a

bl aze of extravaganza. Fol ks would renenber M1l es Manning |ong after the crabs
were forgotten.



Chapter El even

Monday Evening - The Blue Ocean Hol i day Canp

M NUTES SEEMED |i ke hours to Jean Ruddi ngton. Qutside the big shed the noise
was deafening, gunfire exploding and reverberating so that she thought her
ear-druns woul d burst. Blinding orange light, then the acrid snmell of snoke.
The pl ace had caught fire!

Jesus, she should have stayed with Gerry. Better to be that creep's sex slave
than to roast alive with this crazy hi ppy who wanted her for just the sane
reason. She could just make himout struggling with a window. It had jamed
and he was using a netal bar. The pane cracked, fell out and smashed.

Frenzi edly he was knocki ng out the remaining wi cked shards. But he wasn't
taki ng any notice of her, the bastard!

'Hey,' she yelled, gave way to a fit of coughing. "Gve me a lift up.

He ignored her, swung hinself up, cut his hand so that it bled profusely but
he seemed unaware of the wound. Squeezing his powerful body through the narrow
gap head first. Then suddenly he was gone. She was all al one!

She fought down her second surge of panic. Were that bastard had gone, she
could go. And she had to nmake it fast.

Snoke bill owed, al nost blinded her. She retched, funbled blindly for the

wi ndow and when sonet hing sharp scratched the pal mof an outstretched hand she
knew she had found it. The frame was roughly level with her own head; a hoi st
up woul d have made it easier but she knew that she could make it. Desperation
ai ded her efforts and then she was draggi ng her body through the narrow gap,
feeling her skin being scratched by sharp edges, ignoring the disconfort. She
| et herself go, used her hands to break her fall; an inmpact that knocked the
breath fromher and then she was |lying on gravel, trying to get her bearings.

Oh God, this had to be the original Dante's hell! Flames | eaping everywhere,

t he heat scorching her naked body, her eyes streaning so that she could barely
see. Again she had to fight to bring herself under control; headl ong blind
flight that would in all probability prove fatal. Surely there had to be sone
way through this wall of fire.

There was, a gap of about ten or fifteen yards where the encroachi ng wall of
fire had not yet closed its fiery ranks. Tinbers were falling and exploding in
showers of sparks as though returning the arny's fire.

Jean Ruddi ngton ran, stopped, saw the crabs for the first tine. Oh CGod

Al m ghty, she had to be dream ng! A hallucination, weird shapes cast by the

| eaping flames? No, they were real all right. And they had halted because they
had caught a victim paused because they could not resist human fl esh and

bl ood.

She screaned. At |east she thought she did but the sound went unheard in this
unholy din. She recogni sed the struggling naked formfor one fleeting instant
as it was held aloft in crushing pincers, the crustaceans fighting anongst

t hensel ves for their prize; a nman whose sheer physical strength was as not hi ng
conpared with theirs. The body was held at full stretch by an armand a | eg,
the free linbs kicking and flailing wildly. She felt the sinews snap, the



menbers being ripped fromtheir sockets. Athird crab shanbled forward,
snatched and got a hold on the trunk. It was |ike huge scissors struggling to
cut through thick material, finally making it. The body was severed, pulled
apart, bl ood gushing like a burst geyser

For a few seconds Jean was paral ysed. Another burst of flames and she saw the
face. It was Pete all right. H s head hung on a string of sinew, bobbed like a
child' s yo-yo, the open dead nmouth screaming a |ast warning at her. 'Run

bef ore they get you too!’

She ran. She didn't know how she managed to nake her |egs work but sonehow
they responded in their fearful jellified state. That gap, she had to nake it
before either the crabs or the fire cut off her |ast hope of escape.

Sonet hi ng bounced and roll ed across her path and she al nost vonited,
hesitated. Pete was |ooking up at her, scream ng again. 'Run!’

H s awful death was her salvation. The crabs were preoccupied with their feast
of human flesh, even seemingly oblivious to the fire. The heat scorched her
nakedness as she | eaped, plunged through the billow ng snoke and out the other
side; knew she had made it, a streaker who had conpleted a full circuit of
Lords or Twi ckenham and found shelter in the crowd.

She was in a narrow street, one that was full of cool shadows and enpty
houses. Not a soul in sight. She dropped to her knees, fought to get her
breath. But she couldn't stay here; the fire was spreading and the killer
crabs were coming. Carry out Pete's |last order - run and keep running!

She saw crowds but they took no notice of her, mlling shouting throngs that
were only interested in self-survival. Her nudity was of no interest to nen,
only the crabs lusted for her body right now

Suddenly she knew where she was, got her bearings in the snoky orange gl oom
Across the road was Gerry's flat! |ndecision, shrinking back into the shadows.
Behi nd her was bl oody death and spreading flanmes, ahead of her a possible
refuge. She swal l owed, fleetingly remenbered what had happened that afternoon
how it had led to her neeting with Pete. She tried to see her own body in the
darkness; it was dirty in nore ways than one. She snoothed her hands down the
flat firmflesh of her stomach, snatched them away. God, she hated herself,
and as if to torture her still further she saw Gordon Smal | wood in her nind
hi s expression pleading, forgiving. And then she was crossing the road; the
past was dead, the present was hell, and she did not dare think about the
future.

The door was open, the enpty entrance hall lit by a single electric bulb. She
began to drag herself up the stairs, fell once and had to use the rail to haul
hersel f back up. The strength was sapped from her body, she just wanted to lie
down and go to sleep forever

Gerry's door; forbidding, like a prison fromwhich you had escaped and now
you' d had enough of running so you' d conme back, giving yourself up. Lock ne
somewhere safe, | promise | won't try and escape again.

She | eaned agai nst the door, her hand resting on the knob; listening. No sound
fromw thin. That didn't nean a thing. Gerry might be in bed asleep. She

t hought about knocking or ringing but instead she tried the knob. It turned
and the door noved inwards, creaking |oudly.

She groped for the switch, found it and flooded the untidy living-roomwth
blinding yellow light. It was obvious to her then that Gerry was not at hone.



The roomwas in a state of disarray, a half-finished meal on the table, a
stodgy conmercial pie and chips that had | ong gone cold, a chair knocked over.
She knew he wouldn't be in the bedroom but she | ooked just the sane. The bed
was just as she had left it earlier, a danp patch on the crunpled sheet
bringi ng back her feelings of guilt. Drawers open, items of clothing strewn
across the floor. You didn't have to be a detective to deduce that Gerry had
departed in one helluva hurry. Like everybody el se he had fled when the crabs
had come. She ought to flee, too, get the hell out of here but she didn't have
the strength. She didn't want to go anywhere, didn't care whether she lived or
di ed. She had given up

Her body began to shake uncontrollably with sobs, del ayed shock that was
determ ned to make up for being held back for so long. Her legs refused to
support her weight any longer; she wilted like a flower in a hot room buckled
and spraw ed on the bed, tried to edge away fromthat damp patch, didn't want
to think about what had happened earlier. In some ways that was worse than the
crabs because today she had cast off any glimrerings of self-respect that she
had left. AH gone, like the inhabitants of this part of town. Gordon

agai n-don't please, Gordon. Keep away, you don't know what |'mlike.

decei ved you like |'ve deceived other men in the past. |I'm anybody's. |'mjust
a dirty common whore. Fighting to throw off her self-recrinination. Laughing
hysterically, edging back into that damp patch and spreadi ng her |egs | ewdly,
brazenly. I'm anybody's and | don't give a damm. Cone on you fellers, I'm
lying here waiting for you!

But nobody was interested. The building vibrated with the force of expl osions,
t he continual heavy gunfire al nbst drowning the screans of the crowds. Al nost,
but not quite. A noise which she thought was incessant machine-gun fire:
clickety-click-click-clickety-click

In the end exhaustion claimed Jean Ruddi ngton and she drifted into a deep
dream ess sl unber which even the crabs could not penetrate.

Irey Wall knew that it was futile trying to talk Gordon out of |eaving the
canp. She had done her best this nmorning and now it wouldn't be any different.
She boiled the kettle, poured two nmugs of instant coffee, a subconscious ploy
to hold himback just a little while |onger. Because she needed him

' The crabs have virtually destroyed Barnouth,' she switched off the tinny
transistor radio, a birthday present that Rodney insisted on taking everywhere
and was costing her a fortune in batteries.

"Which neans they' Il be going in search of a fresh target,' he replied.
' How can you be sure?

"Well, they didn't come back for a second crack at Shell. If you ask ne
they're working their way down the coastline. They'll probably turn up in
Sout h Wl es next.'

"I wish |l could be sure of that.' Irey found herself listening, trying to

det ermi ne whet her Rodney and Loui se were asleep yet. It seemed that they were.
After Gordon was gone she woul d open their bedroom door, probably spend half
the night listening. After recent events they were likely to have terrifying
ni ght mares. Thi s whol e busi ness coul d have done irreparabl e psychol ogi ca
damage to them Only tine would tell.

"I reckon it'll all be over by this time tonorrow,' Gordon Snallwood consulted
his watch; he'd have to be going in ten mnutes. '"Wll, in these parts anyway.
The roads will be opened and everybody will be allowed to go hone.'



' Maybe Keith Baxter isn't dead,' her conscience was still plagued by | ast
Friday; it seenmed aeons ago but her guilt had not |essened any. 'Perhaps he
just wanted to disappear, wanted people to believe that he'd drowned.'

"It's a possibility," he snmled at her. 'But unless he turns up sonewhere
that's sonething we'll never know so why don't we just assume that he'd fixed
it all deliberately, a cunning plan. He needed somebody wi th hi mwho woul d
know he had gone m ssing, so he took you along.'

"Yes.' Her tone was unconvinci ng. She saw once agai n Baxter's powerful naked
body, that erection. If he had intended to di sappear then he woul d have taken
her first. No man could just walk away in a state like that. 'You know,
Cordon, if it wasn't for the kids 1'd come with you tonight.'

"Wuld you?' He stared at her, suddenly wondered if he was blushing. If he was
it didn't really matter.

"I"d tag al ong and not hing would hold me back,' she went on and now it was her
features which were flushed. '"In all probability ny husband hasn't given a

t hought to the fact that this canp m ght be under siege. He's fishing and
that's all that matters. Wthout the kids | wouldn't have much to go hone for
I'm. . .I'"msorry,' she stamrered, |ooking away. 'I ... shouldn't be talking
like this, with you nearly out of your m nd about what m ght've happened to
your girl.'

"It's all right," he drained his mug, stood up and put it on the draining

board. 'Who's to know what the future holds in store for us. And . . . and
don't even know how Jean really feels about nme. It could be just a holiday
romance that will all finish when the season cl oses. You get into situations

like that when your marriage has broken up.'

There was a nonent of awkward silence. There was so nuch each of them coul d
have said but tine was running out. For everybody.

"I may not be comi ng back to the canp,' Gordon said. 'l guess |I'll have the
sack over this anyway. Manning has ordered the G eencoat Show to be put on yet
agai n, but how the hell can you stand on stage and tell a string of dirty

j okes that nobody wants to hear anyway? Last night it mght've taken fol ks

m nds of f the crabs but suddenly it's gone too far. Panic has spread |like the
pl ague and it's too late to create diversions.'

"I'"ll maybe not see you again then,' her voice trenbled. 'Look, I'll tell you
what . . . ' she turned away, found a scribbling pad and a crayon whi ch Rodney
and Louise had left on top of the television. She wote for a few seconds, her
shaki ng hand producing a scraw that was just legible. "Here, take this.
That's ny address.'

He folded it neticulously, put it in the hip pocket of his jeans. 'Thanks.
["lI'l maybe get in touch.'

And then he was draggi ng hinself away, closing the door behind himas he
stepped out on to the bal cony. This was sonet hing he could not just wite
finis to, he didn't have the guts. A sudden inexplicable turnoil inside him

t hat al most had hi m chi ckeni ng out of the plans he had nade. He nearly headed
for the theatre but it wouldn't solve anything. He had to know what had becone
of Jean Ruddi ngton. There were too many | oose ends to his life. He shrugged;
probably in a week he woul d have forgotten all about Irey Wall. In a crisis
peopl e were thrown together, seened inportant to each other. And afterwards



He was hurrying now, afraid that Charlie and the others woul d al ready have
left. Hs individuality seemed to have been subnerged suddenly. He woul d go
with the masses, follow where they led, let them nmake his decisions for him
It was one helluva | ot easier that way.

Sonet hi ng, an inexplicable uneasy feeling had him sl ow ng, |ooking behind him
i nbui 't human warni ng systens processing data, coming up with the answers.

Sonebody was watching him nore than just a casual observer. Gordon stared
into the shadows cast by a block of holiday flats, nmade out a shape. Hi s spine
tingled all the way up to his scal p. The canp was full of people, thousands of
them so why .

The sil houette did not nove, just watched him Hi s uneasi ness escal ated. He
nmoved on, tried to forget it. But those alarnms were still screamng at him
jangling his nerves.

A few yards and he pulled up again, |ooked back. Anger at what he saw because
ot herwi se he woul d have been afraid. A boy, it nust have been the sane one who
had |l urked in the shadows, was follow ng him stopping, crouching cat-like,
now in the full glow of one of the | anp-standards which lined the canp's
streets. Watching. Waiting. Sonething . . . not quite right about him.

Cordon swal | owed, stepped forward to get a closer |ook. He'd seen the boy
before, squat features with a vacant expression in big wi de eyes, short hair
bordering on a crewcut. Powerful.

Ka-pow. . . ka-pow. , . ka-pow... A whine like a bunble-bee honing in on a bed
of flowers. Ka-pow. Fingers jerked in a pistol-like fashion, then they were
"hol stered'. But those unwavering eyes never shifted from Gordon, never

guaver ed.

"You' ve been watching me, following ne.' CGordon tried to speak angrily but it
sounded weak, al nost on the verge of an apol ogy. He stepped back, ran his
tongue over his dry lips.

Ka- pow, ka-pow. A lightning double draw and then the 'guns' were dropped
agai n.

"All right, you've had your fun, son. Now go and play with your mates. OK?'

No reply, not even a flicker fromthose watchi ng eyes. Sonething clicked in
CGordon Small wood's nenory, a nmental jerk like a magic lantern slide falling
into place and projecting a picture out of the past. He renenbered where he'd
seen the other before; down by the boating | ake a few days ago before that big
crab had sonmehow infiltrated the brackish water. He'd felt a fleeting synpathy
for the boy, the way he had sat between his parents on one of the benches,

poi nting at the ducks and maki ng quacki ng noi ses. The wonan, obviously the

not her, had spoken sharply and the kid had shut up, |lapsed into a sullen
silence. One of life's unfortunate accidents but you forgot about it right
away because you were one of the |lucky ones. Harm ess, but a nuisance, like
NOW.

"Stop following me,' Gordon snapped. It was an unfair request, only uttered
because his nerves were shot to hell. The kid had a right to go where he Iiked
within the confines of the canmp centre. Probably he was playing at detectives,
shadowi ng a suspect, a gane that meant a lot to him

CGordon whirled, wal ked quickly away. He couldn't afford to waste any nore



time. Nevertheless his spine was still prickling and he al nost broke into a
run.

The miniature railway; the shiny facsimle steamengine was starkly outlined
agai nst the night sky, half a dozen passenger trucks coupled behind it. Twenty
trips a day, seven days a week from April until Cctober, down to the beach and
back. Now it was resting.

Then CGordon saw the others, a huddl ed crowd on the wooden pl atformthat m ght
have been waiting for the beach train, shapes that noved out of the shadows
and becane nen.

"It's the Greencoat,' Charlie's sarcasm brought grunts fromthe others. 'Wll,
if it's atrap we know who to bl ane."'

CGordon did not reply; this was no tinme for petty quarrels.

'"Let's go,' the big man turned, the others falling in behind himin a strange
orderly fashion, following himas he led the way al ong the single track
stooping in places so that they would not be outlined against the horizon

Nobody spoke but Gordon felt the tension, the fear, knew that he contributed
his own share of it. There could be soldiers or police lying in wait. They
m ght open fire. O the crabs might get you

Wt hout warning they were turning off, |eaving the track behind, descending a
steep shale slope, slipping in places. The ground | evelled and there was rough
grass beneath their feet, burned brittle by the sun so that it was slippery in
pl aces. Behind themthe lights of the canp Iit up the sky with an artificial
illumnation, in front of them bl ackness; the noon would not rise for another
hour at least. You followed the nman in front of you, bunped into himif he
stopped, and prayed that Charlie was still somewhere up front. Then everybody
st opped; they had reached the perimeter fence. It seemed to have taken hours
to get here.

Nobody spoke but you coul d hear those ahead of you getting over the wire, a
twang as it was released, a ripping sound as a garnment becanme caught on the
vicious barbs and was torn free in haste. Gordon's turn; he hurried to catch
up with the man in front of him

No police, no soldiers. So easy. G adually everybody was rel axi ng, no | onger
anticipating a shouted command to halt or maybe a shot fired over their heads.
Cordon tried to work out their location. They nmust be on that |long stretch of
meadowl and which some of the locals referred to as 'the comon'. But the party
was veering to the right, a course which would take them back down to the
shore. Fromthen onwards it would be a long, tiring but straightforward
coastal trek all the way to Barnouth.

And then Gordon got that uneasy feeling again, cold ripples running up his
spine and spreading up into his scalp. He glanced behind himbut it was too
dark to see anything; listened, but all he could hear was the crunch of many
feet on tinder-dry grass.

It was all in his imagination. That kid wouldn't follow themall the way out
her e.

O woul d he?



Chapter Twel ve

Monday N ght - The Shore

BENJI E HAD st ood and wat ched Gordon Smal | wood hurry away into the darkness

whi ch enshrouded the canp. The big bum That guy was up to something, you
could tell by the furtive way he noved. Sonething was goi ng to happen toni ght
and Benjie wasn't going to be left out of it. Furthernore, he was going to
kill one of those crabs with his guns, show the fucking soldiers howit should
be done, show 'emall he wasn't as bl oody daft as they thought.

It hadn't been easy getting out of the flat. For sone reason his parents had
been | ater going to bed than usual, not nuch but enough to worry him He had
crouched at his bedroom door listening, waiting until their breathing becane
regul ar and heavy. He had grinned to hinmself in the darkness, wondered if they
ever fucked like Richie Marston said his parents did. Benjie couldn't inagine
t hem ever doing anything |ike that but they nust have done once, nearly

si xteen years ago, to get him If they thought wanki ng was disgusting, then
fucking had to be worse. One day, Benjie pronised hinself, he was going to
fuck a woman. It nust be real good or el se the boys at school wouldn't keep on
about it all the tine.

He'd crept through his parents' bedroom let hinself out of the flat. There
was plenty of nightlife, it only seemed to start after he'd been put to bed.
He |ingered inside the anusenment arcade. The life-sized nodel of a hard-bitten
western gunfighter was irresistible to him So realistic, you had to | ook

twi ce beyond the bat-w ng doors of the nmock sal oon entrance to check that it
wasn't somebody dressed up. Ten pence in the slot and the Colt Peacemaker cane
out of its holster and you were ready to take on the gunman. H s nmouth noved,
staccato words conming froma tape sonewhere. 'K, honbre, this is the
showdown. Draw when | say "draw'.'’

Recorded gunfire from sonewhere, the gunfighter jerking and stiffening if you
hit him giving you abuse if you didn't. 'You couldn't hit a bull in an entry,
smart ass. Now try again, or get outa town!' O course, to try again cost you
anot her 10p. But Benjie was too clever for that honbre. He preferred his own
finger guns to that plastic Peacenaker and on nore than one occasion it was
his bullets that had stiffened the westerner rather than the el ectronic beam
of the custoner's Colt. Benjie could tell even though his own ka-pows were
lost in the deafening noise fromthe arcade. It cost nothing, the only

| et -down was that nobody gave himcredit for beating that bumto the draw and
shooting straight as well. It didn't really matter, though, because tonight
there was a bigger prize at stake and after he'd shot a crab fol ks woul d have
to acknow edge him Even his nother and father

He decided to play a hunch and follow that guy. His whole life revol ved around
pl ayi ng hunches and nore often than not they paid off. He saw through it al
when the man he was following joined up with those others down by the rail way.
They were going crab-hunting, there could not be any other reason for this
nocturnal foray! They were probably carrying hidden guns. It nade hi mangry
and he al nost took off in the opposite direction until another thought struck



hi m Maybe these guys knew where the crabs were hol ed up and were going to
sort "emout. Athrill of excitement coursed through Benjie Thompson's veins,
had his adrenalin punping at full bore. In which case, where they went he was

goi ng.

He kept well back; they were maki ng enough noise for himto follow quite
easily. In the darkness he jabbed with his fingers, m med the ka-pows. Just
practising; soon it would be for real.

&oi ng inland, then turning and headi ng seawards again. That was nmore like it.
And just showing itself over the tops of the distant nmountain peaks, a slice
of silvery peel, came the full noon.

And Benjie knew wi thout any doubt that he had been right to foll ow these nen.

CGordon Smal | wod was amazed how qui ckly the noon rose. Wthin ten m nutes that
warni ng silvery glow had given way to a shining orb that was still clinbing
into the night sky, bathing both countryside and coast in its ethereal glow
Beauti ful but sinister.

In front of themlay the shore, a |long expanse of w de rocky beach that
stretched as far as the next bend in the cliffs, a good mle or so down-shore,
and still further beyond that. The tide was way out, as they had calculated it
woul d be. That solved a | ot of problems. Only in a few places would they have
to make a slight detour inland. The way to Barmouth | ay ahead of them

'"So far, so good' Charlie waited whilst they all gathered around him ' The
worst's over but there's a long way to go and we've still got to keep our wits
about us. We'll get on to the shore soon, go down to that next chunk of cliff
and see what |lies beyond there. Play it a stretch at a tinme, if you get ne.
Right, follow ne.’

Charlie liked giving orders, that nuch was obvious. He wanted to | ead and
CGordon was content to let him dropping back to the rear of the conpany again.
He t hought about peeling off, going his own way, but there was no point.

Besi des, there was safety in nunmbers. Gordon's thoughts switched back to Irey
Wal |l . Funny, he should have been thinking about Jean Ruddi ngton but you
couldn't slip a leash on your thoughts. He didn't want to, anyway. There was
somet hi ng about Irey, something that excited himin an inexplicable way. Just
an ordi nary housew fe out of suburbia with a husband she was tired of, but she
stuck with himbecause of the kids. Maybe she was sexually stifled, one of
mllions of women who learn to go without it, tell thenmselves that they don't
really want it anyway so that they don't miss it. Many plunge into
extra-marital affairs, a fewdon't. Like Irey. Yet she had gone with this guy
Baxter to Shell Island last Friday. And when a wonan accepts a date with a guy
she knows what she's letting herself in for unless she's incredibly thick. And
Irey was far fromthat. A pang of jealousy that took Gordon by surprise but he
knew i n that nonent that he cared. Before Baxter disappeared had they . . . ?
The very idea threatened to give himan arousenent and in that nmonent he got
to know hinmself just a little bit better. A revelation. The thought of Irey's
possible infidelity was erotic. In the same way Jean's was al though he hadn't
realised it up until now Hs ex-wife's too. A bloke screws your wife and

you' re expected to get uptight about it, but just pause and think for a
monent; if no other guy wanted it with her then it wasn't nmuch of a chall enge.
You coul d fuck her whenever you pl eased and there was no conpetition. So it
got boring and you or she | ooked for sex outside your own rel ationship. Crazy
and m xed up, you did your best to understand what you were driving at but
even a hal f-revel ati on was exciting.

They had reached the rocks. Or rather Charlie had, for the line of nmen was



very strung out now. Huge snooth boul ders, nmany of them so clustered together
that it was easier to clinb over themthan to go round t hem

Cordon lingered. He still thought about going back to the canp. That way he
woul d still have his job and maybe a chance with Irey. The chances were she
woul d still cling on to this no-good husband of hers and be a fishing-w dow
for the rest of her life; the easy way out.

Wth a start CGordon realised he still had that feeling, a creeping sensation
t hat was goosepinpling his skin all over. No, it couldn't be! That crazy kid
woul dn't have followed themthis far out.

Jesus Christ, the bugger had! Gordon Smallwood froze in a half-turn, nmouth
droppi ng open as he saw the boy who had followed himearlier in the canp
clanmbering silently down fromthe grass field on to the beach, noving with an
agility that belied his lunbering physique. Their eyes net and for the second
time that night Gordon experienced fear . . . fear of an unknown, inexplicable
m nd.

Ten yards apart, facing each other, and neither of them spoke. The others
hadn't noticed, were carrying on, clanbering over those huge boul ders.

"What's the idea, boy?" CGordon's voice was a whisper, a harsh unfriendliness
seeming to hang in the balmy night air, an echo that refused to die. 'You' ve
no busi ness here.’

Benj i e Thonmpson wat ched wi th unblinking eyes, steadily drew his 'guns',

trai ned them on Gordon. No ka-pows or whining slugs, just a threatening
gesture. Don't try to stop nme, mister, 'cause | got a crab to kill. Now step
asi de or

A single screamrent the silence. And for CGordon suddenly everything was
happening in slow notion, his brain rebelling agai nst what his eyes saw as he
whi rl ed around.

Those gi ant rocks and boul ders had conme to lifel

A crazy incredible sight that had to be the product of a mnd fraught wth

tension and fear. Gordon's first thought was, I've flipped ny lid. It was as
t hough the whol e beach had suddenly burst into Iife, monstrous things that
reared up, spilling the nmen who cl anbered over them sprouting arns that

grabbed and sl ashed. And clicked |ike castanets.
Aick-click-click

In that one awful instant realisation dawed on Gordon Smal | wood. The crabs .
Oh, Jesus Christ, those weren't rocks at all, they were the crabs |ying
doggo on the beach, perfectly camouflaged in the soft noonlight!

He stood there transfixed. It was |ike a macabre child s shadow show,
grotesque sil houettes enacting a horror play-except for the sound effects.
Screamns that were suddenly cut off am dst a clicking and crunching, flesh
being mutilated and masticated in those filthy jaws, a squel ching and snappi ng
of bones. One last glinpse of the man called Charlie. A crab far bigger than
all the others had got him was holding himaloft |ike a playground bully
keepi ng a bag of sweets out of the reach of other children. Taunting. Then at
full pincer-stretch the big man's body was crushed, a sickening crunch and the
lifeless formdangl ed. Crabs clicked excitedly then fell back; waiting, so
awful in their orderliness. Surely this was their [eader, a King Crab which by
some freak of nature had outgrown the other nutants and rul ed over them by



sheer size. And fear.

Suddenly the corpse was tossed, a regal crab's sop to his nminions. It seened

suspended in the air for some seconds, pincers raised awaiting its fall. A
sudden rush, fighting and squabbling over the prey which their |eader had
deened to give them I|ike hens pecking over a handful of corn. And then

Charlie was no nore.

It was Benjie who jerked Gordon out of his horrified trance. The boy stal ked
forward, a hunter nmoving in on his quarry, finger-guns held at hip |evel;
swaggeri ng.

'Stay where you are,' Cordon | eaped to bar his way, arms held wide. This kid
was crazy, he was going to walk right into the carnage.

'"Cet outa ny way, nmister.' Words that could have come froma life-sized
gunfighter nodel in the anmusenment arcade speaking. 'Draw, honbre.’

"You're crazy. Those crabs will rip you apart. They're heading for the canp,
maki ng a detour overl and where nobody will be | ooking for them W've got to
get back, warn everybody.'

Benjie did not appear to hear, a robot with jerking steps advanci ng, 'guns'
hel d threateningly now That wax nodel had cone to life, left the arcade and
gone in search of bloody death. He had to be stopped and there was only one
way .

CGordon Smal | wod noved fast, made a grab for Benjie, a desperate |lunge as the
boy drew level with him There should have been no problem a firm hold,
draggi ng himback forcibly if necessary, slapping himdown if he struggl ed.

But CGordon had underestimated the sheer cunning of one whose brain worked
differently fromhis own. Benjie noved fast, a duck and a weave, his
finger-guns becom ng clenched fists at the sanme tinme. A lightning right to
Gordon's solar plexus, a left taking himon the point of the jaw as he doubl ed
forward. A kal ei doscope of lights more dazzling than anything the Blue Ccean
Hol i day Canp could produce in spite of its flanboyancy, red predom nant,
coming at himlike a scarlet tidal wave; then turning to bl ack

CGordon's recoll ection was one of waking up with a hangover, a head that

t hr obbed abomi nably and eyes that wanted to remain closed. Unconsci ousness had
| asted for perhaps ten seconds, no |onger, because as he fought the pain
barrier and gasped for breath through lungs that felt as though they had been
scal ded, he saw Benjie advanci ng on the crabs.

Gordon Smal | wood | ay there hel pless, forced to watch. Ch Christ, that stupid
little bastard was going to take on the whol e fucking crustacean arny! The boy
was advanci ng on them a slow deliberate walk, fingers poised

t hr eat eni ngl y-f ear| ess!

The crabs noticed himfor the first tine, grisly bl ood-sneared features
staring in what could only be interpreted as crustacean anazenent. They, too,
wat ched and wai t ed.

Benji e opened fire.

Ka-pow , . . ka-pow ... his imaginary slugs were shining, ricocheting, his
expression that of a lusting killer. The big one, that was the one he wanted,
he'd deal with the others afterwards. They were all going to die. Ka-pow

ka- pow .



But King Crab wanted him too. That was why the others held back, shanbled to
one side to nake way for their |eader for it was a brave creature who aroused
his wath. A steady clicking, the nonster and the boy on a course that would

end in bl oody death when they net.

There was an urgency to Benjie Thompson's make-beli eve shooting now Ka-pow,
ka-pow, ka-pow . . . Rapid fire but no fear, just disbelief on his face that
his target didn't roll over, its armoured shell unscathed by his sl ugs.

One vicious slash froma huge pincer, sheer brute force froma razor-sharp
cutting instrument, found its mark. Gordon felt the bile rise in his throat,
started to spew. Benjie's head parted fromhis body as neatly as though he had
been guillotined, rolled and bounced. And as if in a |ast gesture of defiance
t he body remai ned upright-still advancing, a beheaded farnyard cockere
propelled by its nerves. The wal ki ng dead.

The headl ess Benjie staggered to his own nutilation. An upward rip split him
open fromgroin to chest, spraying blood in the manner of a fountain. And then
King Crab feasted voraciously, tore at the flesh and crunched the bones,

sl urping and munchi ng, the other creatures watching himas though it was their
duty.

Cordon struggled up on to his knees, forced his reeling brain to work, tried
to shrug off shock and horror. Men had died, a boy had been torn apart
horribly. Carnage all around. Yet less than two niles away there were

t housands of nmen, wonen and children who would die if they were not warned.
The arny with their frail defences and al nbst useless artillery were expecting
the attack to come fromthe shore but the crabs with unbelievabl e cunni ng had
outwitted them they had | earned from Shell Island and Barnouth, and in sone
strange instinctive way were putting that know edge to their advantage. They
woul d cone ashore here, sweep in fromthe eastern side across the |and

CGordon was on his feet, fighting against a wave of dizziness. Ch Jesus, if he
passed out now he was done for, and so was everybody el se. Irey! Above
everything el se he had to save her

Cick-click-clickety-click

The big crab had spotted him was signalling to the others with waving
antennae. Run the man down!

Sonmehow CGordon broke into a run. There was fifty yards of rock-strewn beach to
cover and then he could strike inland. But nobody knew how fast the crabs
could nove. Well, he would soon find out.

The terrain was uneven, a single slip neant a death that he dared not think
about. One gl ance behind. Ch Jesus Christ, the crabs were coming fast, the
beach the equivalent of their ocean-bed terrain; they were famliar with it.
H's lungs hurt, his vision swam Pray God he could nake it, the bastards were
less than fifty yards behi nd hi mand gai ni ng on him

One last stretch of rocks to negotiate, a kind of peninsular that jutted out
fromthe sea-wall. After that he would be OK

The noonlight glinted on the flat slippery surface. A black shadowy line in
front of him that crevasse which they had had to step over on the outward
journey, a fissure, a cleft split by the constant poundi ng of the incom ng
tide.



He hesitated, |ooked back. The big crab was much nearer, nmaybe thirty yards
away, no nore. So sure of itself.

For a few seconds time seenmed to stand still for Gordon Smal |l wood. A drowni ng
man's past life is reputed to flash through his brain but for Gordon just a
few t hings sprang back at him The chances were he wasn't going to nmake it
now, the crabs noved remarkably quickly for their size. He had his regrets,
peopl e he woul d never see again. lrey. There were a |l ot of things he should
have said and hadn't. Wiy? Because he was bl oody scared! The truth hurt. He
was afraid of her answer, so tactful and polite-'it's very flattering to know
you feel that way, Gordon, but | ammarried. It wouldn't be fair to either of
us, would it?" O course it bloody well would be, but she'd never see it that
way.

And Jean. He should have tackled her outright. You' ve got another feller
haven't you'? Let's put our cards on the table so we both know how we stand.
Let's stop playing ganes. Gve it me straight. ''You're imagining things,
CGordon. You're jealous' And you still wouldn't know where you stood.

That was the difference between the two wonen. Frankness. Sonetinmes it was
better to be hurt than to go on not know ng.

The crabs were close now, fifteen yards. The big one was in the lead, its
bl oody features a mask of hate and lust. Merciless, invincible. Gordon tensed
every nuscl e, junped.

That was when that kal ei doscope of brilliant lights hit himagain, a nyriad of
multi-coloured stars that blurred his vision and inpaired his judgenent.
Despair because he knew he wouldn't make it, braced hinself for the
bone-jarring fall, prayed that it would knock hi munconsci ous because he did
not want to witness his own fate. The crab would do to himwhat it had done to
Charlie and that inbecile kid.

Eyes tightly shut, a sense of vertigo because he knew he was falling. Still
falling. Ch God, the ground wasn't that far below him The bright lights
dulled to a deep red; darkening. |Inpact. Then not hing.

Chapter Thirteen

Early Tuesday Morning - The Blue Ccean Hol i day Canp

EDNA AND Lucy had booked in at the Blue Ccean Holiday Canp with one sole
object in nmnd-to find some fellers! Edna was snmall and dark and not wholly
unattractive if a guy wasn't too particular; a 'fill-in" for the evening if
there wasn't anything better on offer. Lucy was in total contrast to her
friend; even if she had gone on a strict diet nothing would have altered her
| arge bone structure. She coul d, though, have done sonethi ng about those

bl ackheads, even to the extent of squeezing a few But she hadn't given them
much t hought. She washed her hair once a week but it still straggled |ike



rats' tails around her neck. She snoked heavily and lately had devel oped the
habit of lighting a cigarette and leaving it to smoul der between her thick
lips until it had burnt away. She had had a slovenly upbringing and was
unlikely to alter her ways now.

Not the nost gl anorous pair, and any boyfriends they managed to acquire they
really had to work on. Back home they had earned thensel ves the tag of
"scrubbers' but they didn't care about that. Nevertheless, it was nice to be
on strange territory.

They had gone to the Oyster Disco on Mdnday night. Sunday hadn't been nmuch
good at the Pearl Dance Hall and they had returned to their flat disappointed.
But tonight the dance fl oor was packed, teenagers nostly who wanted their
nmoney's worth. The crabs were spoiling everybody's holiday so to hell with the
bastards! In all probability they wouldn't attack the canp. It was |like these
bonb-scares that happened fromtime to tinme; hoaxes. Like the nuclear threat,
it wouldn't ever conme to anything so why spend your time worrying what you
would do if it did? Live for today and sod tonmorrow. It was the old fogeys who
wer e pani cking and wanting to go hone, not the youth of Britain.

Edna and Lucy found a space on the fl oor and danced with each other, the way
t hey al ways began an evening. That way you could get a good | ook round, see if
there was anything in the offing.

Jiving, being forced to nove in close, Lucy's large breasts threatening to
junp out of their bra cups as the beat quickened. doser still. A thought
crossed Edna's mind, brought a grin to her lips. So bloody funny. Lucy's thick
lips minmed 'Wiat's the joke?' Edna shook her head; there was too much noise to
reply anyway and if she was asked | ater she would say she had forgotten. So

bl oody funny. It was |ike being a | esbian having Lucy brush you with her tits.
Repul sive in a way but if you could see the funny side of it, it was

hi | ari ous.

Too bl oody hot. Lucy w ped her sweating face with a flabby hand and hoped t hat
new brand of deodorant was doing what it was supposed to do. There was not hing
like BO for putting chaps off.

Fl ashing lights; white, red, green and finally all changing to mauve, di mi ng.
Romantic. Sexy. Lucy wi shed the DJ would slow the tenpo, she was getting out
of breath. She'd have to | ose some wei ght soon. After the holiday because food
was all part of the holiday. Food and

She had a feller, just like that. He'd probably been there sone tine before
she noticed him just another body in the throng. He grinned at her and she
saw t hat he had sonme teeth missing. Long hair that straggled |like her own. She
couldn't make up her m nd whether he was trying to grow a beard or he just had
not shaved. It didn't really matter anyway. A roll of fat spilled over the
wai st band of his jeans.

"Hi,' he mmed and Lucy noved away from Edna. Edna could | ook after herself
now, the hunt had begun

More people were nmoving on to the floor, a tight crush that had everybody up
agai nst everybody el se and now Lucy's | arge bosom was pressed agai nst her
partner's chest. He swayed rhythm cally, suggestively, jabbed at her with his
thighs. She felt sonething rigid against her, wiggled in response and received
anot her grin. That was what they called 'body |anguage'.

Lucy was having hot flushes and it was not due solely to the stifling snmoky
at nosphere in here. A quick look round trying to see how Edna was getting on



but she couldn't spot her. That was OK; sonetinmes they split up, other tines
t hey nmade up a foursone.

The beat slowed and Lucy's partner engaged in an ungainly clinch, their feet
getting in the way but they weren't interested in feet. She had to stoop to
put her face close to his; he was hot and sweaty too. A kiss, her mouth
opening to admt his pushing tongue. God, he was pushing hard at her |ower
down too. Her skin prickled. This one was a dead cert for a good time |ater
on. In the nmeantine they would just hold on, french-kiss and rub agai nst each
ot her.

"It's hot here.' He had to shout twice in her ear before she got the nessage,
nodded and opened her eyes. 'You fancy goin' sonepl ace el se?

She didn't catch the last bit but she got the gist of his obvious suggestion
COK

He led her fromthe floor, their arns around each other, fingers entw ned. One
| ast | ook round for Edna. She wasn't in sight but she could have been anywhere
in the crowd. Lucy didn't give a damm, it had taken her three nights to find a
chap and she wasn't letting this one go easily.

Qutside it was refreshingly cool and she realised just how rmuch she had
sweat ed. Her dress was clinging damply to her capaci ous body but that wasn't
the reason for the noistness between her thighs.

"I'"'m Johnny,' he grunted.
"I''"'m Lucy."'
"You got a fiat all to yourself?

"No,' hesitating. 'My friend's with me ... she mght be using it. | don't
know.' She wasn't having Edna in on this.

"W could go up to that field where they keep the donkeys.'
COK

Conversation was not a strong point with either of themso they left it to
body | anguage in its nost primtive form a kind of slow quickstep in which
you ki ssed all the way; people either got out of your path or el se you bunped
into them You didn't even notice them

Now they were clear of the illum nations. WAy behind them searchlights lit up
the sea-wall. But the donkey field was in darkness. It was a good place to go.
The gate was | ocked so Johnny clinbed over it and with great difficulty gave
Lucy a hel ping hand, a hand that strayed to all sorts of intimte places and
brought gi ggl es from her.

"What's that?' She stiffened, heard sonmething noving in the darkness; it
speeded up |ike somebody was beating a drum fast then died away in the
di stance. 'Wiatever is it, Johnny?

' Donkeys,' he grunted. 'I guess we scared 'em
Let's nove a bit further on 'case anybody cones.'

Her heart was pounding wildly and she felt a bit sick. Probably that was due
to eating nothing el se but fish and chips since she had arrived at the Bl ue



Ccean. She hoped they didn't go too far away. Still, those crabs would not be
found anywhere where there wasn't water. Al the same, she was jittery, always
slept with a light on, nuch to Edna's disgust.

"This'll do," wthout warning he was pulling her down into the rough dry
grass. For Johnny there was no such thing as a subtle approach; if a bird
agreed to go into a field with you she knew bl oody well what you were after,
and once you were there, there was no chickening out.

He began kissing her again, let his hands stray to her breasts, thick fingers
struggling to get a button undone. Eventually he nanaged it, moved on to the
next. Funbling, trying to get her bra undone.

"Here,' Lucy's frustrations canme to a peak. 'Let nme get it off for you!'
Annoyance, her desires so overpowering that she couldn't wait. |nmpulsively she
lifted hersel f up, dragged her pants down. This guy would be all night messing
about on his present showi ng. Al nmpbst as an afterthought she pulled her dress
over her head, threwit to one side; the cool night air fanned her over-heated
body. But she still could not get rid of that naggi ng uneasi ness. From
chi | dhood she had been afraid of the dark; she wondered how far away the
donkeys had gone. They were lovely friendly creatures by day but by night
anyt hi ng that noved was eerie.

"What's up?' Johnny's hand was groping for her again, rough fingers scraping
on her thighs.

"Not hing. | just wondered .

But Johnny was not listening. Hs fingers found soft noist flesh, squeezed and
t hen pushed, brought a | ong-drawn-out 'o0o00-o0o0oh' fromthe girl stretched out
beside him He could not wait much | onger. He grabbed her hand, put it where
he wanted it. Annoyance because her response was | ukewarm

Lucy couldn't concentrate properly. She was |istening again, thought she heard
a noverent. Those donkeys ni ght cone back. Suppose they stampeded, tranpled
the couple. O deliberately kicked them She had heard sonewhere that donkeys
bit people when they were in a bad nood.

"What the hell's the matter with you?' Johnny was lying full Iength on top of
her now, pushing with his thighs, but her noistness seenmed suddenly to have
dried up. She gasped because he hurt her, not for any other reason

" t hought I heard somet hi ng, ' she  whi spered hoarsely. 'Like
what ?

"I dunno. Sonething noving about.' 'It's probably the donkeys. Just forget
about 'em' He found what he was | ooking for, penetrated her with sheer force
that brought a cry to her lips. Silly bitch, he ought to have gone for the
other one, the girl she was dancing with, but it was too late now so he had to
make the best of it. He'd been too eager, too hasty.

Lucy's whol e body was rigid. Now she didn't want sex any nore, just w shed he
woul d hurry up and get it over with. They ought to have gone back to the fl at
where it was nice and confortable . . . and safe. She began to push with him
tried to pick up his rhythm hoped that he would not want to play around and
prolong it, or maybe try for a second cone afterwards. He was breathing
heavily, grunting as he knelt in between her vol uptuous spread thi ghs and
powered into her. She knew she would not orgasm It was slipping away from her
fast. She found herself listening again. There were a | ot of movenents out
there in the darkness. That grating noise was a grasshopper. Ugh! She m ght be



lying on one, or worse-ants, earwigs, spiders ... Ch God, Johnny, hurry up and
conme and have done with it!

Seconds | ater he obliged her. His silhouette above her was a blur of novenent,
the speed of his thrusting painful now that she had |ost the feeling. His
whol e frame shuddered, convul sed, and as he fell forward his rough hands

sei zed her breasts. She could not hold back her cry of pain and protest, the
way he squeezed her tender flesh, the manner in which his teeth bit her neck
like a starving vanpire. Fighting him but even her bul k had no chance agai nst
the sheer power of his lust. H s teeth pinched her flesh; Christ, he'd drawn
bl ood!

New fears; he could be one of these sex killers that you read about in the
papers. They killed when they orgasned, and afterwards they were full of
renorse but it was too late then so they got rid of the body. Sone were
caught, a | ot escaped.

"Stop it!' she shrieked.

H s nmovenents slowed gradually and his grip on her breasts slackened; not
because she had cried out but because his needs were fulfilled. Tenporarily
anyway.

"What the hell's up with you? You a virgin or sommat?' He spoke angrily, no
hint of tenderness in the way his hands stroked her stomach. He nade no nove
to withdraw.

'"No,' she was close to tears. 'But you hurt me. You still are.’

H s hands were transferred to her shoul ders, supporting his full weight. H's
face was in shadow but she knew his expression was one of anger. Don't kil
me, please. Let ne go.

"You're a fat slob,' he hissed. "Areal slut, the worst fuck |'ve ever had.'

'Let me go. Please.' She knew she was going to cry. If she did perhaps he
woul d get off her.

"I"'mnot finished yet. And .you didn't even cone.'
"I couldn't . . . listen!’

"I"'mnot falling for that one, darling.' Al the same there were noises,
rustlings as though heavy ani nmals were novi ng about, beasts bigger than
donkeys.

And suddenly a chilling sound broke the uneasy silence, a bestial cry of pain
that was cut off alnost as soon as it had begun. Then it came again, in

uni son, much | ouder, terrified braying, the drumm ng of hooves. A noise
sonewher e

Cick-click-clickety-click

The two humans froze in their posture of intercourse. The sheer terror of the
unknown nunbed their brains. Creatures galloped wildly, screaned, fell and
struggled. And on the faint sea breeze was borne the stench of rotting nmarine
vegetation as though centuries of decayi ng seaweed had been dragged ashore.

Lucy began to struggle, twi sted sideways so that they becane di sengaged. Al
around sonet hi ng awful was happeni ng but they were unable to see what it was



in the darkness. She clutched at Johnny, sobbed 'Don't |eave ne, Johnny. Ch
pl ease, don't |eave ne.'

"It's the donkeys,' he nuttered. They nust be fightin' or sommat. Let's get
back. "'

Cickety-ctick.
"What's that?' she whispered.

"I dunno, but let's go. If we followthis fence round it's got to bring us
back to the gate.'

Then they saw them tiny twin pinpoints, dozens of themin the enshrouding

dar kness, like pairs of glowmwrns, flickering with an unholy red fire |ike hot
cinders fromhell. Lucy screaned. Her partner tried to tear hinmself from her
Fuck it, if she clung to himlike that they wouldn't be able to go anywhere.

"They're . . . they're eyes,' she screaned again.

' Donkeys' eyes,' he tried to convince hinmself, saw that flight was barred on
either side of them There was only one avenue of escape left. 'Get over the
fence. They can't follow us there.'

dick-click

Barbed wire bit deeply into the pal ns of her hands but she was oblivious to
the pain; flesh ripped and shredded as she endeavoured to haul her ungainly
bul k up on the wire strands.

And then the giant crabs nmoved in for the kill! Johnny first. He had al npbst
made the top strand when he felt hinself seized by a | eg, sonething
razor-sharp that closed and cut, yanked himinto the air. A snip and he was
suddenly free, falling, landing with full force on his bl oodied stunp. Even as
his lungs filled for a second screamthey noved in on himand cut himdown. A
badly judged pincer blow grazed his face, took an eye out and broke his right
armso that it dangled uselessly. WIld vicious |unges; he never managed t hat
scream because now his throat was torn out |eaving a deep werewol f-1ike gash

t hat spouted bl ood.

And the killer crabs loved the snell and taste of blood. It sent them crazy
with lust. The donkeys had nerely whetted their insatiable appetites and now
they craved for human neat.

Lucy clung precariously to the fence. In those few seconds the nmoon had

cl eared the range of mountains beyond and as if deliberately adding to her
terror it cast its silvery glow over the scene. She saw the crabs, the
majority of themstill feasting on the remants of the donkeys. This small
bunch of a dozen or so, separated fromthe main [ot, had discovered the two
humans; Johnny was fini shed and now t hey wanted her

The wire strands sagged; in a last futile gesture of self-survival she pressed
hersel f back against the fence, the barbs digging cruelly into her flesh as

t hough they were trying to prevent her from being dragged down. She was trying
to scream gurgling, crying. Warmacid water trickled down her |egs.

The big crab shanbled forward, halted a couple of yards fromher. H's
revolting features appeared to crease into a lusting grin. The other
crustaceans held back; it would take a brave and foolish crab to try and
deprive their master of his rightful prey.



As a cat plays with a nouse so King Crab began to taunt Lucy. Sadistically he
stretched out a pincer and she shrank back as far as the tension of the barbed
wire woul d all ow, gougi ng her shoul der bl ades and buttocks, the blood
beginning to run freely. He touched her, scratched a breast, drew a dark red
line all the way down her abdomen as though marking her out for nutilation. A
clump of coarse hair; somehow he secured a grip, tugged, and the tuft came out
by the roots. Lucy screaned with pain, would have fallen had the barbs not
been inpaled in her flesh, her arnms stretched wi de as though in crucifixion
She wanted to close her eyes, shut it all out, but some awful compelling force
made her wat ch.

She had abandoned all hope. Afraid of death all her life, she suddenly wanted
to die. Kill me, please

The crab touched her again. It seemed curious concerning the human anatony,
proddi ng and poki ng, drawi ng nore bl ood, perhaps unintentionally with its
expl oratory probings. Lucy's head fell forward and her eyes closed with
subl i me unconsci ousness.

King Crab seened to sense that she was no |longer participating in this gane of
bl ood and pain, that there was no point in further torture. The pincer struck
agai n, venonously this tinme, disenmbowelling the girl with a single blow.
Entrails spilled fromthe abdom nal gash, swung gently to and fro; a
crustacean tithit.

Once nmore it was a revolting gane, the nonster crab catching the sw nging
human offal in its mouth, sucking the sliny warmintestines in the manner of a
human eating spaghetti. Noisily. There was no hurry.

Suddenly blinding white light illumnated the field, a powerful hand-Ianp
swinging in an arc, its beamconmng to rest on the hanging nmutilated girl.
Shouts of horror and disbelief. A shot was fired and the bullet pinged
harm essly off a crab's shell. Mre shouting, another shot.

King Crab turned slowy, faced his expectant followers. They lusted for human
flesh and bl ood but they would obey himw thout question for such was the | aw
beneat h t he ocean where strength rul ed suprene.

Di sappoi nt ment when they saw himturn, begin to shanble back the way they had

cone, but they did not question his decision. Every one of them knew that they
woul d be returning to this place when it suited their |eader. And not until

Chapt er Fourteen

Tuesday Mor ni ng- Bar nout h

IT WAS full daylight when Jean Ruddi ngt on awoke. For some time she lay there
on the crunpled bed attenpting to recollect her thoughts. The night was gone



and she still lived. She noved, w nced as her nuscles objected. Physically she
had been pushed to the limt last night. She was al so lucky still to be sane.
Mental ly, too, she had tottered on the brink.

Her thighs and stomach snmarted, scorched but not really burned. Blisters; she
wi nced as she | ooked down at them but really no worse than bad sunburn. She
was lucky, life itself was a bonus.

Wth some difficulty she rose to her feet, went across to the w ndow. Jesus,
what a sight out there! The harbour area and the [ower half of Marine Parade,
as far as the end of what had once been the funfair, was reduced to w eckage
that still snoul dered and snmoked. Flashing blue |ights everywhere,
fire-engines and police. An anmbul ance was nosing its way through the
ever-present crowd of sightseers. But there was no sign of the crabs. They had
retreated back to their ocean stronghold, not because they had been driven
back but because they had pillaged and were satisfied. For the time being. And
meanwhi |l e Barnouth licked its wounds and waited for themto cone again.

She turned away, went through to the kitchen in search of coffee. She filled
the kettle, put it on to boil, and found a half-filled jar of instant coffee
granules and a tin of powdered mlk. There was half a stale |oaf on the bread
board but- she wasn't hungry. It was going to take courage to face food again
after what she had wi tnessed | ast night.

However, she had to make sone plans. First, she could not stay here. In which
case she needed cl othes. Perhaps there were sonme of Gerry's clothes still left
behi nd whi ch would suffice for the tine being. The thought repul sed her, it
was |ike having his body agai nst her own again.

Anger. Bl aming herself. She had got herself into this hell-awful ness sinmply
to get herself screwed by a no-good bastard of a hot-dog peddl er-when she
could have stayed at the canp and got fucked by a real nice Geencoat. Jesus
Christ Almghty, how bl oody stupid could you get!

Sonet hi ng was wong; it took her maybe fifteen seconds to work out what it
was-the electric kettle wasn't boiling even though it was plugged in and

swi tched on. That meant that there was no electricity. Because the crabs had
pull ed the wires down. She reached down a glass, filled it half full of water
and drank it. That would have to do for now

She pulled out the drawers of the dressing-table in the bedroom tipped the
contents on to the floor. That sod could pick themup if he ever came back
Eventual |y she found a pair of jeans and a T-shirt, both several sizes too
bi g, as she knew they would be. Still, they would not be rubbing agai nst her
blistered skin as nuch as tight-fitting garnents; that was one consol ation
And the less Cerry's clothes touched her flesh, the better.

Where to now? The Bl ue Ocean Hol i day Canmp? She paused. Going back there was
like junping out of the frying pan into the fire. Gordon? There were dozens of
Cordons just as there were dozens of Gerrys. Nice guys and shits. Next tine
pi ck a nice guy, baby. Right now she didn't want nmen at all. O wonen. She
just wanted to go her own way, unnolested by nman ... or beast!

You haven't got a job at the canp now so why go back? That made sense. She
wondered if the arnmy were letting pedestrians through in the other direction
it made sense to get rid of the holidaymakers and keep newcomers out. Further
up the coast it was different because everybody would just spill into Barnouth
and create havoc, get in the arny's way.

Her cuts seemed to have congealed. A bit of a ness but when she got out of



here she would go and get a tetanus jab. She was a bl oody fool not to have had
them before but you drifted into a state of apathy, thought nothing would ever
happen to you. Mst of the holidaynakers here had thought that and they had
all had a bl oody big shock

She went downstairs and out into the street. God, what a stink, |ike sonebody
had been burning piles of old coats and had thrown a few dead dogs on the
snoul dering pyre just for good neasure; the stench of roasting flesh! If her
stomach had not been enpty she woul d have thrown up

This part of town was practically deserted. Everybody was down at the disaster
area. Christ, you had to be sick to want to stand and | ook at that. Bl oody
si ck!

It was going to be another scorcher. Elevate your eyes so that you m ssed the
wr eckage that had once been a sea front and you had an idyllic setting, a

gol den beach with a shinmering blue sea beyond. Don't | ook down whatever you
do. And try not to think what's out there bel ow the surface of the sea.

The road was starting to clinb steeply now, a wi nding coastal road that led to
freedom and sanity-if they let you through! Her tension was returning,

somet hing el se, too, which she had to think about, elimnate it from her other
t hought s before she could recognise it. Mre than a depression, a sense of
forebodi ng. Your nerves are shot, that's all that's the matter. No, something
awful is going to happen to you

She even considered turning back. Ch shit, grow up, you stupid girl, and stop
pandering to childish fears. If you go back down there the chances are that
somet hi ng ghastly will happen to you; those crabs will be back, that's a cert.

Why wasn't anybody el se wal king this way? Because they're all ghoul s gathering
at the scene of the carnage, nentally feasting on it. No better than the
crabs. Keep going.

A heavy runbling noise had her pressing herself back agai nst the rough face of
t he overhanging roadside cliff. Alorry, a heavy six-wheeler with a
canvas-covered back, a driver changing down to negotiate the gradient. Her arm
al nrost went out. Don't nake a bl oody whore of yourself. Haven't you been
screwed enough and that's what's got you into all this? By the tine the
canouf | age- pai nted vehicle drew |l evel with her she wouldn't have accepted a
lift if it had been offered. No way.

It passed her and the driver had to sl ow down again. She had a glinpse of the
load in the back; no wonder the truck was maki ng heavy work of the sl ope.
Concrete blocks; they really nmeant business with these road-blocks, it
couldn't be for anything el se.

That feeling, she got it again. Like somebody had thrown a shroud over her

Her skin prickled, she shivered. Your nerves are in a real bad way, girl.

Del ayed shock. She might have to go on Valiumlike she had for those few

nmont hs after the car crash. You kept reliving every second of it, every minute
detail that had you coming out of your sleep scream ng. You heard brakes
screeching, the lorry conming at you, closer . . . closer . . . bracing

your sel f

Oh Jesus CGod, that lorry was comng right at her
Seconds becane hours, the whole world sl owed down, and if Jean Ruddi ngton had

not slowed with it she m ght have been able to |l eap out of the way. This tine
it was that army lorry, otherwise it was not nuch different fromthe tine



bef ore. Sonething had gone terribly wong, maybe a hal f-shaft had snapped or

t he brakes had gone under the extrene weight of the [oad. A few blocks spilled
out over the tailboard, fell under the truck and caused it to buck, al nost
overturning. But it didn't, it came on backwards, gathering speed!

The driver knew that he had to crash his truck fast. Hard-over to the right
and he woul d have smashed t hrough the roadsi de wall and gone down an al npst
vertical cliff into the start of the estuary bel ow, hard-over to the left and
he would hit the cliff face. Maybe it wasn't too late, the inpact wouldn't be
too severe. He had to nake a split-second decision in that slow notion world
around hi m

He swung the steering wheel hard over to the left! He had not even noticed the
girl he had just passed. He had thoughts only for giant crabs.

Jean Ruddington's arns went out in front of her as though suddenly she woul d
be gifted with divine strength sufficient to cushion the crushing inpact,
gently halt the lorry. It's OK, soldier, but I'mnot giving away any favours.
| just want to live. But instead |I'm going to diel

The driver's door flew open on inpact, threw himout into the road, a

m racul ous ejection as the truck becane a concertina, its |oad of

hal f - hundr edwei ght bl ocks denolishing the cab as they flew forward and forned
their own road-block, a pile of grey rubble that nushroomed dust as though to
cloak the horror for which it was responsible.

The driver lay there in the road, watching, nunmbed. H's dazed brain told him
that he was alive, unhurt except for a few minor injuries. He was going to be
X, he really was.

And then he saw a rivulet of scarlet fluid trickling out from beneath the
wr eckage, a sticky nountain stream gushing downhill as though the |aws of
Nat ure commanded it to forma tributary flowing into the estuary bel ow.

It took himseveral seconds to realise that it was bl ood. And then he fainted.

"Well,' Professor Ciff Davenport stared across the desk of the tenporary
operational HQ in Barnmouth, his tired eyes taking in the lined features of
Gisedale, Mnistry of Defence Chief, "what's the |atest?

Gisedal e had just replaced the tel ephone receiver, a sinple enough action but
to himright then it seemed the nost inportant thing in the world. He stared
at the ivory instrunment, steeling his nerves in case it rang again. He al nost
considered taking it off the hook, laying it on the desk, closing his eyes for
just five mnutes. A cat-nap. Five mnutes in thirty-six hours, they would not
begrudge himthat, surely. But they would, because it would be a breach of
duty, even by the nost senior official

'"Let's have it then?' Davenport was suddenly eager again, throwing off his
tiredness. '\Wat's happened now?

"A party of crabs cane ashore at the Blue Ccean Holiday Canp. The cunning
devils didn't try to breach the sea-wall |ike we half expected themto. Cod,
the bastards are alnost human in their thinking, diff!l They came ashore about
two nmiles down the coast and travelled by land to the perineter of the canp!
That in itself is bloody amazing, frightening- a distance of two mles, out of
water the whole time, which throws a frighteni ng new di mensi on on the whol e
crisis! It appears they nmet up with a bunch of bl okes who were trying to
escape fromthe canp by following the shoreline and | don't need to go into
details about the outcone, do | ?



'No,"' Davenport grinmaced, 'but what happened? Did they attack the canp?

"Yes and no,' the Mnistry man pursed his lips. They cane to a big field on
the outskirts of the canmp where the donkeys are kept. They massacred the
donkeys and killed an unfortunate courting couple who happened to be busy in
the I ong grass and weren't aware of the crabs' approach. The noise attracted
the attention of the soldiers and only a couple of shots were fired-but the
crabs turned tail and scarpered back the way they'd come! For heaven's sake
why, diff? Having cone so far, and with the canp virtually at their mercy,
why the devil were they driven off by a couple of shots when we know full well
that they are capabl e of overturning Churchill tanks and are invincible to
heavy artillery? You tell me that one!’

"I'"d say they weren't driven off,' the botanist smiled wyly. 'W both know
them better than that, as you've already said. W are now beginning to
understand themjust a little. I'd say they were testing their capabilities on
dry land. This foray was an experinent and maybe they realised by the tine
they got to the donkey field that they could not stay out of salt water rmnuch

| onger. They had already feasted, both on that party of nen and on the
donkeys, and for the nmonent they were reasonably appeased. They took the |east
line of resistance and retreated.’

"A good point,' Gisedale scribbled on his jotter pad. 'Then see if you can
solve this one. W know that there's a big crab, one a whole | ot bigger than
the rest, the one you nicknaned "King Crab". Well, according to reports, that
bugger has been seen in two places at identical tinmes. He led the party that
reached the canp!'

"My God!' Davenport stiffened and his features pal ed. The knuckles of his
hands gri pping the desk were white. 'The very thing | had hoped wasn't
possi ble! Let's just pray that it's a case of mstaken identity!’

"What the hell d'you nean?

"Well, we don't know just how big these mutants can grow, do we? Maybe the
bul k of these nonsters are only hal f-grown, so far! Suppose there are just one
or two that have attained full-size so far. | thought that maybe the big one

was a freak, but suppose he isn't and there are nmore of them nales and
femal es preparing to spawn a fresh batch of horrors whilst this |lot continue
to grow and ranpage al ong our coastlines. Christ, we mght only have touched
the tip of the iceberg with what we've seen so far, Gisedale! Let's just hope
I''mwong and sonebody's either exaggerated or el se nmade a m stake!"’

Gisedale's lips were a thin bloodless Iine. H s nmout h had gone
suddenly dry and beneath his clothes his skin crawl ed. Davenport's theory was
too terrible to contenplate, and if you gave it too nuch thought you'd end up
in a head farm screaming at themto keep you | ocked up so that the crabs
couldn't get you. 'I'm going back to LI anbedr, ' Davenport rose
wearily to his feet. '"If you need me call me at the Victoria Hotel. And if you
want ny advice, you can do with some rest, too.'

Gi sedal e nodded, watched the other |eave the room closing the door behind
him Cdiff Davenport seened to have aged a decade these | ast couple of days,
he thought. At a glance you'd take himfor forty-five. And things had to be
bad when they got a guy |ike Davenport like that.

The Mnistry man gl anced down at his jotter again, reread the notes he had
made during that call from Col onel Matthews. One ot her point which he had
forgotten to nmention to Davenport; he clicked his tongue in annoyance. Those



bl oody fool soldiers had overloaded a truck with concrete bl ocks and it had
gone out of control on the steep hill out of Barmouth. Now they had one bl oody
bi g road-bl ock right where they didn't want it!

A girl pedestrian had been killed, her body virtually unrecogni sable.

Uni dentifiable. You had to be hard about death in the present circunstances.
An awful | ot of people had gone m ssing permanently since these crabs had gone
on the ranpage; mangl ed corpses that you didn't have a hope in hell of

i dentifying. Ever. Another death would go virtually unnoticed. And there would
be nore before this business was finished -if it ever was!

Gi sedal e shut his pad, |eaned back in his chair and deci ded he woul d cl ose
his eyes for a few mnutes. Until the tel ephone rang again. Yes, he'd
forgotten to tell diff Davenport about the accident but the Professor
probably woul dn't be interested anyway. He had enough on his plate as it was.
They all had.

Chapter Fifteen

Tuesday Afternoon - The Blue Ocean Hol i day Canp

GORDON SMALLWOOD accepted the fact that there was no way he coul d escape the
advanci ng crabs. He was going to die just as Charlie and the others had died;
he of fered a quick prayer (he wasn't normally a religious man but deep down he
believed in a Divine Being) that the end would be swift and relatively
pai nl ess.

He heard them their legs rattling on the hard rocky surface, the excited
clicking of their pincers. Damm it, if that bl oody inbecile hadn't hit him he
woul d have nade the | eap across the cleft; it was no nore than a netre w de
anyway. |nstead he had gone dizzy, stunbled, tw sted his ankle and banged his
head as he fell. That stupid fucking kid, he was a nenace who shoul d have been
kept out of harmis way in a home sonmewhere. Well, he wouldn't be making a

nui sance of hinmself any longer. And neither would Gordon hinself for that
matter. He calculated his |life expectancy in seconds rather than m nutes.

He | aughed; irony rather than hysteria. He woul d have been better off staying
in the canp. Sonething had happened to Jean Ruddi ngton, he knew it. Whatever
it was, he would never see her again. If she was still alive then she would
not be com ng back. He could see through her now, saw a |ot of things he had
been blinded to earlier. Not |love, just infatuation; her body, the way she
used and excited you so that you overlooked all her other faults. Maybe she
had not always been like that. Before the car accident she mi ght have

been different and the deat h of her husband had changed her
personality. Synpathy, not |ove, that was what he felt for her. Sadness, too,
but it would pass. And now he was getting all churned up about Irey and that
woul d hurt, too, when it all exploded in his face. No, it wouldn't, because he
woul d be dead. And so woul d she when the crabs attacked the canp. Everybody
woul d be dead.



It was pitch dark, what the hell had happened to the noon? He tried to see but
it was inpossible. Just pitch blackness. The sky nust have cl ouded over. No,
it couldn't have because there wasn't any cloud and none was forecast; he had
listened to the weather forecast on the radio in Irey's room The heat was
going on, not a sign of rain. Just one area of high pressure after another as
far as the met. guys could tell.

He tried to nove but he could not. It was as though his body was encased in a
strait-jacket. He |laughed, a hollow sound. That was it, he was stark raving
mad and they had | ocked himup in a |l oony bin, strapped himdown in a dark
room the crabs existed only in his own nmind, a crazy hallucination that for
hi m had becone reality. So they had put hi maway.

Aick-click-click-clickety-click

They were real enough, he could hear them Cose. A scratching sound as if
they were trying to excavate the rock. Wy the bloody hell didn't they finish
hi m of f ?

A game, that was what it was, a sadistic gane. If he wasn't already crazy then
they were going to drive himmad. Al around he felt vibrations, solid rock
qui vering beneath their novenents. He could snell them too. He winkled his
nose, tried to hold his breath so that he didn't breathe in the foul odour

Li ke rotting seaweed. In the end he had to draw breath and after a while he
did not notice that stench of marine putrefaction any | onger

They were still here. Scratching, a desperation about their activities.
Sonet hi ng showered over himand he spat gritty particles out of his nouth.
Rock dust and chippings. He could feel it in his eyes also. That clicking was
getting fainter, the vibrations |essening. He strained his ears, picked up
a lot of noises, sonme of which were in his own mnd. Why hadn't they killed
himlike they had killed Charlie and the others? There was no answer to that.

Fatigue. H's aching body cried out for sleep and his eyes began to close. |If
he slept it did not matter; perhaps they would kill himthen and he woul d know
not hi ng about it. Strange uneasy dreans, half-reality, like a fevered child

runni ng a high tenmperature. Distant shots.

Animal cries of terror somewhere far away. More clicking, the rock vibrating
agai n; the crabs were back. Then silence, a long silence that went on and on
Finally daylight; soft grey dawn |ight that woke himgently, had hi m opening
his eyes and struggling to recollect recent events. It took himsevera
mnutes to realise just where he was and why he was still alive, why the giant
crabs had not killed him

He was lying in a narrow rock cleft, little wider than his own girth-the one
he had attenpted to junp! He had obviously fallen in it to a depth of severa
feet and had lain there just beyond the reach of the crabs' pincers! In the
end the crustaceans had given up trying to get at himand had noved on

el sewhere-and returned. On CGod, it might be all over at the canp, the Bl ue
Ccean an area of total destruction, nutilated corpses lying buried in the

wr eckage! Irey!

Now t hat Gordon coul d see where he was he could make sone constructive efforts
to free hinmself. He was bruised and cut but as far as he could judge no bones
were broken. His left ankle was trapped where the miniature crevasse tapered
at the bottom but he managed to free it. Pins and needl es, sheer agony. He
sweated, waited for his circulation to flow again.

There were anpl e handholds in the rock and very slowy he pulled hinmself up



peered cautiously over the top. A deserted rocky beach with the tide | apping
at the edge of the shore. No sign of the crabs, no evidence of their even
havi ng been there. Not a trace of bl oody death-they were scavengers supreneg,
I eft nothing for the seabirds.

The sun was just com ng up over Cader Idris, suffusing the mountains with soft
golden light. A flock of gulls were calling noisily. So peaceful you could

al nost forget; unless your clothing was in tatters and your body a mass of
cuts and brui ses.

CGordon had to rest for a few monents before he could stand up, let a wave of
di zzi ness pass. Then he set out on the |ong wal k back to the Bl ue Ccean
Hol i day Canp.

"You're fired,'" MIles Manning grunted, the |large cigar between his |ips
bobbi ng up and down and showering ash all over the desk in front of him ' You
obviously don't want to work here and we had a lot of trouble finding a
stand-in for you at the Geencoat Show | ast night. So you can get the hell out
of here, Smallwood.'

"That's fine," Gordon eyed the American steadily. 'I'monly too pleased to go.
Per haps you can give me a pass to get ne through the road-bl ocks."

For a fleeting second uncertainty flickered in Manning's eyes then it was
gone. 'Nobody's leaving the canp. You'll have to hang around |ike everybody

el se until the road-bl ocks are lifted. Collect a week's pay and get your stuff
out of your quarters. Get it?

"I get it," Gordon sighed. The only thing he wanted right now was a shower, a
change of clothes, and a long sleep. 'But | just hope you realise how

vul nerable this canp is, Manning. You can build the sea-wall up until it's

bi gger and stronger than Hadrian's Wall but the crabs will just nake a detour
and cone in overland.'

"You m nd your own business,' nore ash flew, a mniature snowstorm settling
gently on papers and panphlets. "W got it all worked out, we can handle 'em
Just don't get interfering or I'lIl have you handed over to the police.’

"I"l'l be around,' Gordon made for the door, 'but not a mnute |longer than I
have to because once | can get out of here | don't ever want to set foot in
this God-awful place again.'

Ml es Manning sat there at his desk staring vacantly at the wall after Gordon
Smal | wood had left. He bit on his cigar, the butt became soggy so that he had
difficulty inlighting it. That jerk knew too rmuch and in all probability he
woul d be spreading stories round the canp that the Bl ue Ccean was vul nerable
by Iand. Fuck him But by now everybody probably knew anyway.

AH t he same, there was no getting away fromthe fact that suddenly the Bl ue
Ccean Holiday Canmp had one bl oody big Achilles' heel. Wiy the hell had the
crabs turned back last night? He would try and get hold of Professor
Davenport; if anybody knew the reason that guy would. They were all sitting
ducks here. The authorities were playing it down, a day-by-day news bulletin

t hat kept the nasses quiet, gave them hope. Maybe tonorrow the roads woul d be
open again and then everybody could go home. Working on a day-at-a-tine basis.
But it could be weeks, nonths, and any night they could be attacked, w ped out
in a bl oody carnage worse than either Shell I|sland or Barnouth; a death canp
far worse than anything the Nazis or the Japs had ever dreaned up

He picked up the phone, silent relief at hearing a dialling tone. At |east



somet hing was still working. Annoyance because Davenport was not avail able at
the Barmouth HQ He replaced the receiver, dialled the Victoria Hotel at
LI anbedr.

"I"'msorry, sir, M Davenport is in his room H s instructions were that he
was not to be disturbed."’

Tell himit's MIles Mnning.'
"I"'msorry, sir, but '

"Look, this is a priority call.’

Sone hesitation the other end. Manning drunmed his fingers inpatiently on the
desk but he knew the guy would go and wake Davenport. Manning rarely failed to

get his own way.

' Davenport speaking.' The voice sounded tired and far away. It m ght even have
been mi staken for a drunken sl ur

' You heard about what happened last night.' A terse statenent, not a question

"I heard.' An audible sigh; irritation. 'l don't know any nore than you do,
Manni ng. '
"You realise we're wide open | andside and those bastards will be back for sure

tonight. We're sitting ducks here if the army won't get us out.'

"You really ought to speak to GGisedale, this is his pigeon. My job is to
study these nmutants and try and find out about them so that we can conbat
them'

"I can't get through to Gisedale,’ Manning |lied; Davenport was the only one
wi th any conmon sense, any awar eness, anongst the lot of them 'There's no
time to piss about. It's nearly noon already. Wiy the hell can't they airlift
our people out, use helicopters.'

"There are less than twenty helicopters in this whole area,' Davenport
snapped. 'Allowi ng for a maxi mum | oad, besides the pilot, of say five, work
out how long it would take to enpty our canp. Anyway, eight of those choppers
are fully enployed in coastguard duties and we can't take 'emoff that.'

"This lot has really caught you with your pants down,' Manning crushed the
remains of his cigar angrily into the ashtray, funbled another out of the
cedarwood box by his elbow. 'There's no tine to build a defensive wall, and
anyway the area's too big. How about sone | andm nes, anti-tank calibre?

'No chance. The last thing the Mnistry are going to do is plant a network of
mnes in a holiday resort area. Anyway, if our heaviest artillery can't stop
the crabs it's a cert that mines won't either.’

"So we're just going to be left as crab bait?" The holiday-canp owner's hand
trenbled with fury as he flicked his lighter, noved the flame in towards his
ci gar.

'"W're hoping that the crabs won't attack the canp.'

"You' re fucking hoping. So aml."'

'Look, Manning, |'ve had two hours' sleep in the last thirty-six and you've



di sturbed those. But let nme just tell you this. The noon controls the crabs
nmoverents, at least it does with normal crabs and these big ones only went on
t he ranpage when the noon was nearly full. It's waning now. If the |laws of
Nature apply to these devils then they'll be losing the urge to venture out of
the sea. There's every chance that we won't be troubled again until the next
full moon and by that time they m ght have noved on el sewhere. At |east we'll
have a chance to get the holiday-makers out of the area and nmake sone
preparations.'

"Sure the nmoon's waning,' Manning grunted, 'but it's still a bloody big silver
ball that lights up the whole countryside. Even if your theory's correct then
they could still have two or three nore nights of activity left.'

'"Grisedal e's ordered another conpany of infantry to nmove into the canp. |
happen to know that rmuch. The arny are stretched but they'll do everything
possible. |I guess if the crabs do | ook |ike breaking through they' Il try and
get everybody out on to the road and escort 'emon foot inland as far as is
necessary. | don't know, |I'monly guessing. But look, | need ny sleep if |I'm
going to work the clock round fromtoni ght onwards. Don't worry, the
authorities won't | eave you in the lurch,'

Li ke hell they won't, Manning thought as he replaced the receiver and nanaged
to get his cigar going, drawing the rich Havana snoke deep down into his
lungs, expelling it slowy through his nostrils. He was sweating and it was
not solely due to the heat. A pain in his stomach which at any other time he
m ght have attributed to colic, might even have consulted a doctor in case he
had gal | stones. But he knew only too well what was causing it, would not have
admtted it to anybody but hinself. Even so, realisation hurt- Jesus H
Christ, I'mshit scared! But |I'mnot going to panic. There nust be a way out,
there has to be.

It took himabout thirty seconds to discover that one avenue of escape, a
lifeline which would ensure his own safety. Nobody el se's, because if he so
much as breathed his idea aloud there might be a mutiny in the canp.

He went outside. The pain in his abdonen receded and life was | ooking good
again. The crabs would take the canp, he hated to see it go, but ultinmately
that was his insurance broker's worry. It could be rebuilt, somewhere where
there weren't any crabs as big as cows.

He wandered down towards the beach, mounted those crude sandbag steps as

t hough he was inspecting the defences out of idle curiosity. A patrolling
sentry acknow edged him passed on. Nobody chal |l enged hi m because he was M1 es
Manni ng.

Twenty yards away, bunping gently against the jetty, the Ccean Queen rode the
slight swell. She had al ways | ooked good but now she was magni ficent. Manning
smled his pride, his relief. Had she not ridden unscathed through the crab

arnmy that first night? Wat she had done once she was capabl e of doing again.

He shaded his eyes, tried to make out a hazy | andmass out across Cardi gan Bay.
He thought he could see an outline, it didn't really matter if it was only a
mrage. Across the bay lay the Irish coast. And the Ccean Queen was fully
fuelled. At the first sign of the crabs MIles Manning was | eaving fast. Al one.

"I"ll move into the children's room' Irey Wall said. There's plenty of room
for Louise and ne in her bed. You can have mne, CGordon.'

"I"ll be OK on the floor in ny sleeping bag,' he tried not to show his
di sappoi ntnent. Hell, what had he expected? 'W'll sleep together, Gordon' ? It



probably had not even occurred to her, she wasn't that kind of girl

'"No, you won't,' she was adamant.

"Look,' he said. 'l need to sleep now. It's already 2.30. If | can get an
uninterrupted six hours I'll be OK for tonight and I don't want to be caught
inbedif . . . '

Rodney and Loui se were playing in their bedroom He didn't want to alarmthem
They rmust not be frightened; after all there was just a chance that the crabs
woul dn't cone, that they had sized the canp up last night and had deci ded t hat
it wasn't worth it. Maybe they would go for somewhere el se al ong the coast.
Aber dovey, Towyn, perhaps Harl ech.

"I'l'l take the kids out for an hour or two,' there were dark lines beneath her
eyes, nmore than a suggestion that she had not slept the previous night; she
m ght have been crying as well. 'But please don't go off again, Gordon.'

"I won't,' hopes which he dared not raise. 'But if the worst cones to the
worst you're coming with me, the kids as well. It all depends on what happens
toni ght.'

'Where would we go?

"I ... don't really know,' he dropped his gaze, could not neet her eyes. 'But
I"'mworking on it. I'lIl think of sonething, don't worry.

"Are we going to the funfair, Mummy?' Loui se cane runni ng through, followed by
Rodney. The boy was strangely quiet; it was no wonder after his terrible
experience. All the sanme it troubled Irey.

"Yes, we're going to the fair and the anusenment arcade.'

"I don't want to go on the boats, Mummry,' Louise's pert features were
strained. She m ght burst into tears at any second.

"W're not going anywhere near the boating |lake,' Irey smled but her |ower
lip trenbled. 'Nor the beach.'

"Can we ride on the donkeys, Mimy?

W'l see,' Irey paled, wondered how long it would be before the children
| earned the fate of the donkeys.

As soon as they had gone Gordon stripped to his pants and vest and flung
hinself full length on the bed. One fleeting thought crossed his mnd as
exhaustion clained him Jean Ruddi ngton was dead. He didn't know how or why he
knew, except that she was dead. It would not cone as a shock when the news was
conveyed to him Sadness, but |life had to go on

In the same strange inexplicable way he al so knew that the crabs -would attack
the canp tonight. And that was a far worse prospect. He had to figure out sone
way to get Irey and the children to safety. First, though, he needed to sleep



Chapt er Sixteen

Tuesday Ni ght - The Bl ue Ccean Holiday Canp

Rl CKY W NTERBOTTOM was a worried man and not just because of the crabs. At the
nmonent they were a close nunber two in his list of headaches; M Ies Manning
was nunber one.

Christ, the boss was a real bastard! A string of orders that had virtually
caused a Greencoat rebellion -'get the boating | ake in action again and get
the reserve kiddies' notorbikes off the scranbling track and on to the donkey

field. 1 don't give a shit if it's churned to hell. A G eencoat Show mati nee
as well as an extra performance tonight, and we want two major feature filns
showi ng at the cinemas. The nminiature railway can still run as far as the

sea-wal |l and back. Quadruple the bingo prizes and have all callers on
stand- by. None of the shops are to close before ten tonight.'

To use the chief's own catch-phrase, 'Jesus H Christ!’

Wnterbottomwas in the firing line, the neat in the sandwi ch between Manni ng
and every level of staff. They wouldn't dare say anything to M| es Manning so
they said it all to the canp manager. Security were getting pissed off too; a
day- | ong never-endi ng queue. Tell folks the crabs changed their m nd about
attacking us last night so the chances are they'll |eave us al one tonight.

Bal | s! Everybody was on the verge of panic. Two deaths from heart attacks.
Stress, but they were crab victins all the sane.

"How s it going, Ricky? MIles Manning wearing a spotless white duck suit
appeared in the manager's office. Suave, he m ght have been a district

conmi ssioner in Africa when it was still part of the Enpire, enquiring how
many natives had died in a recent outbreak of cholera. He didn't give a dam
really but he asked just the same. Underneath his veneer he didn't give a shit
about the crab victins either. It was the reputation of the Bl ue Ccean which
mattered to him W kept the entertai nment going throughout. In fact nost

fol ks forgot all about the crabs.

"W got the shows going, boss,' Wnterbottom had an unfortunate habit of
scrat ching his backsi de when he was nervous. 'Trouble is, the cinemas are
enpty and there's less than twenty people at the G eencoat Show. Fol ks are
either clustered in groups worryi ng about what m ght happen tonight or else
they're stopping in their digs. Al those extra soldiers turning up didn't
hel p."'

"They might if the crabs show up tonight.'

' They' re maki ng everybody as nervous as hell because fol ks know t hat however
many guns you got, no matter how big and powerful, you mght as well use
pea-shooters out of the souvenir shops. W had to stop the hiking on the
donkey field, by the way. The sol diers have set up their defences there.'

"That's okay,' Mles smiled, blew a perfect snoke ring up towards the ceiling.
"By the way, a thought crossed ny nmind this afternoon, Ricky. W haven't had a
chance to bank the takings since all this began. Having all the cash in the

saf es under one roof is a risk. A mob on the ranpage might raid the office for



what they can get.'

"I don't think they'd have rmuch luck. They'd have to know both conbi nati ons
because no way woul d they bust in otherw se, not even those anti-tank shells
woul d crack these nodern safes. Or the crabs for that matter!' An attenpted
l augh at his own weak j oke.

"Neverthel ess, | think we ought to distribute the high-denom nati on bank
notes. Pack twenty-five grand in tens and twenties, and any fifties you m ght
have, into suitcases and I'll transfer themto the safe in ny quarters.’

"Christ, boss, there's no need to
"Pack "emand |I'Il take 'emnow' Manni ng snapped.

Ricky Wnterbottomtrenbled visibly and within seconds his shaking finger was
starting to work the conbination | ock of the big safe. If the boss wanted the
notes he could fucking well have "em It was all his bleedin mnoney, anyway.

CGordon Smal |l wood stirred, stretched, |ooked at his watch. 5.25.

He had slept deeply and he felt refreshed. Only a hint of stiffness and a few
aches remmi ned, nothing worse. He lay there listening; just a faint hubbub

t he usual background noi se of any holiday canp, fairground rmusic vying with
top-twenty records in the amusenent arcade. Irey wasn't back yet. She was
probably keeping the children out of the way as | ong as possible so that
CGordon coul d have the benefit of an uninterrupted sl eep.

He rose, went into the bathroom The next few hours were going to be the
wor st, the whole canp on edge. Maybe there would be nore 'break-cuts' or
per haps peopl e would stay put having | earned their [ esson fromwhat had
happened to Charlie and his followers. There was no way of know ng.

He went outside on to the bal cony. Some youths were playing cricket on the
grass down below It was a half-hearted gane, |acked enthusiasm they were
pl ayi ng because they could not think of anything else to do, a kind of
fatalismthat manifested itself in boredom You had to do sonething but you
didn't really want to, some kind of physical action like a robot.

Cordon cl osed the door behind him wal ked slowy away. He decided to go in
search of food, not because he was hungry but, like those kids, it was better
than sitting around doi ng nothing. Lines of washing were strung outside
chalets and flats; he passed a score of people but nobody wanted to

acknow edge anybody el se's presence. Just living for themnmsel ves, praying that
they would be the lucky ones left alive.

The Cavalier Bar was packed to capacity, the tables crowded, people standing.
He pushed his way through the throng, nanaged to attract a barmaid's
attention; a pint of shandy that tasted sour and was | ukewarm and a pasty that
m ght have been nmade of cardboard. Maybe it was his taste, his own

bi ochem stry all mnixed up

One record after another on the juke-box. It was just as well because nobody
wanted to sit in silence. Conversation had |ong flagged. There were only giant
crabs to discuss and nobody wanted to tal k about them You had given up trying
to work out ways of getting out of here because all avenues of escape had been
expl ored by sonmebody and had ended in either failure or death. In the end you
faced up to the prospect of staying and it wasn't a pl easant one. But you had
to accept it.



Sone soldiers came into the bar, young squaddi es in sweat-stained khak
shirts. Heads turned, sonmebody muttered '\Wat the fuck's the use of sendin'
the arny?" A token gesture by a Systemthat suddenly wasn't working any

| onger. Man no | onger ruled the oceans; soon he woul d concede defeat on dry
| and and that prospect was becomni ng cl oser by the hour

CGordon finished his drink and forced his way back outside. The nusic fromthe
fairground seened nmuch | ouder, perhaps Manning had ordered it to be played at
full blast. The bingo houses were less than half-full in spite of the
attractive prizes being of fered. For once noney did not count; you couldn't
buy safety.

Irey was back. Rodney and Loui se were quarrelling again and she had shut the
bedr oom door on them She | ooked up as CGordon entered.

'How are you feeling? she managed a brave smile but Gordon could see how
frayed her nerves were, those |ines beneath her eyes etched deeper

"I"'mOK," he replied.
"Il make you sone food.'
' Thanks, but |'ve eaten.'’

"You needn't have bothered. I've got to make sonething for these kids. They
can't exist on ice creans and toffee apples.’

An awkward sil ence. Conversation was drying up just as it had in the Cavalier
Bar. He prayed she wouldn't ask himif he had cone up with any ideas but she
didn't. She guessed he hadn't.

"W went to that adventure playground,' she opened the fridge, reached out a
packet of frozen fish fingers and a bag of crinkly chips. 'God, it was a

ni ght mare. The children got bored with the swings after a while and then they
started playing in those stupid tunnels. The dammed things are so | ong and
just wi de enough for an adult to craw into. Rodney and Loui se thought they
were wonderful, crawled right into the mddl e of one and absolutely refused to
cone out. Inthe end | had to go into it and drag them out!’

Sonething clicked in Gordon's brain; his skin prickled, those bruises ached
vehemently as though trying to tell himsomething. A human conmputer trying to
process a mass of data and comng up with the right answer. The playground
tunnel . . . that rock cleft on the beach ... his body pressed tightly between
the walls, defying the crabs' attenpt to reach him

"That's it!' He snapped his fingers jubilantly. 'By Christ, that's the answer
to the question |'ve been asking nyself for the past two hours!’

"What is?" She stared at himblankly. 'Wat on earth are you tal king about,
Gor don?'

"W can beat those crabs. You, ne and the children. Thank God they went down
that tunnel this afternoon and pl ayed you up.'

"Are you sure you're OK?' There was an expressi on of genui ne concern on her
features.

"I haven't felt better for several days. Let nme explain before you lie ne down
on the bed and dope ne with aspirin. I'"'monly alive because | fell into that
rock cleft where the crabs couldn't reach ne. Likew se, they wouldn't be able



to reach into that play tunnel. W just need to be sure that we're in plenty
of time to get in there before they reach us.'

"It sounds too good to be true, but what about everybody else in the canp?

"Much as I'd like to help themthere's only going to be roomfor one or two in
the tunnel. We've got to nake sure that we're bang in the mddle, as far from
both ends as possible. | think our best plan is for you to put the kids to bed
right after tea. You'd better try and get sone rest as well. The nmoon will be
late rising, sonetine about one. So if we make our way up to the adventure

pl ayground about 12.30 | reckon we'll have plenty of time to beat the crabs.'

"I"d better get this nmeal nade,' she turned to the working surface, began
tearing open the bag of chips.

"I"msure Rodney and Louise will think it's great fun spending the night in
that horrible dank tunnel .’

"Well, even if the crabs don't attack we won't come to any harm' he said.
"And by the way, |'ve changed nmy mind, | think I will have sone fish fingers
and chips.'

Dusk crept across the Blue Ccean Holiday Canp, its approach scarcely
noticeable in the dazzling glare frommulti-col oured neon |ighting. Misic
still blared, bingo nunbers were called to near-enpty halls. Feature filns

t hat woul d have drawn crowds in al most any provincial town or city were shown
to sparse audi ences. People were no |longer gullible enough to fall for

di version tactics.

Families remained in flats and chalets as though the flimsy brickwrk offered
them protection, apart from one sizeable crowd which had gathered beyond the
boating | ake fromwhere they had a full view of the donkey field.

Two tanks had arrived during the |ate afternoon and had been positioned at
either corner of the field, their conbined arc of fire giving themconplete
coverage of the area. Soldiers took cover behind a series of riot barriers. A
dozen armoured cars faced back towards the canp. The col onel in charge had not
over|l ooked the possibility of a hasty retreat; he had already w tnessed the
scenes by the harbour at Barnouth.

Searchlights swivelled, their beanms criss-crossing backwards and forwards. A
rabbit could not have traversed the thick rough grass w thout being spotted.

The police had considered di spersing the crowd but had deci ded against it.
Whi |l st the throng waited and watched they were unlikely to cause any trouble.
The armanments and flinmsy defences gave them a sense of security. Away from
this scene of activity their terror would be urging themto seek a diversion
They were better under observation

11. 30. Everybody wat ched and waited. The ni ght sky beyond the glare of the
artificial lights was dark and cl oudl ess, omi nous, as though a shroud had been
cast over the canp.

M1l es Manning stood by the | arge wi ndow of his private quarters, the roomin
dar kness. From here he had an el evated unrestricted view of the donkey field a
quarter of a mle away. H's breathing was shallow, the way it always was on
the rare occasi ons when he was afraid; outwardly he gave no sign of his fear
Not that it would have mattered, anyway, because he was alone, his
instructions to Ricky Wnterbottomthat he was not to be disturbed.



By the door stood two suitcases. Once Manni ng gl anced back, discerned their
squat outline in the shadows; just checking that they were still there. It was
a sure sign that his nerves were stretched; suitcases just didn't disappear
like that. He had to be sure, though. Twenty-five thousand pounds, nostly in
ten- and twenty-pound notes. Wiere he went, that noney went. And as if to
satisfy his own conscience he kept telling hinself that it was his noney
anyhow, it was fuck-all to do with anybody el se.

H s thoughts turned to the Ccean Queen. She was seaworthy and powerful, and he
had handl ed her hinself for long periods two or three years ago during a

Medi terranean crui se. He knew he could reach the Irish coast in her. After
that he would play it as it cane. He had hard cash and plenty of it. And noney
t al ked.

Staring fixedly at the distant brightly illum nated scene. Soldiers noved to
and fro behind the portable steel barriers; they irritated him Sit down you
stupi d bastards and keep still! Christ, his nerves were bl oody bad

Anot her thought; suppose the crabs didn't show up. The noney woul d go back
into the safe in Security, the Ccean Queen would continue to bob restlessly at
her moorings. Wat a fucking anti-climax!

Now that his escape route was all mapped out, M| es Manning wasn't worried
about the crabs any longer. If they wecked the canp then the conpensation
woul d be adequate, and in addition to that he woul d have twenty-five grand
whi ch the tax inspector would never trace. Another venture el sewhere, maybe a
di fferent country.

He gl anced at his watch. 12.30. Suddenly he was becom ng inpatient.

"This is the place,' Gordon Smallwood shone his torch briefly in the darkness
of the adventure playground, the yell ow beam of |ight showi ng a circul ar
concrete pipe, a yard in dianeter, sticking out of a high grassy bank like a
section of an unfinished drainage system Ugly, but tonight it |ooked
beauti ful .

He knelt down, shone the light inside it, and could just make out the other
end. The tunnel was a good twenty yards long; it was adequate. He straightened
up, swung the beamround in a senmicircle; swings and a helter-skelter, a
roundabout that you operated by standing on the edge and propelling it with a
foot on the ground in the manner of a scooter. Bu;, nobst inportant of all,

t here was nobody el se in sight.

"Well, we've got the place to ourselves,' there was relief in his voice. "I
t hought we woul d but you never know. At |east nobody el se thought of it. W
can wait here for the tine being.'

"Mummy, can we go in the tunnel again?' Rodney was fully awake by this tineg,
pulling at Irey's arm

'"No, darling. W're going to stay here for a bit. There's a bench here we can
sit on.'

"Way can't we go in the tunnel ?
She al nost said 'Because it's dark and snmelly in there', just checked herself
intine. '"W've got all night. We'll go in the tunnel later. W don't want to

do everything at once, do we?

"Why have we cone to the swings in the dark, Mummy?' Loui se was al ways curious



about everything. It was encouraging that the child had an enquiring nmind but
at atine like this it could be exasperating.

"Uncl e Gordon and | thought it would be exciting to spend a night out in the
open. Like camping,' was all that she could think of on the spur of the
monent. "Now let's sit on this bench for a while and have a rest. Then perhaps
inabit we'll go in the tunnel.’

They retired to the bench; Gordon on the end with Irey close to him Rodney
and Louise reluctantly next to them After a few minutes the constant excited
chattering of the two children died away; they were beginning to feel sleepy
again. This nocturnal outing had suddenly becomne bori ng.

Suddenly Gordon was aware that Irey's hand was in his, her fingers entw ned
with his own. His pul ses stepped up a gear. He turned his head slightly and in
t he darkness could just make out the pale outline of her face. Her eyes net
his and her fingers squeezed slightly. Ch God, the thing he wanted nost of al
and it has to be at a tine like this. Silence, each of them confused with
their own thoughts, the problens that |ay ahead; the children, a husband to
whom fi shing was nmore inportant than his wife and children, whether the crabs
woul d conme or not

Gordon had rmade up his nmind to kiss Irey. It needed courage. He was not sure
how she night respond. Please, Gordon, don't. The children mght see us. Any
nunber of excuses because she was conventional and indoctrinated into

m ddl e-cl ass respectability. On the other hand . . . There was only one way to
find out and he had to know

Hs tips noved closer to hers.

And then the night was shattered by bursts of heavy gunfire.

Chapt er Sevent een

Early Wednesday Mdrning - The Blue Ccean Holiday Canp

1.45. THE SOLD ERS had relaxed a little with the passing of several hours. The
tensi on had eased but vigilance remained constant. They woul d have pl enty of
war ni ng of the crabs' approach, several hundred yards in front of themlit up
by dazzling artificial lights. Targets that could not be mssed; the only
naggi ng doubt was that their shells mght not prove effective. The crustaceans
had wi t hstood heavy artillery on previous occasions and there was no reason to
suppose that tonight would be any different. But what el se was there short of
nucl ear bonbs?

And suddenly the crabs were there on the apex of the triangle which the
searchlights cast. Watching them their eyes like a nultitude of flashing
rubies, scintillating angrily in the blinding glare. Hundreds of themn



The soft neadow and beyond the field had enabled themto approach quietly, the
dar kness cl oaking their advance. And now they were here, arrogantly defying
anything that the army could throw at them

Bl i ndi ng orange fl ashes, stabbing flame fromthe barrels of automatic rifles.
Heavy concentrated fire, a hail of |eaden death to anything in its path .
except the nonstrous crustaceans!

The crabs cane forward in a shanbling rush, fanning out into the entire width
of the field, line after line of them And at their head was the creature

whi ch Professor diff Davenport had dubbed 'King Crab', its pincers seenming to
wave the others forward

Grenades and nortars cane into action. A crab on the right of the advancing
crustaceans received a direct hit. It roiled over, lay there dazed. Then, with
an effort that taxed even its suprenme strength to its very limts, it haul ed
itself up and with sideways |unbering novenments tried to catch up with the
others. Its features were a sliny scarlet norass but it did not seemto

noti ce.

Col onel Matthews gave the order to retreat. The big gates | eading out on to
the main Barnouth road had been opened, a security officer was shouting

i nstructions over the tannoy, wondering if he could possibly be heard agai nst
t he deaf eni ng noi ses of the nel ee. Those canpers who w shed coul d nove out on
to the road; the soldiers would give themcovering fire for as long as they
could. Gthers who did not wish to | eave could congregate in the sw nmm ng bath
or remain in their flats and chalets. 'Hurry please, one or the other, there
isn Y much tine. W can't stop the crab advance!'’

Peopl e were stanpedi ng, scream ng and cursing, carrying young children. There
was no way the crabs could be halted, you just had to try and get out of their
way; it was the only way to stay alive.

Arthur and Fay Thonpson had remained in their accommodati on ever since they
had received news of Benjie's fate; grief interspersed with excuses,
consol ati ons.

"He wouldn't have lived a normal life span,' Fay had said, dry-eyed. 'A lot of
nmongol s only live to about thirty or forty.

'"He wasn't a nmongol,' Arthur's tone was like a recitation, flat and
expressionl ess, an argunent wi thout any vehenence.

"It's much the sane thing, though.' A long pause. 'Maybe it was for the best,
he coul dn't have been happy like that.' Don't you see, Arthur, we're free
after fifteen years of hell, living in our own private |oony bin? But that was
somet hi ng she woul d never put into words. Even the wormturned sonetinmes.

A whol e day and half a night sitting in the stifling confinement of those four
small walls, not eating or drinking, not even opening a w ndow. Not sl eeping.
Seeking a kind of repentance that manifested itself in self-exonerations.

Then they heard the crabs attacking, that nmessage over the tannoy, distorted
but they got the gist of it. Stay in or flee, the choice is yours.

Fay Thonpson stood up, had to hold on to a chair for support. Then shakily she
wal ked across the room Her husband did not speak until she had opened the
door and was stepping over the threshold.

"\Where are you going, Fay?' He didn't really care but he would go where she



went, not because of any affection but because he had beconme accustoned to
foll owi ng where she I ed over the years. Mstly it was only down to the shops,
wi ndow gazing in clothing stores.

'"Qut there,' he barely heard her whisper, heard her feet clacking on the
wooden fl oor of the bal cony.

She was wal ki ng fast now so that he could barely keep up with her. Al around
t hem peopl e were runni ng, shouting. A crowd jamed the road to the left, the
one that led up to the main exit. Fay turned right, a |lone bowed figure

bet ween t he deserted buil di ngs.

The firing had stopped. Just the clicking of the oncomi ng crabs. Then a burst
of nmortar fire, a blinding flash

Arthur tried to shout to Fay to turn back, saw how where she was headed; a
di agonal course that was taking her on to that bl oody battl eground that had
once been a donkey field, tearing her clothing on the barbed wire, streaners
of pleated skirt trailing behind her.

Only then, when she was a matter of twenty yards fromthe crabs, did that
pent -up grief explode. Tears, her shouting unheard in the noise. 'You devils,
you killed ny boy. Now put ne out of nmy misery. D you hear? Kill nel

Arthur watched in dunbstruck horror as the vile nonstrous tide overran her

i ke a nountain aval anche, gigantic boulders that crushed anything in their
path, flattened and buried her so that when they had passed all that was |eft
was an unrecogni sable nul ch that stained the brown grass crinson.

Arthur stood there transfixed, not caring whether he lived or died. But he
woul d I'ive because the crabs were streamnmi ng on an unwavering course as though
they had a definite destination in mnd. One human was of no consequence; they
had not even paused to devour what was |left of Fay Thonpson

M1les Manning had left his quarters the noment the first shots were fired.
Hurrying but trying not to panic, clutching those suitcases to him They were
remarkably light; twenty-five grand didn't weigh much in this age of |arge
denomni nati on notes.

H s breathing was so shall ow that he had to draw breath consciously, threw his
cigar away in a shower of sparks. Just a few hundred yards, cast off the Ccean
Queen's moorings and start the engines. Then he could rel ax.

A sudden pain brought himto a halt, a sharp biting twinge in his chest. For a
nmonent the buil dings around him seenmed to spin and the gunfire was a mllion
mles away. Wth an effort he steadied hinself, wal ked forward. There's no
rush, the crabs won't be coming this way for sone time yet. Take your tine.

I ndi gestion, that's what it was. He ought to have eaten. Al he had had this
| ast twenty-four hours was brandy and cigars. Flatulence, that's what his
trouble was. Wnd. Christ, it was bl oody pai nful

The sea-wall at last. It nust have taken him hours to reach it; staring back
behi nd hi mbut there was still no sign of the crabs, just a God-awful rowin
t he di stance, shooting and scream ng, a showering of brickwork as though one
of those blocks of holiday flats had been denoli shed.

A silver sea, shimrering gently in the soft noonlight. The Ccean Queen, so
majestic as it rode the tide. Another sharp pain as though sonebody had jabbed
a screwdriver in Mles Manning's torso. He w nced, wheezed.



"Hold it there!’

He stiffened, peered into the shadows, saw the sentry with rifle held at the
ready, coming up froma sitting position on the sandbags.

"You can't go that way |I'mafraid, sir!' The other advanced a step. Just a
kid, a raw rookie who had never anticipated having to use his rifle any place
except the range. Manning tensed, felt his anger rising and that made his
chest hurt even nore, damm it! Boys with guns coul d be dangerous.

"It's me,' his voice was a whisper, a pain-racked croak. 'MI|es Manning.'

"I"'msorry, sir, but my orders are to prevent anybody from crossing the
sea-wall. Now pl ease turn around and go back to the canp.'

You fucking cheeky kid! This is my camp and I'lIl go where the hell | please.
bl oody own every square inch of it. And that's ny boat out there, too.

"Now hurry on back, sir. You heard the announcenent over the |oudspeaker. You
can either go back on to the road or remain in the buildings. There isn't nuch
time, the crabs are already attacking.'

Manni ng | owered his suitcases to the ground, his breath coming fast, panting
like a dog that had been racing about in the heat of the day. O all the
fucking bad luck. But no kid was going to stop himl eaving.

"I'm. . . going onto ... mny boat.' The effort of speaking, conbined with a
stirring of that famliar uncontrollable rage, had the dizziness returning; a
grey mst that seenmed to cone in off the bay, tinged with red, blurring his
vision so that the soldier was just a silhouette.

'Go back, sir. That's an order!"’

Order be fucked! Mnning knew what he had to do, the only course open to him
if he was to escape fromhere in the Ccean Queen. He had struck a man only a
few weeks ago, a cheeky |uggage boy no different fromthis punk; broken his
jaw. Only his noney had saved himfroman assault charge. Well, this stupid
bl oody sol di er boy was going to have his jaw broken just |ike that.

Manni ng' s arm went back, his huge fist clenching. A blinding pain, a hamer
blow in his chest that had himreeling, sprawling across the two suitcases.
The mi st was thickening, darkening. That fucking soldier had hit himand by
Christ nobody laid a finger on M|l es Manning and got away with it! Trying to
heave hi nsel f back up but he hadn't got the strength. A voice sonewhere,
urgent, frightened, 'Are you all right, sir?

O course I'mnot fucking all right, you bastard. You hit ne. Ch CGod, ny
chest. The pain, | can't stand it! A wheeze that would have been an agoni sed
scream Then the bl ackness closed in and the pain receded.

The young sol dier stood there, frightened. Frightened because he was al one
with death. Killing, nutilation all around him but this was a thousand times
worse, this guy collapsing, clutching at his chest. He considered going for
hel p. There's a man collapsed with a heart attack on the sea-wall. | think
he's dead, | can't be sure. Send for an ambul ance.

You have to be joking. There's dozens dying all around and dozens nore will be
killed before the crabs go back into the sea. W can't waste tinme with heart
attacks, Sol dier.



So the sentry retreated, went and stood beyond the bend in the sea-wall where
he couldn't see the prostrate figure, tried to tell himself that there wasn't
a corpse there at all. It was his fears getting the better of him

OCh Jesus Christ, how long before it got |ight!
'"W'd better get in the tunnel,' Gordon Smallwod said.

Irey jerked into conscious realisation; somewhere not very far away guns and
bonbs were expl odi ng, harsh reverberant sounds that had the children clinging
to her, whinpering with fear. Gordon was hel pi ng her, hol ding Louise and
Rodney whil st she dropped on to her hands and knees, saw in the beam of the
torch where she had to go. Ch ny God, she was sure to get claustrophobia.

Crawming. It snmelled, a cloying danp stench like stale urine. A huge section
of concrete sewer pipe, that was all it was. Git and stones had been carried
in there by playing children and once she al nost cried out when a jagged piece
of gravel cut into her knee.

That'll do,' CGordon's voice echoed, nade her junp, 'That's about the m ddle.
Now He there, try and rel ax.'

"I"'mOK,' she called back, turned her head and caught sight of Louise's white
scared features. 'Munmmy, | want to go home.' 'All right, darling, we shan't be
here long.' 'W're down here so the crabs can't get us,' Rodney surnised in an
adult tone of voice. '"Oherwise we'd be eaten.'

Ch, belt up, Rodney, the last thing we want is Louise having hysterics. 'W're
quite safe, Rodney, so don't either of you get worrying.'

The sounds of battle were muffled, alnost Iike standing in the foyer of a
cinema waiting for the first showing to finish so that you could go in for the
second. Qunshots, shouting; the concrete pipe vibrating. Vehicles, probably
arnmy trucks on the nove. Retreating!

They lay and waited, the children in between them Gordon w shed he could
thi nk up sone kind of game, anything to divert their attention from what was
happeni ng outside. But there were very few ganes designed for such situations.

Then they heard the giant crabs coming. The circul ar concrete vibrated,
trenbled violently, and an awful thought crossed Gordon's mnd. Suppose the
pi pe cracked under the pressure of their weight, and tons of soil and rubble
buried themalive. He tried to push the fear fromhis mnd, hoped it hadn't
occurred to Irey. No, these sewer pipes were manufactured to wthstand
trenmendous wei ghts; what about those beneath notorways and railway |ines?

Loui se was crying, Rodney was attenpting to hold back his tears.

Aick-click-clickety-click-click-click. Like an arny of hags knitting
furiously, French revolutionaries eager for the sight of blood and nore bl ood.
Sonet hi ng bl ocked the faint circle of moonlight at the far end, bone scraped
on concrete, scratched furiously in the manner of a terrier attenpting to
unearth a rabbit in a bl ocked burrow

Irey screamed, she could not hold it back, reached behind her and cl utched
Loui se. Rodney clung to her leg, she felt his fingers pinching her skin
t hrough her frayed jeans.

"It's all right,' Gordon bellowed, only the magnification of his voice in this



narrow space enabling himto be heard. They can't reach us. D you hear, they
can't get at us!'

It was as though the crab had heard him realised that he spoke the truth, for
al nrost i medi ately the pincer was withdrawn. It did not try again.

The vibrations, the clicking reached a peak then gradually died away. Gordon
listened, tried to forma picture in his nmnd of what was goi ng on up above.
The crustaceans appeared to have enbarked upon a definite course as though
they were follow ng a preconceived plan. They had cone in fromthe fields, the
way he had guessed they woul d, swung around by the boating | ake, across the
car-park ... the adventure playground . . . Christ, he saw it now, could have
yell ed his jubilation aloud-a hit-and-run raid, taking the sanme direction that
that | one crab had done the other night; they were on their way back to the
seal

Waiting, praying that it was all over. They would live. O her thoughts that he
scarcely dared to think about. Suddenly everything had becone an anti-clinax
and Gordon Snmal |l wood felt very, very tired.

"Stay here, I'mgoing to take a peep outside,' he began to edge hinself
backwar ds down the tunnel

' Gordon, be careful!' Irey's anxiety was magnified by the echoes.
"I will," he replied, '"but | think they've gone. W nust make sure though."'

Qut of the concrete pipe, seeing the playground around him sw ngs buckl ed out
of all recognition, the ground pl oughed up into deep uneven criss-crossing
furrows. He dragged hinself up the nmound above their hiding place, stood with
cranped linbs on the top, a vantage point fromwhich he could see the canp
around hi m

Oh God, what desecration! The car-park a veritable scrap yard, vehicles piled
up in heaps where they had been pushed to one side by the onconing crabs,
others crushed into flat sheet netal. Several were burning, petrol tanks

expl oding, a frightened cromd gathered on the far side, just watching. Perhaps
they, too, found it difficult to believe that they were still alive.

On past the boating | ake, the skating rink a nmound of rubble where the entire
bui | di ng had been brought down. Shop fronts damaged on the | ong street where
the crab arny had crushed together to squeeze through. And there,

m racul ously, the damage ended. Straight on to the sea-wall by the jetty,
conpleting the denolition job on that section of sandbags which had been
started by the lone crab fromthe boating | ake. And on into Cardi gan Bay.

You saw the damage and you read the story like you would a book. A few people
had di ed but not many because tine was not on the crabs' side. A few nights
ago it would have been a different story but now their god, the nmoon, was not
on their side; he inposed restrictions, prevented themfromtravelling any
great distance fromthe sea, called them back; a call which they could no nore
deny than the children and rats of Hanelin when they heard the Piper

"l guess you can conme out now,' Cordon yelled to Irey and the children
' They've gone and | don't think they'll be com ng back. At |east, not unti
the next full rnoon.'

Li ke Napol eon, and later Hitler, when they had marched their respective troops
on Russia, the giant crabs had grossly mistined their attack on the Blue Ccean
Hol i day Canp,



"Reckon they'Il open the roads soon,' there was a hint of regret in Gordon's
voice. It was crazy, you built yourself up to a peak of frustration to get out
of the canp but suddenly you didn't want to go. For hinmself and lrey it could

be a parting of the ways. 'It'll maybe take a day or two, though.'
'Yes, | expect so,' sonehow her hand found his between the clinging bodies of
Rodney and Louise. 'You'll stay with us until they do ... won't you, Gordon?'

H s heart seenmed to miss a beat; there was no nistaking her tone of hope, fear
that he m ght decide to | odge el sewhere. O just |eave.

"OF course, | will," he gave her hand an answering squeeze. Maybe this tine
she woul dn't insist on sleeping with Louise; a lot of things could be a whole
lot different from now onwards.

And suddenly, amidst the debris, the Blue Ccean Holiday Canp seemed the nost
mar vel | ous pl ace on earth.



