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1

Jani e Fogg had the feeling that there was sonething out there. A kind of
intuition that sent a tingling feeling up and down her spine and made her
constantly gl ance out of the grimy latticed wi ndows towards the dark fir woods
that |ined the horizon

Anot her hal f-hour and it woul d be dark. That woul dn't hel p, because if there
was anyt hi ng | urking outside, whatever or whoever it was would be able to
creep right up to this tunbl edown cottage. She shuddered, felt the urge to
flee now whilst it was still light, whilst there was tine. Before

She cl osed her eyes, hoping that when she opened them again she would find
hersel f back in the nodern characterl ess seni-detached house that |ooked
across on dozens of identical dwellings. The Perrycroft Estate, mundane - but
safe. It didn't happen that way, though. Ch God, the desol ation, the fear was
still here. And as if to increase her uneasi ness the dusk was turning the

di stant mountains into a grey unfriendly | and mass that seemed to hem her in.

Janie carried on drying the dishes. A cup and saucer rattled in her trenbling
hand as she carried it fromthe table. She was forced to | ook.out of the

wi ndow agai n, searching the rough grass fields that led up to the forest,
endeavouring to spot the object of her nounting terror. But there was not hing,
just a few sheep and a smaller creature that could have been either a hare or
a rabbit by the furthernost hedger ow

Al this was sheer nadness, coning to a place like this at this time of the
year. In sunmer it would not have been so bad; she night even have enjoyed it
for a week. But it was Novenmber and the desol ate | andscape was shrouded in | ow
cloud for nost of the time, a perpetual atnosphere of danmp and col d. Hodre was
a typical dil apidated Wl sh country cottage, the kind of place unscrupul ous
owners coul d charge a hundred pounds a week for in the holiday season sinmply
because escapi st urban dwellers thought they were 'getting away fromit all".
That was fine when the sun shone and bees worked diligently gathering pollen
anongst the nmasses of wild flowers; now the flowers and the bees were gone and
she faced stark reality.

At thirty-six life had settled to a nice even pattern for Janie: a husband who
went out to work at eight in the nmorning and canme home at six, a nortgage



within their neans because they hadn't tried to keep up with the Jones's and
noved to a detached house. A car on HP and a few pounds left over for a ride
out at the weekends. Now that Gavin was at school Janie could have got a job,
but it would have spoiled it all because she would not have had tine to do her
househol d chores as neticulously as she liked. Life wasn't boring because this
was the kind of existence she had dreanmed of for years, conventionally perfect
in every aspect.

And then Peter had gone and ruined it all by witing that damed book, working
on it two or three evenings a week for over a year. She had actually
encouraged himat the time because it kept himin the house instead of out in
hi s garage workshop until el even o' clock at night. But she would never in her
wi | dest fantasies have thought that it would have been the springboard for al
this. Thousands of people wote books that were never published. Only
exceptionally lucky ones received royalties. And certainly only a neagre
handful nmade it really big on a first book

It was an experience that left Janie dazed and still waking up each norning in
t he begi nni ng thinking that maybe she had dreaned it all. Who in their right

m nds woul d pay an advance of fifteen thousand pounds for a few hundred
typewitten pages of a novel when they did not even know whether or not it
woul d sell? Janie didn't know the details of this apparent nadness but there
had been tal k of some kind of auction - publishers trying to outbid one

anot her for Peter's book

Pet er shoul d have been satisfied once he'd banked his cheque, a nest egg which
would allow themto live confortably for many years w thout worrying about
recessions and inflation and all that sort of gl oomwhich came out of the TV
screen at nine o' clock every night. But he wasn't satisfied; it had changed

hi m al rost overnight, in her opinion anyway. He was greedy, he wanted to do it
all over again: another book and another fifteen grand. That was why they had
nmoved to Hodre for a year. A year! She'd go mad. The nearest village was three
mles away, and their closest neighbours, the Ruskins at the big H Il farmon
the other side of the forest, weren't exactly the friendliest people you could
nmeet. They seened resentful that the Foggs had nmoved in. Driving by in their
Land Rover or tractor, father and sons glared down at the small stone cottage.
Peter said it was because they desperately wanted Hodre and its neagre three
or four acres to conplete their monopoly of an upland sheep enmpire, but dive
Bl ackst one, Hodre's owner who |ived sonewhere nuch nore civilised down on the
south coast, was rich enough and stubborn enough to resist tenpting offers. So
in a way having the Ruskins as nei ghbours was worse than havi ng no nei ghbours
at all.

Janie's lips tightened. Peter was selfish as well as greedy. He had uprooted
both herself and Gavin, heedl ess of the fact that their nine-year-old son had
just settled into the big m ddle school. Now Gavin had to pick up the threads
all over again, and try and hold his own in an out-of-the-way village schoo
where in all probability they used outdated teaching mnethods.

Jani e sighed her relief audibly and al nost forgave her husband for everything
as she spied the blue Saab estate car winding its way down the narrow | ane
bet ween the | ow pl eached hedges. Her fears seemed to | essen with the
realisation that Peter had returned fromcollecting Gavin from school in the
village. But it would be like this every day: a regular period of |oneliness
and terror. She tried to tell herself that she would get used to it but she
knew she woul dn't.

The Saab's headlights were on. Dusk had deepened considerably during the | ast
ten mnutes or so whilst she had been | ooki ng out of the wi ndow. Even with
Peter back, night still held a thousand terrors for Janie; things she couldn't



explain, couldn't talk to Peter about.

Away to the left, only three hundred yards fromthe cottage and just visible
fromthe small |ead-framed wi ndows, a rough circle of twisted and stunted

pi nes were sil houetted agai nst the deep grey of a darkening western sky, set
on an elevated hillock so that they would be visible fromal nost any angle in
this barren rocky hill country. Janie shivered; that place was sonething el se
t hat unnerved her, making her want to | ock the doors and wi ndows before it got
properly dark. An ancient druid stone circle |ay beneath those warped pines.
So the locals said, anyway, and you could take nobst of what they said with a
pi nch of salt, Janie sneered to herself. The villagers didn't |ike having
strangers in their mdst, so the story could have been invented for the sole
pur pose of discouraging outsiders. But there was no getting away fromthe fact
that there was a rough circle of |arge stones up there and the place was al so
listed on the |arge scal e ordnance survey map of the district.

Peter had shown a considerable interest in the circle and had even taken Gavin
up there (all part of the boy's education, he had said), and the boy had been
fascinated by a huge flat stone which Peter claimed had to be the sacrificial
stone. Ugh, it was horrible, best forgotten. There were enough killings in the
twentieth century w thout digging up gory reninders froma bygone age, Janie
had insisted. Hi story always seened to be about bl oodshed and maybe that was
why |ife was so cheap nowadays. Nobody was safe anywhere. That feeling of
uneasi ness cane back. There was sonet hi ng dangerous about Hodre.

"Hi.' Peter was standing inside the small hallway, seemngly oblivious of the
draught fromthe door, which hadn't |atched properly. Short and stocky, his
features had a squareness about them a ruggedness that Jani e had once

descri bed as a bull dog-1ook. But now his appearance was spoiled by the |ong
sandy hair that curled around the collar of his open-necked shirt and the worn
and faded jeans. She wore jeans, too, but had always prided herself in being
i mmacul ate, even out here. Not a strand of her |ong gol den hair was out of

pl ace, (its natural col our was dark brown but Peter had a preference for

bl ondes), and the matchi ng deni mjacket showed no traces of the household
chores she had done throughout the day. She had put on nake-up because she
felt undressed without it. That was the difference between the two of them
the formal and the informal, a blend of oppo-sites that had sonehow wor ked
out. Until now

"Where's Gavin?' She tried to peer past himthrough the open door. It was
al nost dark now and she could only just make out the outline of the rickety
front gate.

'"He's probably gone up to the granary to look for the cat/ Peter replied.
"This place' |l give hima good chance to get used to animals, sonmething that's
been lacking in his life before. The nbst you could hope for at Perrycroft was
a hanster and a goldfish. Dogs and cats had a high nortality rate.'

"Well, he ought to conme inside. It's alnost dark.' She couldn't keep the edge
of nervousness out of her tone. She wanted to push past her husband, rush
out si de and shout for Gavin to cone in quickly. Wth an effort she controlled
herself. 'Go and call him please, Peter.'

Tn a minute.' He paused, |ooked down at the floor as though he had sonet hi ng
to say which was best said in the boy's absence.' Janie, there's sonething he's
not happy about. Sonething at school. | don't know what it is, but he'd
probably tell you whereas he'd clamup if | asked him'

"Ch!' Janie stiffened. 'Wat nakes you think that?



'The way he was in the car com ng hone; didn't say a word, just sat staring
out of the w ndow. You know how kids get fears, little things that they keep
to thensel ves and bl ow up out of all proportion. It's probably nothing nuch
but we'd better sort it out. There's no rush, though, there's a whol e-weekend
in front of us before school starts again.'

"It was wong to disturb his schooling.' A reprimand. 'He was getting on K
Now he's got to start all over again.'

"That's rubbish.' Peter could feel the friction building up between them
again; it never used to be like this. "He'll be better out here. There's nore
time, less pupils, and things aren't rushed through like they are in big
schools. It's what he needs.'

' Maybe and maybe not.' She was edgi ng nearer the door, trying not to make her
fears obvious. She didn't want Gavin playing outside after dark. Til talk to
hi mtoni ght when it's bedtine. But first -'

A movenent in the darkness outside had her tensing, alnobst crying out; a shape
that coul d have been anything materialising out of the encroaching gl oom
wraith-1ike, featureless. The screamwas forming in Janie's throat. Just in

ti me she recogni sed the features of her own son, the fanmliar pallid freckled
face, the tousled red hair. Thank God!

"You're to come inside straightaway, Gavin.' She sounded al nost on the verge
of hysteria. 'l don't like you outside after dark.'’

The boy's questing gaze by-passed her and focused on his father; a | ook that
said, 'What the hell's got into Mun®*

"You'd better stay indoors now, Gav,' Peter spoke slowy. He knew he had to
cool this situation before it blewup into a mgjor famly row 'Tonorrow s
Saturday. You'll have all weekend to play outside.'’

Sil ence; an atnosphere that all three of themfelt; that words were being held
back deliberately.

"I can't find Snowy, Dad. He's nowhere around but | can hear sonething running
about in the rafters of the granary. If | had a torch . '

"Probably rats.' Peter regretted the words the nonent he had spoken them OCh
Jesus Christ, Janie was terrified of nost small creatures. It was a mracle
she hadn't heard those nice |ast night.

"Rats!' Her expression, her posture, were rigid with revul sion. 'Peter, you
don't mean to say that we've got rats in the place!’

There's always the odd rat and nouse to be found in old property.' Play it
ri ght down. 'Maybe one that was just sheltering for the night. Gavin m ght
have been m staken, but if he wasn't then Snowy's probably taking care of it.

Jani e pushed the door shut; the latch junmped and it swung

back open. Alnost flinging herself at it she slanmed it back with a vibrating
crash and struggled to shoot the rusting bolt home. Ch please God, let ne shut
t he ni ght out!

'Tea's alnost ready.' Wth a suprene effort she managed to speak calmy
hopi ng that the other two couldn't hear the way her heart was thunping. At
| east they were all safe inside and nobody was goi ng out again tonight.



In a way it was claustrophobic security.

Jani e had expected to find Gavin already in bed when she went up to his snall

| owceilinged roomat half-past nine. The place had a musty sneli about it and
| arge areas of plaster had crunbled off the walls. She winkled her nose as
she opened the door, and stared in astoni shment at what she saw.

Gavin was sitting on the edge of his bed, still fully dressed, just |ooking

bl ankly at the wall.lf he had been playing with his war ganes or reading it
woul dn't have been so bad. But he wasn't. He saw her but there was no greeting
on his freckled face, no snmle. Just an expression that could only be
interpreted as - fear.

Jani e caught her breath and felt her heartbeat speeding up again. 'Wat's the
matter? She noved forward, seated herself on the bed beside the boy and
slipped an arm around him Suddenly she wanted to burst into a torrent of
tears but she knew that for his sake she had to hold them back

"Snowy's missing.* H's voice was husky but sonehow unconvi nci ng. Everybody was
trying to cover up by |vying.

'"He's probably off hunting rats and m ce.' She shuddered at the thought. ' But
there's somet hing el se worrying you, isn't there, Gav?

Sil ence, except for a stifled sob. They'd both end up crying at this rate.

'Come on, you can tell Mumy."' She'd been 'Mum for the last two years but now
he didn't seem as grown-up as she'd thought, a little boy who needed to
confide in his nother. They had to go back a few years if they were to get
anywher e.

"It's - it's the - Wlsons.' He choked the nane out.
"And who are the W1 sons?'

'Big boys at school. They're going to beat me up on Monday.' Gavin was
beginning to cry; a couple of tears escaped and rolled down either cheek
They' d' ve done nme over after school today in the playground, only Dad cane
early."’

This is ridiculous/ She felt her anger nmounting towards the unknown vill age
l[outs. 'Now don't worry about them | doubt very rmuch whether it's any nore
t han school boy threats. They'll have forgotten all about it by Mnday. And,
anyway, they wouldn't dare.'

' They woul d!'' Al nmost a shout. 'They bl acked Kevin Arnold' s eye on Wdnesday
and they got himdown and ki cked him at playtime on Thursday."

"And what did M Hughes say to that?'

'He doesn't know who did it and Kevin won't say, else they'll really do him
And M Hughes is scared of the WIsons too because if he caned themtheir big
brothers would slash the tyres of his car or throw bricks through his w ndow.
Everybody' sscared of the WIsons, Mim

"Well, there's no need for you to be.' Janie's nouth tightened and she
cl enched her fists. 'They're just yobbos, as bad as those rioters in London
Anyway, why are they going to beat you up?



'"They say - I'man English - bastard,' Gavin was beginning to sob now.

"Well, | think they're Wlsh . . . ' She stopped herself in tinme. 'l see
they' re copying these Wl sh nationalists they' ve seen on telly. Anything
that's English can't be any good. Spray the English road signs with aeroso
paint. Set fire to the English holiday cottages. Drive the English back over
the border. Good God, it's like the old border skirmshes of years ago. |
suppose this boy Kevin Arnold is English?

"Yes.' Gavin buried his face against his nmother. 'They say that we've no right
to be living at Hodre and they' Il beat me up just to show you what'll happen
to you if you don't pack up and | eave'.

"Wll, we're not standing for that sort of behaviour either at school or
anywhere el se,' Janie snapped. 'In fact, | expect your Dad will go and see M
Hughes on Monday and get this nonsense sorted out.'

"No! No, Mum please don't let Dad go and cause troubl e because the WI sons
will kill me!'

Jani e sighed. Terrorismat juvenile level, even out here in the sticks. Gavin
was terrified; the WIson boys obviously held the school in a grip of fear. It
was all Peter's fault for comng out here in the first place. They never had
any of this kind of trouble at Perrycroft.

Slow y she hel ped Gavin undress, pulled on his pyjams the way she used to do
when he was small, and felt the way he trenbled in every linb. He didn't

resi st, showed none of the enbarrassment that a nine-year-old mght display in
such circumstances. Because he was very, very frightened.

As Jani e descended the steep narrow staircase she could hear the tap-tapping
of Peter's typewiter fromthe front room which he was using as a study. And
in that nonent she hated himfor what he was doing to them Oh why coul dn't

t hey have stayed back home in the nice friendly confortable city? Wiy did he
have to wite a book and change their whole lifestyle? Way coul dn't he have
stayed on in a regular nine-to-five job that didn't have any probl ens?

She knew the answers to those questions all right. Because Peter didn't want
to conformto the System Because he wanted nore noney. And nore. Because he
didn't give a damm for anybody now, neither herself nor Gavin.

But sonebody was going to have to sort these WIlsons out. |If necessary she
would do it herself.

A scratching, scurrying noise fromthe ceiling above her interrupted her

t houghts. M ce. The skin on the back of her neck pinpled and her nouth went
dry. For one fleeting second she al nost ran towards the front door, to get
away fromthis verm n-infested hovel. But she didn't, because her terror of
t he unknown was greater than that of rats and mce.

And there was sonething insidious out there in the bl ackness of a nountain
ni ght. She could sense its presence.

2
The Foggs always had a lie-in on Saturday nornings. Not as |long as on Sundays
because there were weekend chores that had to be done; |ike shopping, washi ng

the car, nowing the lawns in the summer.

Jani e groaned to herself as she awoke and saw the dark grey of a winter's



nmorning filtering into the bedroomthrough the frayed curtains. Everything
cane back to her in one rush as though determ ned to depress her for the day.
The W sons, those rodents, the |ack of nobd-cons and all the extra work it
entailed - like carrying in buckets of coal, which left a trail of mud and
coal dust across the kitchen floor, and trying to light a stubborn old Rayburn
t hat snoked back so that she needed a bath afterwards. But Gavin was her main
worry. She'd told Peter in bed last night, half-expecting himto fly into one
of his rages and threaten to kill the WIlson boys with his bare hands. Instead
he had said, 'Decidedly awkward. We'll have to play it very, very carefully.’
What was he going to do, and what woul d happen to Gavin on Monday?

Ful l y awake now, she slid out of bed and padded barefooted across the rough
floorboards. A feeling of uneasiness had her hurrying across the tiny |anding.
When she had | ooked in on Gavin last night he had been lying still with closed
eyes, but she had known that he wasn't asleep. He'd probably worried hinself
sick all night.

Jani e opened the door of the snmall bedroom and peered inside. It was dark
because the curtains weren't so rotten and they effectively shut out the cold
i nhospi t abl e Novenber daybreak. She stood there in the doorway, waiting for
her eyes to adjust to the gl oom

OCh God, no! Panic flared inside her, making her switch on the light and
scrabble with trenbling fingers at the heap of discarded bl ankets at the end
of the bed, praying that sonmehow she would find Gavin curled up asl eep beneath
them But her prayer went unanswered. There was no sign of the boy; Gavin was
gone.

"What the hell's going on?" Her shout had brought Peter on the run, trying to
blink the sl eep out of his bleary eyes, angry at being awakened so abruptly.

"It's Gavin. He's gone!' Janie sensed her own hel pl essness, her futility. This
time she would not be able to stop the panic, the fear of this past week that
had built up inside her and was threatening to expl ode at any second in the
only possible way. 'For CGod's sake, Peter, do something. Find Hmnl'

"Pull yourself together.' He grasped her firmy by the arm wondering if he
ought to slap her across the face now or wait until she becane hysterical. He
waited. 'The boy's not a prisoner in his bedroom He doesn't have to wait for
us to get up first.' Peter noted the cast-off pyjanmas, the bedside chair where
his son's clothes shoul d have been draped but weren't. Dam it, there was
nothing to worry about. Yet. 'I'll take a | ook downstairs.'

Peter was aware of Janie following him and hal f-expected her to hold on to
his pyjama jacket. She never used to get enotional this way, just a bit
fraught sometines during her periods. Now she was frantic.

He checked the front roons, then went back to the kitchen. Al enpty. They
turned, faced each other, and Janie saw her own fear nmonentarily reflected in
her husband's eyes. | knew there was something out there |ast night and now

t hey' ve got ny baby!

'He m ght have gone outside. Probably has.' Peter knew that his voice had
trenbl ed, but hoped Janie hadn't noticed it. Damm it, she was unnerving him

'"Let's go and |l ook for himthen.* She was already on her way to the back door
"Hold it.' He caught her by the arm pulled her back. 'Let's get dressed

first. W can't go wandering about on a cold danp Novenber norning in our
ni ght cl ot hes.'



| don't care. | don't care if | bloody well catch pneunonia, so long as | find
nmy baby! She stood there nunmbed, unable to resist as Peter began pulling her
towards the foot of the stairs. It was |like a slow notion dreanm sonehow,

after what seened an eternity, she found herself dressed in her denimsuit,
and al nost stopped to put nake-up on. She foll owed her husband back downstairs
and out into what woul d have been an ol de-worl de garden had it been
cultivated. Instead it was just a mass of dying bracken and foxgl oves, wet
with the dew that soaked their trousers |long before they reached the crunbling
stone steps that led up to the granary. Janie noted details that had escaped
her ah" week: the m ssing slates on the roof, the way the tinbers bowed
because they were riddled with woodworm and might snap at any tine. Everything
was either dead or dying at Hodre.

She opened her nouth to call Gavin, but no sound canme. She nmentally shied away
as Peter pushed open the creaki ng heavy door and | ooked inside. He was afraid,
too, of what he might see in there, but he had to | ook

"He's not in here.' Peter turned back, letting the door swing closed. In the
early nmorning light his unshaven features | ooked strained and grey. 'He
nmust' ve gone up the fields.'

"Ch no, not up there.' That wood, so dark and forbidding, hiding whatever it
was she had sensed this past week. 'He'd never go into the forest.' But her
expression said that he just mght.

'W'd better take a | ook.' Peter came back down the steps and cl osed his hand
over hers. Suddenly even he needed Janie's support.

The big wood was only just visible, a dark mass that showed through the
thinning horizon nmist like a slunmbering nonster with a spiked back. A faint
gol den gl ow on the dying bracken showed themthat the sun was al ready up
trying its hardest to break through. As it nelted the grey swirling vapour
Jani e became afraid of what they m ght see. She had to force herself to | ook
Sone sheep. That rabbit again, or was it a hare, up by the top hedge. Funny
how you noted these things in a crisis when you were all churned up inside, a
kind of inbuilt therapy.

Gavin wasn't on the fields. In which case he nust be in the forest. It m ght
stretch for nmiles, row upon row of artificially planted conifers that sonmehow
destroyed the natural magnificence of the panoram c | andscape. Hiding -

t hi ngs.

"He wouldn't go far into the wood.' Peter hoped he woul d convince Janie,
because he didn't convince hinself. 'VWien we get up there maybe we can shout
for him'

When we get up there; Janie was hanging on to Peter, her calf nuscles

begi nning to ache after the first hundred yards. She thought she m ght be sick
or else burst into tears. Maybe both, only right now it was taking her all her
time to get her breath.

Sheep eyed them curiously, bunched together and nmoved away as though they
hadn't seen humans before. A ewe was |inping as though it had a damaged f oot
and Jani e found herself feeling sorry for it.

Then they were close to the wood, could alnpost feel its hostility as they
stood in the shadow of the nearest trees, which blotted out the hazy rising
sun. Silence except for the steady drip of noisture |ike some form of Chinese
water-torture sent to plague them Somewhere in the dense coniferous greenery



a magpi e chattered harshly like distant guerilla machine-gun fire. A
friendl ess | andscape.

"Ga - vin!' Peter shouted, feeling al nost foolish at the feeble noise which
his normally powerful lungs made. It was the fog, or |ow cloud, or whatever it
was, of course, stifling his shout, not even allowing it to echo.

They just stood there, two people not daring to | ook at each ot her because
they did not wish to read the expression of fear in their partner's face.

'"He's got to be around here somewhere,' Peter nuttered. He thought again about
going into the wood. No, the boy wouldn't go in there, he had no reason to.
But young boys didn't need reasons.

"Listen!'" Janie gripped his armuntil her fingernails dug deep like the tal ons
of a bird of prey.

They both listened. The magpi e was chattering again as if deternined that
these trespassers in a corvine domain should not hear whatever it was. A
noverent somewhere in the thicket as though some heavy creature had trodden on
a dead branch and snapped it.

And inside, Janie was wanting to run, to dash headl ong back down that steep
field, not caring if she slipped and fell. Her terrors of the previous night
cane back like a danp icy cloud driven by a shrill Arctic wind, chilling her
right through. There was sonething in there; this time there really was!

A monster was forcing its way through a pile of dead bracken, a black-faced

creature with horns and eyes that regarded the two watchers intently and had
t hem coweri ng back; then it lunbered out into the open, standing staring at

themw th a bew | dered expression on its face.

"It's - it's, a - sheep' Janie's voice was weak with relief.
"Aramto be precise.' Peter tried to make it sound casual. 'Nothing to worry
about .

'But where's Gavin?'

It all came back to stark reality, the hopel essness and the pani c which was
starting to return.

"He nmust be . . .'

Peter's words were drowned by a shrill whining sound that was fast rising to a
crescendo, a harsh noise that seened to whip the lingering pockets of m st

li ke a sudden gust of w nd; an unexpected fl ood of weak sunshine shafting down
as though to spotlight the principal actors in this renote drana.

"What is it?" Janie clutched at her husband's arm noting subconsciously that
he was trenbling too

'Sounds like a chainsaw,' he nmuttered. 'Bound to be a lot of forestry work
going on in a place like this.'

Louder, painful to the ears, vaguely rem niscent of noises that were all part
of urban life, a faint snell of diesel on the air.

"Look!' Janie pointed back down to the small valley in which Hodre nestl ed.
"It's - it's - '



' Mot or bi kes!' There was contenpt in Peter's tone; he saw the machi nes, two of
them traversing the downhill slope, bunping over the rough ground, the riders
somehow managing to stay in the saddles. 'Damm it, we had enough of this

nonsense at Perrycroft, every bl eeding night kids roaring round and round the
bl ock creating hell specially to annoy other folks.'

"There's Gavin!' Janie's shriek was audi bl e even above the din of the bikes.

Sure enough even at that distance there was no m staking Gavin's slight form
his faded |ight blue deninms showi ng up agai nst the autum grassland, his red
hair stream ng as he ran; ran because the notorcycles were gaining on him
mechani cal lurchers intent on running down their prey.

"Ch God!" Janie was already noving forward, still holding on to Peter
dragging himw th her. 'They'Il run himdown, that's what they're trying to
do!"’

As they began the steep and slippery descent, heedl ess of their own safety,
the angry roar of the bikes bel ow drowned their futile shouts. The machi nes
seened to be honing in on the fleeing boy, veering at the | ast second just
when it seened that they nmust collide with him G rcling, revving up, driving
himin the opposite direction like a collie in pursuit of a stubborn ewe.

'"They're mad,' Janie screaned in Peter's ear, 'don't they realise the danger?

O course they do, he hadn't the breath to reply, they're doing it
deliberately, it's yobbish bullying. The way those WIson boys have been
bul I yi ng himat school

Nearer now, the Foggs covering the ground at an amazi ng speed, the frightening
scene only a nmere thirty yards away portrayed in every brutal detail. The
faces of the bl ack-coated bi kers sheer ugliness that was screwed up into nasks
of hate, slanted eyes that gave them an oriental appearance, both with thin
lips that bespoke cruelty. Brothers, they m ght even be tw ns. They turned,
revved up again, grinned at the sight of their fleeing prey, the way the boy
was stunbling, panting for breath. Then they shot forward again. Janie could
tell that Gavin was screaning, trying to cover his deathly white face with his
arms, surrendering because there was nowhere else to run. She couldn't | ook
any nore; this tinme her baby couldn't escape those wheel s which bore down on
hi m

Yet sonmehow the riders altered course at the very last second. Their victim
had fallen to the ground, a wheel mssing his outstretched | egs by inches,
punpi ng stinking black fumes into his face.

"Cut it out, you bastards!' Peter stood astride the boy, paternal protection
in his stance, anger on his face, fists clenched.

The two youths cane round in yet another circle and | eered when they saw him
one man on foot could not halt the might of their machines. Jesus,they'd teach
hima | esson

Peter saw them conming at him He didn't flinch, knowi ng they would alter
course again. Afraid for Janie because she was too cl ose, he gave her a quick
gl ance. Then they cane at him roaring fury bearing down on him A blur of
sheer nal evol ence.

He saw the wheels turning to miss him and braced hinself. Bastards, he'd show



"ema thing or two. The one on the right, because Peter was right-handed and
it was easier. A lightning lunge; he felt the inpact, a jarring bl ow that
shuddered right up into his shoulder. He cursed, cried out with pain and
stunbl ed back, just m ssing the machi ne behind him

So fast it was a blur, rider and bi ke parted conpany. The machi ne careered on
until it overbal anced; the youth crashed to the ground.

Peter staggered to his feet and went towards the fallen rider. The youth was
shaken, just w nded, and scranbl ed up; a conparatively soft landing but it had
dul  ed his reflexes.

"You verminous little swine!' Peter had himby the collar of the fake-Ieather
jacket, stared into that twi sted hate-filled face. 'You could' ve killed ny
boy. You want birching!'

Slit-eyes returned his glare; the thin |ips seened to buckle and purse. A blob
of spittle, accurate with uncouth practice, caught Peter full in the face. It
t ook perhaps a couple of seconds for mnd and body to unite and bring the
rising anger, to a peak. Then it burst, Peter's free hand went back, then cane
down with every ounce of force that he could nuster in a back-handed bl ow
Even the high-pitched drone of the two notorbi kes could not drown the sharp
report of the inpact. The nean Up seened to split and turn crinson and the
head j erked back. Peter .released his hold and the youth stunbl ed backwards,

| ost his balance and fell heavily.

Sil ence, so sudden that it was frightening. Peter turned and saw Janie
clutching Gavin to her. The fallen machine had cut out, its wheels stil
spinning with a soft, alnost gentle, sw shing sound. The second youth was no
nore than three or four yards away, astride his silent bike, an expression of
ast oni shment on his pallid features.

"What the hell d'you think you' re doing riding on private |and?' Peter broke
the silence, watching the fallen biker getting to his feet, a thick trickle of
bl ood running down his chin and dripping on to the torn jacket. 'That's just a
taste of what you'll get next time. Take ny advice and keep away from Hodre.
You' re lucky, | should be calling the police.'

They did not answer, just spat in unison; a crinson dottle |anded on a frond
of dying fern. Their inpassive gazes fixed on Peter and did not waver. He felt
hinsel f flinching; God, they were |like zonbies. If only they' d speak, curse,
threaten. Instead, the fallen bike was uprighted and its rider swung hinself
easily into the saddl e, oblivious of the pouring blood, the crinson rivul et
now t hi ckened by twin streans fromthe nostrils.

The noi se began again, reverberating, jarring the brain. Peter watched t hem
go, typical exanples of notorbi ke hooligans. Hodre or Perrycroft - it was just
the sane.

"\Where on earth have you been?' Janie was doing her best to scold Gavin but
t he i npact of her renonstration was tenpered by relief. She was trying hard
not to cry.

"I went to look for Snowy.' Gavin was trenbling. 'Sonething s happened to him
I know it has. He's sonewhere in thereV A shaking forefinger pointed to the
forest. Even the norning sunlight could not dispel its aura of foreboding, its
sil ent warni ng.

"Well, that's settled them' Peter clutched at his shoul der and wi nced. 'I
don't reckon they'll be back here for a long tine to cone.'



"Dad!' Gavin's expression was one of terror, a fear that seened to be nounting
now that the bikers had left. 'Dad, you shouldn't've done that. Now I'I|

really be in big trouble!" 'Wiatever are you tal king about? | just gave 'ema
bit of their own nedicine. They won't cone back, take it fromme.' 'Dad, you

don't know who they are.' Alnpst a scream 'No, and | don't bloody well care.'
"But / do, Dad. The Wlsons really will beat me up on Monday now because those

were their two big brothers, Dai and Ral ph. They'Il get me for sure now'

Peter stared. Mdther and son were huggi ng each other close, sharing a nutual
fear, blaming himfor what he'd done. 'Don't be ridiculous,' He licked his dry
lips and felt an icy trickle run up his spine and goosepi mpl e the back of his
neck. Tmnot going to be intimdated by a bunch of thugs, even if they have

terrorised the village ever since they were able to walk. 1'll have a word
with the headmaster first thing on Monday norning, and if | don't get any
satisfaction there I'lIl go to the police. If the WIsons have got any sense

they'Il try and forget that this norning ever happened.'

Jani e cl osed her eyes, feeling giddy for a second. Somewhere far away she
heard a receding drone that m ght have been bees, had it not been too late in
the year. Mdtorbikes, away in the big forest somewhere. The W/ sons goi ng back
hone, maybe al ready pl anning their revenge.

She opened her eyes again and saw the multitude of dark firs that stretched
beyond the skyline. Nature's own enpire of darkness harbouring its evil

m nions. She felt Gavin's hand squeezing her own tightly. 'We'd better get
hore, ' she said.

She wanted to run, to flee fromhere. Not just the WIson boys, they were only
a small part of whatever it was she felt in the atnosphere. Nothing | ogical
just a know edge that there was sonething up there. Watching you. Hating you.
Sonet hing evil!

3

The vill age of Wbodsi de had not changed throughout the |ast hundred years. Its
narrow wi nding main street had been made | ong before notorised transport and
was stubbornly clinging to tradition. Subsidence created pothol es and cracked
tarmacadam as though it was a subtle manoeuvre to return to its forner surface
of mud and stones. One shop, so insignificant anbng the grey stone cottages
that it seened to be trying to hide fromstrangers, and a church that would be
undergoi ng structural repairs if ever the twenty-year-old restoration fund
realised sufficient noney. The aged verger still scythed the grass in the
churchyard and nmai ntai ned that nodern nmowi ng machi nes were 'no good and made
too much noi se for quiet graveyards.'

The Cat, tike everything el se in Wodside had rejected progress. Picturesque
inside and out it could have commanded trade fromafar but Eli Lewis, its
publican, was determ ned that that should not happen. Strangers were

di scouraged by the permanent |ayer of dust in the bar and the inhospitability
of Eli and his ageing wife. Qutsiders were served in silence, with a nute
nmessage to 'drink up and be away'.

Jani e was aware of the hostile atnosphere the nonment she foll owed Peter into
the Cat on Sunday evening, as grey eyes hardened tike chips of slate and
focused on Gavin. She hal f-expected the grunmpy greying man behind the bar to
snarl *Q, no children allowed in the bar' but he didn't. Maybe he was just
curi ous.

"Apint of bitter, a gin and | enbnade and an orange juice.' Peter glanced



casual ly around the room Four old nmen clad in Sunday suits that had probably
bel onged to their fathers before them were engrossed in a ganme of domi noes in
the far corner. Two younger nen, naybe in their early forties, sat stoically
regardi ng the. newconers across pint nugs of ale. Farmwrkers, probably, stil
wearing their rough working clothes. Peter decided. Rugged, resenting this
sudden intrusion upon their pub routine. Fingers gnarled and thickened. One
man had an unruly shock of greying hair that would resist the efforts of the
strongest conb; the other was bal ding round the crown, and had a nose that had
once been broken and not set. As primtive as their peasant forefathers.

Eli Lewis took his time, deliberately blow ng dust off the small glass before
he tipped the contents of a bottle of concentrated orange juice into it. He
eyed Jani e as though chal |l engi ng her to conment upon the |ack of hygiene.

She gl anced away, w shing the two nen on the other side of the room woul dn't
keep staring. They gave her the sane feeling as the woods and fiel ds bordering
Hodre. It was unnerving, a mingling of guilt and fear that nade her want to
flee, that she had no right to be here.

' Cheers.' Peter put their drinks down on the rickety table. '"Here's to the
first of many pints at the Cat.'

Peter | owered hinself on to a stool. Gavin was playing with a beermat and
Jani e was meticul ously checking on the mani curing of her fingernails. Somebody
had to say sonething soon to break the heavy silence, and the onus was on him

"Nice little pub you' ve got here.' H's remark was addressed to Eli Lewis, who
appeared to have a sudden urge to w pe the dust fromhis shel ves of glasses
and tankards. '| expect you get packed out in the sumer nonths.'

"No.' Eli's voice rem nded Peter of rusty hinges being forced back. 'W don't
and we're not going to encourage tourists. Wodside is one village that's
going to keep its dignity. W don't take to outsiders.'

"Including us?" Peter's question was tinged with a sudden bitterness and
anger. If these people wanted to force an issue then he'd take it up

"Not just you.' The landlord of the Cat continued with his dusting. 'Qutsiders
general ly. That fell ow Bl ackst one who

owns Hodre, what right has he buying up our |and and then not even living in
the place, letting it go to rack and ruin, hiring it out to townl es every
year ?

"It was up for sale for nmonths before he bought it,' Peter snapped. The locals
had every chance to buy it."’

"That's not the point. It shouldn't've been sold outside the village."'

"Well, | wouldna' live there, rent free.' One of the two nmen sitting in close
proximty to the Foggs' table suddenly spoke, in a whining voice. 'Not nme. And
neither woul d Don here, 'cause he knows the place as well as | do. Don't you,
Don?

"That | do.' The one called Don was staring intently into his beer. 'Wul dna'
go there at night would we, M ck?'

'No, we wouldn'a, Don.' obviously their conversation consisted of a string of
approval - seeki ng questions, Peter decided. 'No, we woul dna' go anywhere near
Hodre, | doubt we would. Not after what happened to the Beddoes. Wuld we,



M ck?

"No.' A stoic silence followed. Peter felt his nerves starting to tingle.
Jesus, these berks were giving himthe creeps. "The boy first. A riding
accident. That 'orse was crazy, you'd only got to look at its eyes to see
that. They never oughta let the kid get anywhere near it. Threw 'im dragged
"imright down the field afore it split '"is 'ead open on the bottomo' those
granary steps. Fol ks reckon you can still see the bl oodstains on the bottom
step if you look close enough. Don't they, Don?

'Aye, if anybody's foolish enough to go up there. G ves you the creeps in the
daytime, but you'd go stark ravin' mad in the dark. Not as we'd go there
anytime, would we, M ck?

"Naw. But the Beddoes woman wasn't long follow n' the boy, was'er, Don?

"S'right. Cancer they said. Natural causes. But there's nothin' natural at
Hodre. Fair ate 'er away, so they say, and when the end was near even the
drugs they gave 'er couldn't stop 'er fromscreanmn'. Sone say if you go up
there after dark you can still hear 'er, but I'd say them screans were com n'
fromthat stone circle, wouldna' you, M ck?

"Could well be. After all screans do cone fromthe circle so they say. But ne,
| woul dna' want to go up there to find out. The Beddoes woman, they reckon
they "ad to cremate 'er to burn whatever it was that ate 'er up. The old man
shoul d never've stopped there on 'is own and it wasn't just because' ve what'd
"appened to the boy and 'is mssus that 'e did what 'e did, was it, Don?

"No. They say that when they found 'im'angin' fromone o' themfirst up on
the circle the crows 'ad eaten '"alf 'is face away and there was a swarmo
wasps inside 'imso that they "ad to 'ose 'imdown afore they took 'imto the
nmortuary. But even what'd fed on "imcouldn't 'ide that expression on 'is
face. Sheer terror. Now you tell ne, Mck, does a bl oke whose | ost everythin'
'es's lived for get scared to hell about 'angin' 'inself? And why go up to the
circle when there's plenty o' beans in the granary?

' "E don't that, Don. 'E don't care what 'e suffers so long as he dies.'

'So ol d Beddoes saw sonethin' afore 'e died. And you and ne aren't gonna
frighten ourselves so that we don't sleep tonight tryin' to figure out what it
was. '

"S'right. And that's why this feller Blackstone don't come and |live up there.
'"E knows, found out nmaybe too late after Vd bought the place and bein' as 'im
and Ruskin are at each other's throats, and 'e's too bl oody stubborn to sell
'e gets round it by lettin' it out to outsiders and the like.'

Peter's nouth had suddenly gone very dry. He took a long drink fromhis
tankard; the beer tasted flat and stale. He glanced at Janie. She was white
and her armaround Gavin was trenmbling slightly. Her eyes net his, sending a
nmessage that was predictably blam ng himfor having brought themhere: Let's
go, Peter, all this talk is scaring Gavin. He won't sleep tonight or any other
night. W' ve got to get away from Hodre for good

Thi s conversation has been set up for our benefit, Peter decided. For sone
reason those two fellers want us to get the hell outa here. Well, their little
ruse isn't going to work. Is it just because we're outsiders, or is there
somet hing el se at the back of it?

Silence, just the clink of dom noes and the hissing of green wood in the



fireplace, 'Well, | just don't happen to believe in ghosts and that sort of
rubbi sh." He hoped the trenor in his voice didn't show 'In fact this whole
string of disasters attached to the Beddoes family was probably all caused by
di stress; the nother got cancer because of it and when she died the father
hadn't anything else left to live for so he committed suicided. Runours spread
fromthere.'

" And what about the screans you 'ear up there at nights?" The one call ed Don
fixed himwith a penetrating glare. 'You explain that away, nister.'

"Wll, we haven't heard any screans,' Peter snapped.

" Ah, not yet you 'aven't.' Mck gave a short mrthless |augh. 'But you' ve only
been there a week or so, 'aven't you? T ain't every night you 'ear screans,
beli eve ne. Just now and then. You wait till you "ear "emand let's '"ope it's
not too |ate then!’

Jani e had drained her glass. Gavin's orange juice was still untouched. "I
think we'd better be making a nove, Peter.' Her voice was a husky croak. 'It
isn't Saturday night, you know. Gavin has to go to school tonorrow.'

"In a mnute.'" He tried to sound casual. 'l haven't finished ny drink yet.'

M ck and Don were on their feet, the heavy working boots scraping the quarried
floor, Pettr noted with surprise that both wore | eather knee-caps and
calf-length | eggi ngs, a | egacy of the past probably inherited fromtheir
farmwrking fathers. Wodsi de was that kind of place.

"G night, Eli." They were both at the door now.

' Goodni ght | ads, see you in the week maybe, but | suppose as the nmoon's ful
Tuesday we may not.' Eli grunted, his lips parting in the nearest he ever got
to a smle

Janie stiffened. These people were mad, a race apart fromcivilisation as she
knew it. What the dickens had a full noon to do with whether or not they
visited the pub? Her skin prickled. Peter was taking his tine. She could fee
Gavin trenbling against her. It was wong of themto have brought him here.
The silence settled back again, except for the dom noes and the | ogs on the
fire. Eli Lewis was still dusting his glasses, glancing slyly at the newconers
every now and then, so that it got on Janie's nerves. God, why didn't he say
sonmet hing, even if it wasn't civil?

Those Jads working night shift this week? Peter hadn't meant his question to
sound | i ke common busybodyi ng. But it did.

"You could say that/ Eli spoke slowy, Jiis words flat and expressionless.
"And, on the other hand, you couldn't.’

In other words, m nd your own bl oody business. Peter tensed and swal |l owed the
remai nder of his ale. It was flat, there was no doubt about that. Probably the
Cat only got through a few kegs a nonth.

"W' |l be on our way.' Mich to Janie's relief, he put down his enpty tankard
and nodded to the landlord. 'Maybe next week we'll come on Saturday so we can
stop | onger.'

Tm not sure about the boy.' Eli Lewis's eyes narrowed into an expession of
sheer hostility. 'l know sone of these townies' pubs let folks bring kids, but
that's up to the landlord. Meself, | don't think it's a good thing, neither



for the kids nor the trade. Kinda restricts the custoner's conversation, if
you see what | nean.'’

"Well it certainly didn't restrict that cheerful pair.' Peter felt Janie
tugging at his sleeve. 'In fact they were doing their damedest to put the
wind up all of us.'

"Not M ck Bostock and Don Peters,' Eli shook his head gravely. 'They woul dna
del i berately scare wonen and kids. On the other hand, they woul dna' be afraid,
o' speakin' the truth, no matter.'

"Well they certainly let their imaginations run away with themtonight.' Peter
forced a laugh. "Not that we mind listening to a few | ocal rumours and taking
themw th a pinch o' salt.’

'"I"d forget the salt if I was you.' Eli gripped the edge of the bar, his

wi zened knuckl es showi ng white. 'Themtwo aren't fanciful. Far fromit. Matter
o' fact boys like you'll go a long way to find the |likes of themagin'. Don't
take 'em as runours, mister. Take my advice and heed 'em as - warnings.'

Peter felt as though sonebody had thrown the door wide and let in a gust of
Arctic wind. 'W'Il see you again, landlord."'

"That's as it maybe, sir.' He picked up his cloth again. 'But as | said, not
with the boy. I"'mafraid you'll have to | eave himat home. |I'msorry, but
that's the way it is.'

"What a horrible depressing place.' They were back in the car before Janie
spoke again. She was sitting in the back with Gavin, the boy |eaning up

agai nst her and clutching her hand. 'W're not going there again. If you're
desperate for a pint, Peter, I'mafraid you'll have to find somewhere el se or
go on your own. Every one of those nmen in there gave ne the creeps.'

" Typical country folk.' Peter seemed engrossed in negotiating the steep

wi ndi ng | ane which | ed back up to Hodre. 'Wen you' ve lived in a renote
village all your life and never gone anywhere else it beconmes your own little
worl d and you resent any intrusion, however harmess. It was just a not very
clever way of trying to get us to pack up and go.'

Jani e sighed. She found herself wi ncing as she followed the glare of the
power ful headlights, apprehensive of what they might reveal in their twin
beans. Questions to which she had no answer hamrered into her brain. What did
that pair of ghouls, Bostock and Peters, find to do on noonlight nights? Wre
there really screams to be heard coming fromthe Hodre stone circle?

Vr ni ngs.

Ch God, she had to persuade Peter to | eave. Those two had been right, she'd
sensed it all week; there was definitely sonmething inexplicably sinister about
Hodr e

4

When Janie | ooked in Gavin's bedroom | ater that evening she knew that he was
faking sleep again; his eyes were closed too tightly so that the lids trenbl ed
and his body was too taut, too tense for slunber. Gently she stepped back out
on to the landing and cl osed the door. She nust not |let himsee that she was
afraid too. She had to keep her courage for a day or two and in the neantine
persuade Peter to | eave. And pray that they would be safe until then. GCh Cod,
every mnute was hell



She coul d hear the typewiter clacking in the front roomas she cane down the
stairs. The sound made her angry; he didn't have any need to work on Sunday
evening. It was as though he was doing it deliberately to shut hinself off
fromherself and Gavin, a kind of subtle separation

Angrily she threw the door open. Her husband was sitting at his ancient
| mperial 66 pounding at the keys, one hand half-raised, as if to silence her
bef ore she spoke.

Peter!' She al nbost stanped her foot. 'Do you realise just howterrified Gavin
is?

Annoyi ngly he finished a paragraph and read it through before slowy turning
to face her. 'I don't think so,' he said. 'Maybe about the WIsons but |I'm
going to have a discreet word with Hughes about that in the norning, anyway.'

'l don't nean about the WIsons.' She kicked the door cl osed behind her, stood
with arnms akinmbo. '|I mean about tonight?

That was all poppycock.' He grinned. Tmsurprised at an intelligent girl like
you taking any notice of it.'

"You don't understand.' Her cheeks were becomi ng red. 'Because you're too
imersed in this dammed book of yours to realise what's going on around you.'

" And what is going on around ne?

She had to get herself under control before she spoke. 'I don't know All

know is that there is sonething here, sonething that has nme | ooking over ny
shoul der nost of the time, wanting to hide in the house, to | ock the doors so
that it can't get me. But you wouldn't notice because you're all wapped up in
this book of yours. If a bonmb went off you wouldn't hear it.'

"It's all inthe mind.' He picked up the typewiter cover and draped it
untidily over the machine, deciding to struggle with the chapter ending in the
norni ng. ' The change fromtown to country W, the renoteness. The silence.
It'Il pass off and in a few weeks you'll feel as if you've never |ived
anywher e el se/

"In a few weeks!' Her voice rose to a pitch. '"Peter, for God's sake |I can't
stand it here any |longer and neither can Gavin. He coul d' ve been killed
yesterday. He's frightened out of his wits.'

"He's just worried about the Wlsons.' Peter thrust his hands deep into the
pockets of his jeans as he stood up. 'We'll get that settled. Look, if there
was anything here to be frightened of, d you think I'd let you stay?

"You' re stubborn enough to blind yourself to everything except your witing,'
she sighed, "and | can see I"'mwasting nmy tinme with you. Another thing, that
cat hasn't turned up. | last saw it on Friday norning.'

'Cats often go off for days on end. Probably he's found hinself an attractive
she-cat sonmewhere.'’

And tal king of sex, he thought, that's one comodity that's in very short
supply at Hodre. Maybe Janie was brewing up for a period and that was the
cause of her tenseness. He tried to work out the date, and realised then just
how much he had cut hinmself off fromJanie |ately.



Jani e had abandoned all hope of sleep. Her mind, her body sinply refused to
rel ax so that slunber could take over. Tonorrow she would get to work on those
new curtains for the bedroomw ndow, at least it would shut out the noonlight.
A full rmoon was al nost as bright as daylight. She'd never really noticed it at
Perrycroft; she had becone accustomed to the all-night orange radi ance of
street-lighting filling the bedroom Moonlight was nore beautiful, certainly.
But it was al so nore sinister.

She found herself hol ding her breath so that she could listen, though she
didn't want to listen, just close her eyes and go to sleep, to get away from
this awful place for a few hours. It was |like some compelling force; she had
to look and listen in case something stole upon her. Like what? She didn't
know. That was the trouble.

Peter was asleep, breathing rhythmcally. Damm him he was so insensitive.

Now she was listening for Gavin, afraid that he m ght get up and go outside
again. No, he wouldn't do anything like that at night.

A dog was barking somewhere. Probably a sheep dog fromthe Ruskin farmon the
other side of the big forest. Somehow it didn't sound |like a dog; son of -
wild' A long mournful how that seened to echo across the hills. She wondered
if by any chance a wild animal could be Ioose. It wasn't out of the question
Only a year or so ago there had been sone kind of huge feline creature on the
| oose (oh God, that was sonewhere in Wales, too!), and a nunber of sheep had
been killed by it. Like that puma in Surrey which was still supposed to be at
| arge according to the press.

There was sonething in those hills all right.
Janie slipped into a fitful doze, still listening subconsciously.

Then, suddenly, she heard a harsh | ong-drawn-out screamthat jarred her brain
with the force of an electric shock, juddering every nerve in her body and
bringing her up to a sitting position before she was full awake. Her hands
covered her ears in a futile attenpt to shut it out. Waking, she tried to tel
herself that it had been a dream that the events and fears of this past week
had combi ned and expl oded in one m nd-shattering nightnare.

Trenbling. Listening. The room seenmed to vibrate with the hellish animal-like
cry, and the moonlight di med as though even the silvery orb in the heavens
feared to cast its ethereal glow upon whatever lurked in the wooded hills.

For a few seconds she seened- to be paral ysed. She was unable to shout or to
shake her sl eeping husband, inprisoned by that sane inexplicable force which
had taunted her and terrified her ever since their arrival at Hodre.

"Peterl* Now it was Janie who was screanm ng, her linbs freed so that she could
grasp Peter's shoulder and dig her long fingernails deep as she shook him
"Peter, for God's sake wake up!’

"What the hell's the matter?' He rolled over and opened his eyes. 'Can't a
feller get a good night's sleep without - '

"Didn't you hear it? You rnmust have!'
'Hear what?' He struggled up on to an el bow

' That scream Sonething out there's screamng. Listen.'



Toget her they listened, but heard only the distant hooting of an ow. So
peaceful . And so nenaci ng.

Antici pati ng another scream Janie clung frantically to the man at her side.
It cane as an anti-climax, so different this time, harsh like the dog's
barki ng had been earlier; but not so ear-shattering, not so hellish, as the
one whi ch had awoken her. It died slowy away and sonewhere there was an
answeri ng bark.

' Foxes!* Suddenly Peter burst out |aughing, a peal of enforced mrth and
relief. "My God, that's what those screans were that people reckon they hear
up on Hodre after dark, the screech of vixens! | read sonewhere that vul pine
mat i ng begins any tinme from m d- Novenber onwards. You'd think country folk
woul d know t hat .

"No!' Jani e gave an indignant hiss. 'That's not what | heard, Peter. The first
screamwas nothing like that at all! It was the nost unearthly sound |'ve ever
heard!"

Dam it, her nerves were getting the better of her, he thought. O course it
was foxes; Janie, like the villagers, was letting herself be scared. He had to
reassure her right now before she becane hysterical

"I tell you it's foxes. Listen again for a nonent.'

Sil ence. Peter thought he could hear Janie's heart poundi ng; maybe it was his
own. He prayed that the vixen would screech again. It did, a few seconds |ater
- awld, hideous screamthat shattered the stillness and nade the prow ing

mal e of the species bark again. Both aninmals were somewhere in the big forest.

There, what did | tell you? That was a fox, all right.’

'That was. 'Janie's voice quavered. 'But the other wasn't. | tell you, Peter
it was the nmost unearthly, awful sound |I've ever heard in ny life.'

He clicked his tongue in annoyance. Wonen! Once they got a stupid notion into
their heads there was no way of changing their nminds. 'Have it your own way,
but I'mgetting back to sleep because I've a lot of work to catch up on
tomorrow. As far as |I'mconcerned it was mating foxes up in the forest and
don't want to hear any nore about it.'

"But it wasn't up in the forest, not the sound | heard, anyway,' she al npst
screanmed. 'Peter, it cane fromthat stone circled

"For Christ's sake! This is sheer nonsense. You're forcing yourself to believe
what that pair of bunpkins in the pub were ranting on about. No wonder Gavin's
scared. You're frightening himto death. Now, |I'mgetting to sleep. You please
your sel f.'

Jani e went over to the window, and stared out forcing her confused brain to
regi ster details; the sloping grassland ethereal and silvery, the bare hedges.
In the distance the mass of pine trees seenming to glower threateningly. She
tried not to turn her head, but in the end was conpelled to, nmentally
flinching fromthe stunted pines only a couple of hundred yards away - so
eerie, so mpjestic, so vibrant that she could al nost feel their power.

W de-eyed, frightened, she was held there at the wi ndow as though they were
hypnoti si ng her, warning her

Finally they let her go and she shuffl ed barefooted and trenbling back to bed
and | owered hersel f down al ongside Peter. He was al ready asl eep, she could



tell by his regular breathing. The fool, he had scorned the final warning,
scoffed at it. And there m ght not be anot her

For the rest of the night she lay there just staring up at the ceiling,

wat ching the latticed square of noonlight pale until finally it was replaced
by the cold grey light of a nmountain wi nter dawn. That scream - she could
still hear it like a catchy tune that persistently sticks in the brain. She
heard it again and again, a |long-drawn-out cry of agony, the enbodi nent of
every fear known to man or beast, the ultimate in terror

Her train of thought |ed back to wild beasts, ferocious creatures that had
escaped fromcaptivity to return to the only way of life they knew stal king
their prey with a ruthless patience, pouncing out of the darkness and ri pping
it to shreds with huge sharp claws. Nature's law, the |aw of the jungle.

And Hodre was now that jungle.
5

Mal col m Hughes had been headmaster of Wodsi de school for the past twenty-five
years. He had lived in the village froman early age, and he had studied there
hi nsel f before progressing to university. A nunmber of postings had foll owed
but in the end the trail had | ed back to Wodsi de because that was his
anbition. At fifty-five they would let himsee his retirenent there and even
afterwards, he told hinmself, his presence would be indispensable, for truly no
out sider could fully understand the people of this place.

Wl l-built and bal ding, the school master had a reputation for being
bad-tenpered and a | aw unto hinmself. Mss Haverill, who taught the infant
class, lived in fear and trenbling of the headmaster but, Ml col m decided,
that was the way it should be. Had not assistant teachers in his own

school days feared the headmaster? O course they had. There was one word to
sumit all up - discipline! And discipline stemmed fromthe top of the tree,
found its way right down to the roots and ensured a strong and healthy growth
t hroughout. That was the trouble with society today: no discipline. The bl anme
for recent city rioting and looting lay with parents and school teachers,
principally the latter. A school master did not sinply discipline his pupils,
he di sciplined the parents as well.

Mal col m Hughes took his time lighting his large rustic pipe as he wei ghed up
this young man who had deenmed to presune upon his valuable time first thing on
a Monday norning. Qutsiders could cause probl ems because they had not had the
Wyodsi de upbringing and | ooked for psychol ogical reasons behind their
children's inability to conformto what this small society demanded. They did
not accept what you told them they came up with ideas of their own which were
all nonsense anyway. This fellow sitting before himwas a witer; well, he'd
witten a book, put it that way. Mass nmarket fiction, a sacrilege to the
Engli sh | anguage, laced with bad grammar and even worse | anguage. It was all a
con-trick, damaging to the tradition of English literature. A sem -hippy, he
had not even bothered to put a suit on to consult his son's headnaster
Certainly discipline was | acking here. Hughes sighed audibly.

"My son is afraid of being bullied,” Peter Fogg said, nmoving his head slightly
in an attenpt to dodge a drifting cloud of scented tobacco snoke.

"But he hasn't actually been bullied.' Hughes knitted his bushy eyebrows into
a stern countenance, which in his younger days he had practised in front of a
mrror. 'Young boys are prone to many fears, their imaginations are fertile
and often play-ground quarrels are magnified out of all proportion.'



"He's frightened of the WIson boys.' Peter watched the other closely for a
reaction, and saw the grey eyes beneath the brows narrow slightly.

"Ch, the Wlsons . . . ' The school master drew heavily on his pipe and took
his time expelling the snoke. They can be a bit over rumbustuous at tines but
there's no harmin the lads. |1've had to stanp down on them on the odd

occasion in the past, mnd you.'

Their elder brothers tried to run Gavin down on their notorbikes.' Peter
sensed Hughes erecting barricades, a kind of stonewall psychol ogi cal defence.
They could have killed him 1 sent them packing but the younger ones are
threatening to beat Gavin up today, because his parents aren't Wl sh!'

That's nonsense.'
"Precisely. That's why |'m here now.'

"I assure you M - er - um- Fogg, that no such thing could take place on the
prem ses of this school. | would not allow anything nore than an exuber ant
friendly brawl on the playground, | pronise you.'

Then howis it," Peter spoke slowy, his words seenming to cut a path through
the thick haze of pipe snmoke which enshrouded the big nan on the other side of
t he desk, 'that these two young hooligans bl acked Kevin Arnold' s eye and got
hi m down on the ground and ki cked hell out of hin?

Mal col m Hughes started visibly. 'Cone now, M Fogg, that really is taking it
too far. | know the incident which you are referring to, of course. The

W sons and young Arnold quarrelled over something during playtime one day

| ast week. There was an argument and | believe a bl ow was struck but M ss
Haverill was quick to intervene and - '

"But she didn't intervene quite quickly enough,' Peter snapped, 'Look, M
Hughes, suppose you drop all this facade you've built up about schoo
discipline and the like. I know as well as you do that the WIsons and
probably some of the other kids are hooligans, given the chance. |I'mnot here
to conpl ain about young Arnold's black eye, just to tell you that it's not to
happen to ny boy. If it does. '

'"Is - is this some kind of threat, M Fogg?' Malcol mHughes | eaned forward,
the veins in his thick neck standing out |ike |engths of blue cord.

"It depends.' The other stood up. 'On whether anything happens to ny boy. It's
your responsibility to see that it doesn't.’

Hughes was puffing steadily on his pipe. How dare this upstart of an outsider
cone here and talk to himlike this. He thought of the WIsons and renenbered
how the tyres on his car had been slashed. There were things that were best

| eft al one, but when parents conplained it nmade life very difficult,
especially if you weren't Wl sh! Ml col m Hughes was English. Wth a Wl sh nane
but born in Stoke-on-Trent, he'd come to Wodside with his parents at the age
of three. Modst people thought he was Wel sh - except the WIsons! Sonmehow
they'd found out and life was a kind of brinkmanshi p. You never knew for sure
what they would do, and if they did anything you never found out until it was
too late. You could never prove anything. They were a kind of private
terrorist organisation that you couldn't get to grips with, fighting you under
t he cover of darkness. They had obviously got it in for the Foggs, which
wasn't surprising. Mark and Jon woul d rough the young kid up at school, the

el der twins would - well, there was no way of guessing to what |engths they
woul d go. The holiday cottage that had been burned down one night |ast w nter



that was the WIlsons' doing for sure. You had to tread carefully. Run with the
hare and the hounds.

"Leave it to nme.' The headmaster blew out a thick cloud of snoke, which he
hoped woul d hide the flicker of fear in his eyes, the slight trenbling of his
lower lip. I'll see that no harmcones to your boy.'

"Good.' Peter smiled. 'In which case I'll not take up any nore of your
val uable tine, M Hughes. Good day to you.'

Peter had not nissed that brief expression of fear on the school master's face.
He's shit-scared of the WIlsons, Peter thought. In fact he's scared of
everything, including his owm shadow. A big bluffing coward, another breed of
t he bul I yi ng speci es.

He drove slowy back to Hodre, a kind of unwillingness to go honme because
Janie would be waiting for him demanding a word-for-word report of his
nmeeting at the school. OK, he'd tell her. But it wouldn't satisfy her. It
didn't really satisfy him because Ml col m Hughes was just stalling, hoping
that the WIson boys woul dn't beat Gavin up and that everything would be al
ri ght.

Peter was surprised to see that Janie's Mni was not parked on the verge
adjoining the cottage. In a way he was relieved, because it wuld give hima
respite fromher continual naggi ng barrage that there was something odd goi ng
on. After a while he alnost believed that there was, but he nmust not believe
it, or they would never stick it out for a year. It was just the sudden
contrast between town and country life, that was all. Janie would get used to
this place in due course and in the neantinme he just had to showa little

f or bear ance.

He had intended to go straight back to work on that difficult chapter
concl usi on. Now, suddenly, he wasn't in the nood. He needed to wi nd down, to
relax for an hour or so and get Ml col m Hughes and the W1l sons out of his
system

A wal k, maybe. He remenbered the m ssing cat. Not that he was bot hered nmuch
about it hinself; it was only a stray that had appeared from sonewhere and
taken up residence at Hodre, and he had never |iked cats. But Snowy woul d
reduce the mce and rat popul ation and save an awful |ot of trouble where
Jani e was concerned. Al so, it kept Gavin happy. So the sooner it was found the
better, and the search offered the chance of a wal k and sone nuch-needed fresh
air. He could still snmell that school master's rank pipe.

The cat could be three or four mles away, satisfying its sexual needs on sone
willing mate; on the other hand, it could have found an infestation of rats
somewhere nearby in one of the hedgerows.

Peter went into the porch and donned his Wellington boots and duffle coat.
Then he stood for a nonent wondering where to begin. Sonehow he didn't fancy
going up to the forest again. The place had an inhospitable | ook about it,
especi ally today when there was an abundance of | ow cl oud.

He had woken with a slight headache, the kind which gets progressively worse
as the day goes on, probably because of the disturbance |ast night, coupled
with his anger over that stupid conversation in the Cat. And the neeting with
Hughes had nade hi mtense. Perhaps he was suffering fromeye-strain too.

He groaned to hinself. If this nood didn't evaporate soon he'd never be able
to get down to any nore work today. There was sonething nagging at his



subconsci ous, a depression of sorts; and all this totally unnecessary bull shit
whi ch was upsetting Janie and Gavin.

And sonet hing el se! Onh Jesus Christ, he was getting edgy, peering ahead of
hinself into the | ow cloud, which seened to be thickening, as though he
expected some kind of apparition to appear suddenly. Take a grip on yourself,
Peter Pogg, or eke you'll be getting as nervy as everybody else. Al the sane
it was a bit creepy out here, a silent lifeless grey world. Not even a crow or
a magpi e about; the sheep which had strayed down fromthe forest were nowhere
in sight. Perhaps they had returned whence they had conme (probably back to
Ruski n"s huge flock), or else they were huddling in sone corner hidden by the
fog. Frightened, |ike hinself!

Dam it, |1'mnot scared.
Yes, you are. You just won't admit it.

Where the hell had that bloody cat gone? Wat chance was there of finding it
out here in thickening | ow cl oud? None, but he was going to search for it just
the sane, a show of bravado that wouldn't fool even hinself.

Well, he wasn't going up to the forest again. There wasn't any point, because
if it was up there he'd never find it. Walk the boundaries, followthe tal
straggli ng hawmt horn hedge that marked the perineter of Hodre, and in due
course he would conplete the circle and arrive back at the cottage. He'd have
a good | ook at that stone circle on the way.

Peter shivered; it was the raw danp atnosphere, of course. He struck off to
the left, found the hedgerow and began to followit. A sudden thought crossed
his mnd: Janie hadn't said she was goi ng anywhere today, but then why the
hell should she? They'd had quite a tiff in the night over that scream ng

vi xen and when Janie went into one of her sulks it m ght be days before she
got back to nornmal donestic conversation. Sod her, he couldn't pander to her
every little tantrum Let her work it off in her own good tine.

G gantic shapes | oonmed out of the opaque greyness ahead of him nighty pine
trees that would have attained fifty or sixty feet in height if the w nds
hadn't bent them fashioning themover the years into weird m sshapen

cari catures.

Sonet hing glided fromthe topnost branches of the nearest tree, flapped its
massi ve black wings just once to maintain its elevation and gave a deep cronk
before the thick grey vapour swallowed it up. A raven; while there are ravens
in the Tower of London England will never fall to a foreign foe. Peter sniled
to hinself and tried to remenber where he'd read or heard that saying. Stupid
really, because they were nothing nore than oversize crows. Maybe they had
some kind of magical powers. He shivered again and began fastening the toggles
on his coat. Coming up here didn't seem such a good idea after all; the

at nosphere was danp and far fromhealthy, and if anything his headache had

wor sened. It woul d have been preferable to have remained in the small front
room got a fire going until the place was unhealthily snug and tried to
westle with the conclusion to chapter one. Chapter endings were an art in

t hensel ves; they had to make the reader want to turn to the next page. If the
aut hor got it wong, then the book was likely to be put down and not picked up
again - and that was how nore than a few best-selling witers had drifted into
obl i vi on.

So this was the stone circle! Somehow he had clinbed above it; possibly the
bank of cloud caught up on the nountains had screened it fromhimuntil now.
It was only three hundred yards fromthe cottage, yet the steepness of the



incline made it seemlike a mle

It was situated in a kind of no-man's-land. The hedgerows seened to peter out
here as though the rocky earth was too poor to support the growh of haw horn
O perhaps it was left unscreened for the conveni ence of tourists. Peter could
not inmagi ne anybody wanting to clinb all the way up here just to | ook at that.
There was nothing to see except a few pines that had obviously been planted
long after the druids (if any had ever used this place) had passed on. Sone
stones; he counted them - nine. Maybe there had been nore and | ocal farnmers
had dragged them away for their own use over the centuries. Just a bare,
roughly circular, patch of |and; the entw ning branches of the trees, which
had been planted too close to each other, shut out the sunlight. A gloony

pl ace; even Peter Fogg as a witer could not find words to describe it nore
fully. An historical nonentity. Eerie!

A deep-throated croak and a swi sh of wi ngs had himcowering, throwing up his
hands to protect hinmself. In a nmonmentary pang of fear he becane prinitive man
inawrld that was still young, with sone hideous prehistoric w nged nonster
about to swoop down on him That bloody raven again! The damed thi ng was
persistent, cheeky, in no way afraid of man. Now why the hell had it come back
here to this circle of desolation when surely there was food to be scavenged
in the fields? Even now, it was circling beyond his range of vision in the
fog, calling angrily as though it saw himas a trespasser and was ordering him
to | eave

And as he turned in a half-circle to follow the irate cronking of the
invisible bird, Peter suddenly saw why the big black bird was eager to return
to this stone circle. Ch, Jesus Christ Al mghty!

It was Snowy. Well, it was a white cat, anyway, although it was doubtful

whet her it was still individually recogni sable. Peter stepped back a pace, his
instincts screaming at himto run and keep on running; only it seened that al
the strength had drained fromhis legs. He felt the bile rise in his throat
and t hought he was going to vomit. But he neither fled nor spewed, just stood
and stared in disbelief with bulging eyes. It couldn't be; he nust be
imagining it, in the same way that Janie had been letting her fears run riot

| atel y. Nobody woul d possibly conmt that kind of atrocity on a harnl ess cat.

But sonebody had, and as if he needed further proof the bloodied feline corpse
dangling fromthe branch above his head swung round in the w ndl ess

at nosphere, dripping thick scarlet fluid fromthe gash which had opened up its
stomach. It seemed to | ook down on himw th dead eyes; its open jaws, frozen
with rigor nortis looked as if they were trying to nove and say, 'They did
this to ne!’

Its belly had been slit right up into its throat in a gory T-shaped wound and
the rope round its neck tied so tightly that the head had bul ged out of
proportion to the rest of its mangled body. Pitiful. Hi deous.

Pet er backed away, gl ancing around him The fog had nmoved in and thickened
still further, and for one awful second he experienced a sense of
disorientation, a feeling that he had suddenly been transported to another
world, a hostile land of terrible atrocities where the perpetrators lurked in
the mst. He realised he was shaking uncontrollably. Don't be a bl oody jool,
pul I yoursel f together.

He forced hinmself to think logically. The WIlsons, of course; this was their
revenge for Saturday norning's encounter, a cowardly way of getting back at

hi mt hrough a dunb animal. Peter had never |iked cats but suddenly he wanted
to burst into a torrent of tears on behalf of this one. Ch God, it was awful



Undoubtedly it was the cat's death scream Janie had heard in the night, a
shriek of feline agony as the knife gutted it whilst it still lived.

Well, at |east there was an expl anation for what had happened during the
moonlit hours, revolting as it was. Ot herw se Jani e m ght have gone off at a
tangent about spirits of ancient druids carrying out blood sacrifice, or
something like that. He'd have to tell her; maybe he could bury the cat before
Gavin came home and between them they could concoct some feasible white he. O
just leave it that Snowy was m ssing, and possibly buy Gavin a kitten or sone
other pet. That was the best way - but, damm it, those louts weren't going to
get away with this.

Peter was still shaking when he arrived back at the cottage, but now it was
with a burning fury. He thought about phoning the RSPCA. No, the police were
best. He'd get hold of the | ocal copper and put himin the picture. This
victimsation of English residents had to be stopped; these vandals had to be
taught to respect the law, to obey the rules of society.

And if the | aw woul dn't co-operate, then he'd sort the WIsons out hinself!
Peter paused in the doorway and found hinsel f glancing back in the direction
of the stone circle. The hill fog had come right down and obscured everyt hing.
He shivered.

It was just as Janie said: you got the feeling that sonething was up there in
the hills watching you. But that was nonsense, all in the mnd. He al npst
convinced hinself with an effort, but not quite.

He went inside, consulted the' dog-eared tel ephone directory and dialled the
nunber of the village police station

6

Gavin had been dreadi ng norni ng playtinme throughout the preceding | esson. M
Hughes didn't nmake himfeel any easier; it was al nbst as though he had singl ed
himout with his bad tenpered baleful glare tinme after time. Mark and Jon

Wl son were sitting at the back of the classroom Gavin heard them sniggering
together, bringing a feeling like an acute bout of colic to the pit of his
stomach. It was ail Dad's fault; he ought not to have gone and conplained to
the headmaster. In a way it was as if M Hughes and the WIson brothers had
joined forces to make life unconfortable for the hel pl ess outsider

'"Right, that'll do for now,' Hughes grunted. He fixed his gaze on Gavin again
and picked up his pipe fromthe desk. 'Playtinme, lads. Qut you all go. | don't
want anybody hangi ng behind in the classroom'

A sudden rush for the door, boys and girls eager to shake off the boredom of
forty mnutes of mathematics, chattering anongst thenselves. The WIsons were
first out, not even glancing back, an urgency about their novenents.

"You, too, boy.' The headmaster regarded Gavin steadily. 'You heard what |
said. Fresh air is what you need to get rid of that pallid conpl exi on of
yours.' An insult that was neant to hurt: You don't fit in here but you'l
dammed wel |l do what everybody el se does, like it or not.

Gavin nodded, his lower lip trenbling. But he wasn't going to give the
school master the satisfaction of seeing himecry.

It was damp and foggy outside in the playground. Gavin stood on the edge of
t he concrete conmpound. He saw a group of children playing football with a
saggi ng, partially deflated old ball, trying to kick it between the stanchi ons



of a rusty clinmbing frane. Some younger ones were playing tag, squealing and
shout i ng.

He had a feeling of not being wanted, of a general unwllingness to allow him
tojoinin, tomx with them It had never been like this at Perrycroft;
everybody played with everybody el se. Sometines you quarrelled but it was
never over anything very inportant and was usually forgotten when the bel

went for |essons.

"Well, if it isn't the English creep!’

He stiffened as he recogni sed one of the Wl sons' voices behind him He didn't
know whi ch one - they both sounded the sanme. He wondered whether to run back
into the classroom but decided against it. M Hughes was still in there
mar ki ng honmework. He'd be angry and send him strai ght back outside. It was no
good runni ng when there was nowhere to run to.

'You haven't forgotten what we said on Friday, have you?' They were edgi ng
forward, one on either side of him 'W told you what we do to the English
bast ards!"’

Suddenly both Gavin's wists were seized and pull ed behind his back, so that
he let out a cry of pain. Leering juvenile faces were thrust close to his own,
twi n expressions of hate that went far beyond their years.

"You English have no right here,' Jon WIlson spat. 'My dad says so. He says we
oughta beat the living daylights outa you foreigners”

'Yeah,' Mark agreed. 'And we always do what our dad says, don't we Jon? El se
he beats the living daylights outa us. So we gotta do it whether we likes it
or not. But we likes it.'

They pull ed hi m back and shoved himhard up agai nst the wall of the schoo
bui | di ng, then banged his head agai nst the rough stone, so that there was a
nmonentary bl aze of blinding lights before his eyes. He cried out.

"Knock 'is bloody teeth out, Jon. Black 'is eyes!'

"Hold it!' Jon caught his brother's arm 'You know what our dad says: you
don't | eave no marks on anybody, else they can get you for it. Ht "imin the
guts, it don't bruise there.'

Gavin doubl ed up and woul d have fallen had they not been hol ding him Hard
short jabs seened to expl ode his abdonmen, meking himgasp for breath. He was
not able even to cry out with pain, but seened to deflate |like the old
football the children were still kicking about.

It was all over in a nmatter of seconds. No nore than half a dozen

bel owt he-belt punches, and then his attackers released their hold on himand
stood back as he slunped to the ground clutching at his stomach - trying to
breat he, retching, groaning, withing Iike a wormthat has been speared by a
gardener's fork. Even the tears wouldn't conme. A terrible fear that they had
i njured himpermanently, that he'd never wal k again, flooded his mnd. He

| ooked up and saw their leering faces through a blur, like a reflection in a
pool distorted by ripples.

"That's for what your dad did to our Dai,' Jon Wlson spat. "And it's a
war ni ng about what'l| happen to your pa and maybe your ma too if they don't
get their stinking English hides out of Hodre. You tell '"em and don't forget
we didn't do nothin' to you. These other kids'Il swear blind we never touched



you. Get it?

Gavin nodded; he didn't mean to but sonmehow his head bobbed up and down. A
sudden surge of pain nmade himal nost bl ack out, and when he | ooked up again
they'd gone to join the others in kicking the old football. Everybody was
totally oblivious to his suffering.

Gavin got to his knees and dusted hinself down. He knew he could cry now, but
he forced hinself to hold the tears back. He strai ghtened up, then doubled
over again clutching at his stomach; it was as if a car had run over him and
squashed his intestines into a flat nulch. Dizzily he held on to the wall,
hal f afraid that the twin bullies mght come back and start on hi m again.

He t hought about going back inside and reporting the incident to M Hughes.
That nmeant the school master would have to take some action. O would he? Just
a bit of a scuffle, boy. They haven't hurt you; goodness, you haven't even got
any brui ses!

Gavin knew his nother was terrified too. Afraid of Hodre and sonet hing that
neither of them understood. He |eaned back against the wall and cl osed his
eyes. The pain in his stomach was receding; it was a dull ache now, |ike w nd
that coul dn't escape.

But his fear wasn't | essening. It was grow ng stronger.

Just as Peter replaced the tel ephone he heard Janie's Mni pull on to the
grass verge outside and the slight judder of pre-ignition as she switched off
t he engi ne. He sighed; she'd have to be told the facts now that PC Cal vert was
on his way up here. He'd hoped she would not return for an hour or two, giving
himtime to get rid of the | aw before the cat's di sappearance was di scussed.

"Hi.' She kicked the door open and canme in carrying a cardboard box in her
arms. A nunber of tiny holes had been gouged in its sides with a sharp
i nstrunent.

"What's that?' His curiosity overcane all the fears which were crowding in on
hi m

'Look and see,' she smiled, |lowering the box on to the table and lifting one
of the flaps.

He bent over, a | ook of astonishnent on his face. 'A rabbit!’

"Yes.' She lifted out the small grey and white hal f-grown creature. It stared
up at themwth frightened eyes. 'There was a sign offering rabbits for sale
out si de one of the cottages in the village. | thought perhaps you could knock
up a small hutch of some kind out of all that waste wood that's |ying about up
in the granary. The cat's been missing for nearly three days now and, well, |

t hought a pet of sonme kind mght nake up for it. Gavin's upset about Snowy,
you can tell that. I"'mafraid - | get the feeling that - sonething s happened
to that cat.'

"Yes.' He spoke slowy, trying not to nmeet her gaze. Tm afraid something has
happened to it."'

"What - where is he?' Janie clutched the rabbit to her breast as though she
feared that the same nanel ess fate might befall this creature also.

' That scream you heard | ast night -



"It wasn't a fox!' Surely he wasn't going to start that argunent all over
again. 'l knowit wasn't.'

"No, no it wasn't a fox.' He stared down at the floor. "It - it was Snowy.'
'"Ch ny God, what's happened to hin®
The Wl sons.' Lay the blane first, the details could follow after. "They'll go

to any |l engths, apparently, with their canpaign of terrorism against the
Engli sh. They've killed Snowy.'

" Ch no! How?'

Wl |, she'd have to be told, because she woul d be here when the policenman
arrived and he'd want to know every gory detail. They hanged himin a tree and
gutted him'

" How awful , how despi cable!" She went a deathly col our that even her make-up
could not hide. '"Where did they do it?

Oh God, that was one question he wi shed she hadn't asked. 'One of those firs
in the stone circle.’

She swayed. Peter grasped her arm sure she was going to faint. He took the
rabbit fromher and put it back in the box.

"How - how are you so sure it was the WIlsons?' She clung to himand buried
her face against his chest, and he felt the first sobs beginning. It wasn't
just the cat; all her fears were building to a peak

"It nust be, part of their crazy canpaign to drive the English out of Wales,
as well as getting even with me for breaking up their biking session on
Sat ur day. '

"No."' Her voice was low. 'It's not them | knowit. It's that circle - and
whatever it is that's still alive up there.'
"Now you're being ridiculous.'" Hell, he didn't sound very convincing. There's

nothing up there - just a few big stones and sonme fir trees. It was the
Wl sons who killed the cat.’

"Ahl right.' She gave a loud sigh. 'You're entitled to your opinion, just as
I"'mentitled to mne. Only I"'mafraid | can't stick it here much | onger, and
neither can Gavin. If you're not prepared to | eave, Peter, then |I'"mgoing to
go and stay with ny parents, and |'mtaking Gavin with ne.'

"I"ve got to stay." Hi s jaw became square, it always did when he was being
stubborn. 1've got to stay until I've witten ny book, and so far |'m not
getting on very fast.' A note of anger began to creep into his voice. "It
seens that you're deliberately out to disrupt ny work. Drop everything and go
and nake a rabbit hutch. There's bogeynmen in the wood; druids have come back
to haunt the old circle. And on top of that |'ve got this bl oody peasant

fam |y doing their utnost to drive us out. Well |I'm bloody well sick of it and
" mnot budging for any of you. You go if you want to, but none of your spooks
are going to drive ne away.'

She opened her nouth to reply, but checked her angry retort as her ears picked
up the sound of a car's engine, slow ng, dying, and the netallic clang of a
door sl anm ng.



"That sounds |like the police,' Peter said. 'Now perhaps we can get sonething
done. Your fears allayed for a start. And then I can get on with ny book in
peace.'

PC Cal vert was only a year or two off retirement age. Possibly he could have
attained pronotion to a higher rank had it not been for his, or rather his
wife's, reluctance to nove from Wodside. Her whole life centred round the
smal |l nountain village, and she had repeatedly insisted in the early years of
their marriage that she would die if she went to live anywhere el se. George
Calvert had an open m nd about the Wodside fol k. They were a cl ose-knit,
superstitious, suspicious lot, but if you went along with themlife was fairly
easy. Who was to know if the regulars at the Cat continued drinking for an
hour or so after closing tinme? In their owm way the inhabitants of the village
were | aw abi ding, so he let them al one, and they accepted hi m because he was
Ella's husband and al nost forgot that he was an outsider, born and bred in
Cardi ff. He was Wl sh anyway, and that was the criterion

Calvert carefully placed his flat hat upside down on the table and accepted
the cup of tea which Jam e handed him hoping that she woul dn't notice that
his hand shook a little. Tall and thin, he | ooked ungainly on the snall

upright chair. Hs brow furrowed as he sipped his drink. He'd seen death many
times during his career, and now suddenly he was shaken by the sight of a dead
cat. It didn't nake sense, he couldn't figure it out. It was the way it had
been killed, of course; the sheer callousness of it all

"It's those Wlsons,' Peter insisted, 'getting their own back on ne.'

'Let's not accuse anybody wi thout proof.' A village policeman had to be a
diplomat at all times. 'And proof we certainly haven't got.' The last thing he
wanted to say was, 'It looks like some kind of ritual killing to ne, a sort of
sacrifice.' There had been odd reports up and down the country of bl ack
magi ci ans carrying out filthy blood rites in old churchyards and such pl aces,
but surely they'd never cone to a place like Hodre. He'd have to word his
report very carefully if he wasn't going to stir up a real hornets' nest.
'Look, M Fogg, I'mgoing to make a few di screet enquiries. If you'll leave it
with ne for a few days maybe I'Il come up with sonmething. On the face of it it
| ooks like the work of vandals.'

"Tell me about the WIlsons.' Peter regarded the policeman steadily. 'The
younger ones have been threatening ny son at school .’

They're a bit of a rough lot' - a reluctant adm ssion -'"the old man's got a
per manent chip on his shoulder. | suppose having twins twice over didn't

hel p.' Calvert laughed. 'He's drilled into his lads a kind of fanatica
patriotism sort of if sonmebody's not Welsh they're an eneny. There never used
to be nmuch bother but since one or two strangers drifted into Waodside the

W sons seemto have taken it upon thensel ves to wage war on the English.

Bet ween you and ne' - the constable, sniled faintly, w nked and tapped his
forehead with his finger - '"they're a bit dulally, if you know what | mean.
I'"mnot saying they killed your cat and |'mnot saying they didn't, but it's
the kind of thing they would do. Maybe we'll find out, naybe we won't, but

"Il give "ema friendly warning that | think it nmight be themand there'll be
trouble if they do anything else. Oh, and if they cone up biking again and
causing you trouble, just give ne a buzz and 1'll cone up.'

PC Cal vert finished his tea, picked up his hat and stood up. 'Wll, it's been
nice neeting you folks but 1'll have to be tiddling along.'

"Just tell me one thing,' Peter said, and added, 'in confidence of course.
What do Messrs Peters and Bostock do for a living?



"Now why on earth do you ask that?" The policeman's eyebrows rose. 'You' ve not
had any trouble with them have you?

"No.' Peter smled. 'Except that when we called in at the Cat for a drink |ast
ni ght they recounted a host of horrible | egends and rumpurs purely for our
benefit. | wondered why they went to work on noonlight nights in particular.'

'They' re poachers.' Calvert's expression was grave. 'And tough custoners at
that. They've both done tinme, about three years ago. Twelve nonths api ece for
mal i ci ously woundi ng a ganmekeeper one night. They damed near killed him
Fortunately out here there are no estates where ganme is reared in |large
nunbers, and nostly they concern thensel ves with ground gane - rabbits and
hares - and nost of the farmers round here turn a blind eye to it. In a way
Peters and Bostock are doing thema favour by keeping the rabbits down. M nd
you, if they see a pheasant they'll have it, and there's been reports of
poultry gone missing fromtime to tinme. Take a tip fromne, if they get
working the fields round here at night and you hear "em let "emget on with
it. Wien it comes to doi ng unpl easant things and getting their own back on
somebody for sonmething, the WIsons have got nothing on those two!'

Janie felt a little shiver run up and down her spine. Truly the night had a
t housand eyes. And how many ot her unpl easant characters were roaming the
fields and woods around Hodre during the nocturnal hours?

"Don't forget, any bother from anybody and 1'I1 be right up'

'"He's genuine,' Peter murnured, as they watched the blue and white Panda van
winding its way back down the lane in the direction of Wodside. 'A real nice
guy, the best so far in this place.'

'What about Hughes, the school master?

"I wouldn't trust himas far as | could throw him and he nust weigh fifteen
stone.' Peter's eyes narrowed. 'He's a coward and a bully and it's quite
obvious to nme that he's scared stiff of the Wlson fanmily. | reckon fromthis
nmorni ng onwards that he's scared of nme too.' He | aughed.

T don't like the sound of this Peters and Bostock pair one little bit.' Janie
entwi ned her fingers until the ends suffused with blood. 'Ch Peter, it isn't
safe at nights with them prowling about. They've already been to prison for
violence.' 'l doubt whether they'll harmus,' he smled. "Al they're
interested in is rabbits and hares, and as far as |I'mconcerned they're

wel cone to them

"But they've got a grudge against us, you could tell that by the way they were
talking in the pub last night.'

"Sinply because we're English, and there nust be an awful |ot of other
Wl shmren who share their views.' 'Maybe they killed Snow?

"I doubt it very much. Country folk aren't like that. They enjoy their various
field sports but they abhor cruelty and suffering. Me, |I'mblamng the WI sons
but, as Calvert said, | doubt very much whether we'll ever prove it. Well, it
doesn't look as if I'mgoing to get nuch work done today. |'d better go and
cut that cat down and bury it. The last thing we want is for Gavin to go up
the field and find it hanging up there. 1'Il do it right away.'

"And a hutch for the rabbit . . . ?° "OK, OK One thing at a tine. First |'l
go and see to the cat.'



He donned his duffle-coat and went out through the back door. The cl oud had
not lifted; if anything it had come down |lower - a thick grey blanket that
obscured everything and made weird shapes out of perfectly ordinary everyday
thi ngs. Peter shivered. God, it was cold. The danp got right through no matter
what he was wearing

He didn't relish the prospect of going up to the circle again. It wasn't just
t he t hought of having to | ook upon the horrendously nutilated cat again, or
even that he'd have to handle the corpse this time- It went deeper than that;
violent death in a silent grey world. Alnost a - warning. Get out, or this

m ght happen to you

Peter licked his lips. Hs nouth was dry and his head was thunping like a
voodoo drum He gripped the handl e of the spade he was carrying. It was nore
than just a tool, it was a weapon, a steel blade that would be deadly if it
was used correctly to hit somebody at the right angle in the right place. It
was a di sconcerting thought, an association with the viol ence he | oathed.

The tw sted pines | oomed up ahead of himthrough the fog, deforned giants
maki ng threatening gestures with their m sshapen arns: Go away, you have been
want ed! He held the spade tightly and felt tiny beads of cold sweat starting
to break out on his body.

He'd work quickly - dig a hole and get the cat buried, then try and erase it
fromhis nenory. It was hanging fromthe furthest branch of the nearest pine.
It was -

Oh Jesus Christ, the cat was gone! Just a single strand of frayed bl oodsoaked
rope .

He ran forward breathl essly and began to search the ground frantically. The
rope nust have snapped under the strain. Maybe the raven was responsible.

But the ground was bare. He scrabbled with the spade, scuffing up the dry
earth as though he m ght uncover the bl oodied corpse. No chance; an inch or
two below the surface it was all solid rock. Hell, he should have brought a
pi ck.

Where the bl oody hell had that cat gone? Something had taken it within the

| ast hour, since he had brought PC Cal vert up here and shown himthe grisly
evidence. It was too high up for a prowing fox to reach, and too heavy for a
raven or a buzzard to carry off, even if they could have snapped the rope.

Peter straightened up. It was useless |ooking for tracks, and even if he found
any he probably woul dn't recognise them He found hinself listening intently;
there was just a steady drip-drip of noisture falling fromthe saturated
conifer foliage. O herw se silence. The raven had gone. It had no cause to
remain now that its carrion feast had di sappeared.

Ch God, what was he going to tell Janie? He'd have to lie, and lie
convincingly, that he'd buried the creature. And just pray that it didn't turn
up sonewhere in a day or two. No way could he tell her the truth.

He was just about to retrace his steps when his strained ears picked up a
sound ami dst the gentle fall of the dripping danp. He tensed and tried to
recogni se it. Footsteps com ng this way, but certainly not hunman. Sonet hing
el se, a steady nunching sound as if - as if whatever it was was chew ng on
something like - like the raw, bloody flesh of a dead cat!



Stark prinmeval fear drove himback against a tree trunk, his spade raised |ike
a caveman's club poised for a fight to the death with a prehistoric nonster
Col d sweat was running down his face now, and he snelt his own scent of fear

The noi se grew | ouder; feet were scraping over the hard ground, coming this
way. He thought briefly of flight, but knew his |legs wouldn't nake it.

What ever it was, he was afraid it would run himdown and hunt by scent if it
couldn't see himthrough the fog, then tear himapart as it had the cat.

He stared ahead until his eyes hurt, seeing shapes that weren't there. The
m st was playing cruel tricks that had his pul ses racing, his heart thunping
until he thought it would surely burst.

Then he saw it. He tried to tell hinself that it was the ramthat had been
lost in the forest at the weekend, but it was too big, with branch-Iike horns
that thrust this way and that. It stood erect as it snelled Peter

That was when he began to shout an incoherent, neani ngl ess barrage of words
that were meant to frighten, but they died away to a hoarse whi sper as he
cower ed back, the spade suddenly too heavy to w el d.

Now it saw himas it turned in his direction. And his mnd pictured the
mangl ed remai ns of Snowy, the granary cat, and renmenbered what its fate had
been.

7

Real i sati on cones gradually in the depths of the ultimate in fear. For Peter
Fogg it came agonisingly slowy. The creature materialised out of the nist, a
savage beast of unknown species, a fearsone thing that stared fixedly at him
with wide eyes and then in a second was gone, |eaping back, tw sting and
turning, racing in full flight. And all that was |left was the drunm ng of
hooves that seened to hang in the atnosphere. Not just one set, many of them
a poundi ng herd that even now caused the rocky ground to vibrate as they
enbar ked on headl ong flight.

"Jesus Christ - deer!' He spoke aloud, lowering his spade to the ground and
leaning his full weight on it. He was sweating heavily and a terrible sinking
sensation in his heart and stomach had knotted his guts so that he al npost
vomted. Not quite. God, it was a good job nobody could see himlike this
because - or could they!

He found hinself glancing around, feeling that even now sonebody was | urking
out there in the dense |ow cloud watching his every novement. But that was
silly, because if he couldn't see them whoever they were, they couldn't see
him It was as sinple as that. Hi s nerves getting the better of him the way
Janie's did, and he was succunbing to prinmtive childish fears; pull the
bedcl ot hes up over your head because the bogeyman's wat chi ng you.

He gave a laugh. It sounded strange, a kind of cackle, but it helped. He'd
been scared to hell by a bl oody roe buck, the nmpbst shy and gentle of ah"
creatures, just because he'd no idea that deer roaned these hills and forests.
But it didn't explain the cat's di sappearance. That was the nmpbst worrying
factor of all.

He shoul dered his spade and began the steep trek downhill. He was surprised
how qui ckly the cottage with its adjoining granary appeared before himout of
the gloom The stone circle was a ot closer than he'd thought.

He started when he saw Janie in the doorway. She nmust have heard hi m comi ng



O el se she had been standing there ever since he'd left.

"Whatever's the matter?' There was an expression of alarmon her face, and her
body was tense as she gripped the doorpost.

"Not hing.' He made a show of picking a piece of slate and scraping the spade
with it. Sone particles of rust flaked off, powdered |ike dust; maybe she'd
believe it was dirt fromdigging. 'Nothing at all. Everything's OK '

"No it isn't. Don't lie, Peter; don't try and fool me, because | know it

isn"t. You ve had one hell of a scare. | can tell that just by |ooking at your
face.'
"All right, I've had a bit of a fright.' He | eaned on the spade again,

t hi nki ng that he should have known all along that he wouldn't be able to foo
her. 'There's deer here, Janie. A big herd, judging by the sound of their
hooves in the fog. They cane upon ne in the fog; a bit unnerving when you find
yourself face to face with a creature that size before you can identify it.

Li ke that ramthat came out of the forest on Saturday.'

*You haven't buried that cat, have you!' Ch God, fermale intuition again. O
per haps he had not been away | ong enough. He'd lost all track of tine.

'"No.' He gave up trying to lie, 'l haven't.'
"Why not ?'
' Because - because it's gone!'’

'"Gone!' Janie was gripping the doorpost with both hands now 'What d' you nean,
it's gone!'

"Just that. Sonething rmust have taken it. A fox maybe.'

"But you said it was hanging high up in a tree, as high as your head. How
could a fox possibly get it down? It's sonmething else that's taken it, isn't
it? The Wl sons or those two poacher chaps - or sonething el se!’

"W're letting our imaginations run away with us.' He dropped the spade and
pushed past her into the house. 'A string of coincidences which we're
interpreting the wong way.'

'There's something sinister going on here/ She followed himinto the hall. "I
don't know what it is, but we've suddenly found ourselves caught up init.'

"Let's not go into all that again. There are perfectly |ogical reasons for
everything that's happened, |'ve no doubt whatsoever. It all stems froma
peasant famly who hate the English, coupled with the fact that |'ve stopped
them from hi king on these fields, where they've probably come scranbling ever
since they were old enough to ride. 1'mgoing to nake some son of a hutch for
that rabbit.’

He wasn't going to get any work done today, that was for sure. Better to
occupy hinself with something mundane, not that carpentry had ever been one of
his special talents. He'd hated woodwork at school, even nore than netal work.
But suddenly it was a kind of therapy. He found a hamrer and some nails and
went up into the granary, taking a sadistic delight that he could suddenly hit
sormet hi ng.

The task was conpleted in less than ten mnutes, sinmply because he found an



ol d hen coop that needed no nore than a little restoration: new hinges on the

lid and sone | oose nails knocked back in. Well, he could go back to his work
now i f he wanted. But he knew that he would not settle to witing that day. He
had recovered fromthe shock of the deer, but the m ssing cat still plagued

him It had to be the Wlsons; he told hinself over and over again that it
couldn't be anybody el se. But even so he could not dispel the lingering doubt
at the back of his mnd.

He went back down to his study and decided to rearrange the books on the

shel ving. Just for sonmething to do until he fetched Gavin at four o'clock. He
hoped the boy was OK. Maybe now that he had a rabbit he wouldn't ask about the
cat. Neither Peter nor Janie had the nerve to lie convincingly any nore, but
they'd have to try if need be.

Peter sat in his car outside the school playground and watched the children
com ng out. He picked out the WIlson twins, Mark and Jon, and his jaw
tightened. Instinctively he was clenching his fists. Little bastards, he'd
like to smash their bloody faces in and listen to them pleading for nmercy; the
ol der ones, too. That one he'd knocked off his bike had been lucky not to
break an armor a |eg.

Where was Gavi n? He was searching al nost desperately now. A couple of dozen
boys and girls, their ages ranging fromeleven down to five; it was noticeable
how t hey kept well clear of the bullying twins, glancing furtively after them
hol di ng back in order to let themget on their way.

A sigh of relief escaped the witer's |ips. There was Gavin com ng through the
rusted iron gates, M Hughes at his side, a lunbering figure that was intended
to create a protective imge. There was a condescendi ng expression on the
headmaster's florid features: Does this satisfy you, M Fogg? |'m panpering
your weakling of a son, nmaking sure the others don't call himnames or hurt
his feelings,

Pet er wound down t he wi ndow of the Saab. 'Good afternoon, M Hughes. | trust
everything's &K'

"Absolutely.' A smirk, the deep set eyes hooded by the thick brows. 'No
trouble. | never thought there would be.'

Peter's gaze switched to Gavin; the boy net it for a nonment, then dropped his
eyes. Enbarrassnent, uneasiness. Because Hughes was there, and the other
children had witnessed this protection by authority?

' God. Thank you for your help, M Hughes. | trust that from now onwards there
won't be any need for ne to trouble you again.'

Tm sure there won't.' Another smirk: | wasn't pleased to help but |'ve been
seen to do ny duty.

"How s things? Peter tried to sound |light-hearted as he nosed the Saab out of
the village and took the left fork for the steep clinb up to Hodre.

"K' Gavin's tone was flat, expressionless, as though he was deliberately
hol di ng back sonmething nmore than just a threatening flood of tears.

'The Wl sons didn't bother you?
"No.'" Alie that had to be forced and canme out as a husky whi sper.

"That's OK then.' Peter glanced sideways, |ooking for signs of bruising, but



found none. Sonething had happened all right but it was best if it came out in
its own good tine. And if Hughes was covering anything up there would be one
hel l uva runpus; a letter to the education authorities anmongst other things.
Nobody pushed the Foggs about.

' Has Snowy turned up?

"No, I'mafraid he hasn't. Probably still off courting somewhere. But we've
got you a new pet, a rabbit. Al nice and snug in its hut.'

Peter hal f-expected Gavin to say sonething like: 'l don't want a rabbit, |
want Snowy.' The boy wasn't normally sulky but it was obvious that inside he
was di straught. But he just turned and stared out of the wi ndow at the mnurky
grey | andscape that was darkening fast. Danmm the | ow cl oud, Peter thought.
Wuldn't it ever Iift? It was nmaking life increasingly difficult, spawning its
own at mosphere of foreboding - as though sonme unseen evil force had cast a
mantl e over the nountains to cloak the portents of doom

"I don't think Gavin's at all well.' Janie cane into the study shortly after
ni ne o' cl ock, caught her husband in md-sentence again and forced herself to
wait. 'He says he's got stonach-ache, and he's never lied over ailnents

before. | think the best thing is to keep himoff school tonorrow'
'"W'|] see how he is in the norning. There's definitely sonething on his mnd
I reckon the WIlsons have had a go at himbut he's scared to say. | don't

trust that fellow Hughes.'

'He swears they haven't been near him but | know he's hol di ng sonet hi ng back
Thank God | managed to get that rabbit, otherw se he'd ve been really upset

over the cat. CGod, he mustn't ever know the truth. Anyway, |'mgoing up to
bed, |I'm absolutely shattered."
"Il be up later.' He turned back to his typewiter. 'I've just got to try and

catch up otherwise |I'mnever going to get this book witten.'

Janie went out into the hall, closing the door softly behind her. Peter's
wor ki ng days had extended into working nights. He just did not seemto sense
that things were closing in on them unknown forces that she couldn't explain.

Janie was still awake when Peter cane to bed, but she feigned sl eep and
listened to himundressing and getting into bed beside her, his breathing
gradual | y becom ng deeper, until at |ast she knew he was asl eep. She hadn't
want ed anot her di scussion, hadn't the energy to argue over what was goi ng on
here. Maybe if she took Gavin and went back to her parents then her husband
woul d see sense.

She coul d not understand why she was still w de awake. At a quarter to ten it
had been as much as she could do to nmount the stairs and get undressed. Now
her brain was working at full speed, going back over all the ghastly,

i nexplicable events, trying to find |ogical explanations, giving up, then
tryi ng again.

Her weariness returned gradually, alnmpst soothingly, like a tranquilliser for
easi ng nental agony. She began to doze, thinking about that rabbit, wondering
if they ought to keep it indoors. At |least that way it would be safe.

Sonewhere a tel ephone was ringing.

She had got out of the habit of answering the phone because ninety-nine per
cent of the calls were for Peter. Sonetimes she just let it ring because she



wasn't interested anyway.

Gradual 'y full consciousness returned. She opened her eyes and saw the room
illuminated faintly by wani ng nmoonlight. Tonorrow she nmust nake up those
curtains to shut out the night and its nultitude of |urking horrors.

She realised with a sudden sense of alarmthat it was the phone downstairs.
Not a dream Not the television or the radio. O a neighbour's phone. Theirs!

She sat up, starting to trenble. Peter was still sleeping soundly on his back
with his mouth hal f-open making a senile son of snoring noise. He hadn't heard
t he tel ephone, and he wouldn't if she didn't wake him These days he often

sl ept through the al arm cl ock

Her hand was on its way to shake his shoulder, but she snatched it back. She
swal | owed, feeling a constriction in her throat. Make sonmebody happy with a

phone call. Not at this ungodly hour! It must be for her, because Peter didn't
have any rel atives and both his parents were dead. Ch God, naybe hers were as
wel |, and that was what sonmebody was ringing to tell her

Pani c! She swung her |legs off the bed and pushed her feet into her slippers,
grabbed her housecoat and threw it around her shoul ders.

A headl ong dash took her out on to the |landing. She scrabbled to find the
light-switch; no noonlight here, just inpenetrable hostile blackness. She
hesitated at the head of the stairs and al nost turned back. If | don't answer
it 1 wn't hear. . . Hear what'?

She clung to the rail, alnost slipping on the sharp right-angled bend when she
trod on the hem of her housecoat. Now she could see the tel ephone, an ivory
nmonster that seenmed to glow lum nously, a thing that was alive and trenbling
with venom Taunting her: |'ve got a nessage for you, Janie Fogg. She made it
down to the hall. The ringing was | oud, a harsh sound that hurt her ears. She
could stop it by sinply lifting up the receiver and dropping it back on its
cradle, like slapping a naughty child to stop it from scream ng. But that
wasn't the answer. It would only ring again.

She stretched out a shaki ng hand, wondering if she had the strength to lift
the plastic handset as high as her ear. Your father's dead, Janie - a sudden