PART ONE
SUMVER

CHAPTER ONE

GRADUALLY THE girl came to the conclusion that she was ill. It could not be
anyt hi ng el se.

She pushed her way across the pavenent, stood with her back against a brick
wal |, felt the rough surface scraping her skin through her bl ouse and jeans.
The brickwork seened to nove, |like a piece of automatically operated enery
paper. Up, down, up, down. Her groping fingers found a doorpost, gripped it;
it was noving too. Up, down, up, down, gyrating.

Peopl e pushed past her, bunped into her. A woman clutched at her, al nost
pul | ed her down, but sonehow she held on. Everybody was rushing, a seething
mass of hastening humanity as though everybody was ill, that they were
hurrying back to their homes before they collapsed in the street. A street
that undul ated Iike a slownotion roller-coaster, had you clinging on to
anyt hi ng you could find, throwi ng up. Somebody had been sick, she could snell
it. It mght even have been herself.

Jacki e Quinn just stood there, made a suprene physical effort to stay upright.
That feeling of faintness kept com ng and goi ng, waves of black and red, hot
and cold. Sweating and shivering. A hubbub of voices, |ouder, dying away,

ri sing again, human voices crying out inarticulately, but nobody stopped; they
all had sonmewhere to go. Maybe she ought to join them stagger along with the
shanmbl ing tide.

Her brain wasn't working properly, even her terror was nunbed by a sense of

i nconmpr ehensi on. Frightened one second, accepting the situation the next. |I'm
Jackie Qinn. | don't know who I am where | am Yes, you do, you're in
Shrewsbury. Were's Shrewsbury? How did | get here, where am | supposed to be
going? | don't know, just stay where you are, you can't do anything el se.

She narrowed her eyes, exerted all her remaining will power in one big push to
adj ust her vision; pushed again and nade it for a second or two. The street
was a sloping bend, traffic at a standstill, sonme of the vehicles enpty,

abandoned by their drivers as they, too, joined the | emm ng-1ike stanpede.
Run, because you can't do anything el se. But Jackie renmai ned where she was.

There was definitely sonmething wong with her eyesight. Like tunnel vision

t he tunnel becom ng narrower and darker, people fleeing. Fleeing fromher? An
awful sensation of guilt; blurred faces gl anci ng back every so often. She
could not quite make out the fear in their expressions but she knew it was
there. You' ve done this to us, Jackie Quinn



No, that was damed stupid. Whatever was the matter with her was the matter

with themalso. Only I'mnot going with you, wherever you're going. |'mgoing
to stay right here, try and work it all out for myself. Then the tunne
dar kened, bl anked everything out. Who am |, where am 1? | don't know.

A shrieking wailing sound, a dazzling blue light that seared her eyeballs, the
concrete beneath her starting to heave up again. She felt her stomach com ng
up, didn't try to stop it, turned her head away and let the spew come with its
own force. Falling, hitting the hard pavenent but still hanging on to that
wooden post; if you let go you'll be swept away.

After she had vomted Jackie felt marginally better. Another flash of

lucidity, nmuch stronger than the |ast one, opening her eyes but the |ight was
too bright. Not just the flashing bul bs of anbul ances and police cars caught
up in the stationary traffic but dazzling sunlight Iike you found in tropica
areas. Squinting, determ ned to watch what was goi ng on. Noi se that had her

Wi nci ng, cowering back. A police car, a red and white one, had ploughed into

t he standing cars and an anbul ance had gone into the back of it. Vehicles were
shunt ed, buckl ed.

Peopl e were screanm ng. Everybody had gone nad.

I'"m mad, too, she thought. But what the hell is the matter with me? She had to
find out, get help. Still holding on to that wooden upright she tw sted
hersel f round. People buffeted her as they streaned past but she nmanaged to
mai ntai n her grasp. A shop wi ndow, sone kind of display, but it did not

regi ster in her brain because she wasn't interested, only in the reflection in
the glass. That familiar street scene but she forced herself to dismiss it,
didn't want to see it again. Only hersel f!

Ch God! Her own image came at her, barely recogni sable fromthe one she had
studied in the mrror before |eaving the house that norning.

Whi ch nor ni ng?

It was her face. She pressed herself up against the heavy-duty gl ass pane in
her angui sh. Her snooth skin had becone bl otched and rough, alnpbst raw in

pl aces. The eyes had sunk back into dark sockets, pinpoints of blue that
glistened unnaturally. Her pert nose and lips were thick, squat, al nost

nmongol otd i n appearance. Snooth silky carefully groomed bl onde hair was
tangl ed and awy, coarser, as though a new growth predoni nated; darker too.

Her breasts appeared to have inflated, she could feel them pushing against the
restriction of her bra. And then the vision faded, darkened, and she thought
she was going to pass out.

She sank down to her knees, sobbed. It was |like a feverish nightmare where
wei rd fantasy becane macabre reality am dst a heap of sweat-soaked bedsheets.
You ki cked and tossed, fought your own battle, sweated it out, and eventually
everything turned out all right. Cosing her eyes, trying to pray only she
could not renenber the words, not a single one. Crying with frustration and
fear, beating her fists on the hard pavenent. The concrete shoul d have been
danp linen, it wasn't. It was concrete, real concrete. Reality!

She sl unped against the wall, cried out with pain as a passer-by trod on her
outstretched foot, kicked it in blind anger before stumbling on. She was
trenbling, pushing hard in an attenpt to nake her brain work, a notori st
janming his finger on the starter-button on a frozen winter's norning. Comne
on, for CGod's sake cone on, you bastard!

It hurt, like a darning needle penetrating her brain, bringing with it



bl i ndi ng m grai ne pains, darkness streaked with crinson, a crazy reflection of
t he worki ngs of her own mind, |oose wires that did not connect. Fusing.

Then, wi thout warning, everything cane right again. You're ill and you're
lying in a street, Shrewsbury. You cane here shopping |ike you do every week
but somet hi ng went wrong. She could see, painful in the bright sunlight, but
she could see all right. Ch Jesus, what was the matter with everybody?

Crowds everywhere, a shanbling disorientated throng which surged one way then
the other like nmobs of rival soccer hooligans chargi ng one another, clinbing
over the tangl ed heap of crushed netal where the police car and the anbul ance
had shunted the traffic jam uniformed figures sitting notionless inside the
vehi cl es seemingly oblivious to everything around them they m ght even have
been dead, held upright by their seat-belts. Fighting, falling, being crushed
by notivel ess feet.

Jacki e pressed herself back against the wall, took a deep breath but did not

cl ose her eyes in case her vision went again. Try to think logically. It
wasn't easy; a man with a blistered face cane ganbolling down the pavenent,
saw her and checked. Stooping, peering, tongue licking festered |lips, eyes
bright orbs that glowed with prinordial lust. A hand reached out, would have
grabbed her had not sonebody bunped into him sent him staggering. A shriek
like that of a wounded ani nal at bay cane fromthose di seased |ips and then
he, too, was swept up by the tide of relentless, purposel ess novenent, and was
gone for ever.

Jacki e scanned faces; wild and fevered all of them a hopel essness about their
expressions. Sone fought, but only because others got in their way. A kind of
exodus but nobody was goi ng anywhere in particul ar

They're ill, she thought, |ike nme. But how can everybody be ill? Her brain
threatened to bl ank out again, a flickering hesitating light bulb in a
thunderstorm a transformer that could not take the additional |oad. A
hel met | ess policeman in the mdst of a bunch of teenagers, his headgear a
football, the game being played under elenentary rules. Kick it, watch it
bounce, kick it again. The officer joined in, booted it high into the air but
nobody went after it; everybody was too busy going nowhere in particul ar

She told herself she could not stop here. | have to go horme. \Were's hone?

Thi nki ng agai n, overl oadi ng her delicate aching thought-mechanismso that it

bl eeped and gave off a mass of red floaters in front of her eyes. Her hone was
up in the hills thirty mles away fromall this madness. Jon, her husband,
woul d be there, totally oblivious to all of this. Maybe he wouldn't even care
if he did know because their nmarriage was finished and no doubt he had that
Atkinson girl with him A kind of rmutual agreenent that you cane to when there
was nothing el se left between you. You both had | overs, made a pretence of
keeping it a secret fromeach other but it was all a waste of tine because you
both knew anyway. A facade, a gane you played. Go and enjoy your day's
shoppi ng, dear, I'lIl be OK (because Sylvia will get ny lunch and I'Il be able
to screw her). Stop on late if you want and go to Tiffany's because you know
don't like dancing. |I know you'll jive all by yourself. (If you find yourself
a man for the night please don't tell me because it'll spoil our little gane.)

But I want to go hone! Maybe under normal circunstances she woul d have gi ven
way to hysteria. Wonen were crying and screaming all around her. Damm it, |'m
goi ng hone!

She stood up agai n. Funny, she should have been weak, legs threatening to
buckl e under her, throw her back down to the ground. But she felt strong; ill
but strong. It was illogical, too conplicated for her to work out.



She held her bare arns out in front of her, gazed at themin revulsion. It was
as though she had dipped themin a bath of scalding water, the skin peeling
yet hardening, knitting together again in a strange kind of plastic coating.
So rough, they didn't hurt half so much now.

Check your reflection again in that shop window. No, | don't want to see.
VWl l, you can't stop here

She found herself running, a crazy zig-zag sprint that took her across the
road, weaving in and out of cavorting, stunbling nmen and wonen, reached the
opposi te pavenment. A hand cl osed over her arm grasped her wist, but she
threwit off. Keep going, up those steps to the church above. Don't stop

It wasn't a church. She knew that only too well, had been in here often
enough, every week in fact. St Julian's Craft Centre, much of the church
edi fice untouched, stalls where once there had been pews, the altar renoved
during the process of deconsecration. Stained glass wi ndows that flickered
brightly, had her turning her head away because her eyes hurt. So cool and
refreshing, she could stop in here forever; die here!

No, you're not going to die. Pull yourself together. A man, the only occupant
of the interior, features she recognised in spite of the awful disfigurenment,
but she had never known his name. He was to be found in here nost weeks, a
browser who wore a long frayed bl ack coat, sumer and winter alike, a long
straggling beard giving hima bohem an appearance. Today he | ooked wi | d-eyed
at her, acknow edged her with a smle that had spittle stringing down his
hairy chin.

"They ... did ... this . . ."He had difficulty getting the words out, a
physical effort |ike one who stammered, wrenching the sounds out of his
t hr oat .

"Who?' Jackie barely recogni sed the sound of her own voice, a nasal grunt that
had her drawing in breath to refill her |ungs.

He regarded her steadily, a |ook that said, 'You fool, you don't even know.'
' The Russians,' he said at length, |eaned his full weight back against a
creaking stall table.

She stared, tried to take in his words, |let her own personal conputer process
the data, spit out the answer.

The Russians. Her mind threatened to go blank again; a fanmiliar oni nous word.
The Russians! She had to fight to conprehend and it hurt. And then her
smarting burning flesh went cold.

"The . . . Russians'

He nodded, closed his eyes nonmentarily, reminded Jackie of a drowsy bird of
prey.

"Somehow. . . they've done . . . this."H s breath rasped in his throat. ' Not

the bonb ... we wouldn't be here nowif it was. Sonething . . . else .
don't know . . . what.' Fighting for air, wheezing, holding hard on to that
table. "We're all going to ... diel’

The shock to her system bl anked her out again and she noved away, wal ki ng
unsteadily across the flagged floor, her footsteps echoing. An open door; she
knew she had been through it before. A corridor; through another open door



This time it was the aroma of cooking food which brought back her hazy powers
of thinking, hit her like a whiff of smelling salts to a fainting person. Her
brain whirred again, that starter-notor turning over sluggishly and just
managing to fire; only just.

O course, she was in Delany's. She canme in here every week; baked jacket
potato and cheese and a pot of peppermnt tea. The fam liar snell had revived
her and in that instant she knew she had to eat. Watever had happened to her
body it still cried out for food.

The vestry restaurant in the old church was enpty. Ovens steamed, a kettle was
boiling dry. Jackie noved up to the counter. Everybody had gone, spilled out
into the street leaving the food to spoil and waste, yielding to a sudden
pani c before their reasoning was blotted out. Hers woul d go soon, her system
could not stand this stop-start much | onger. Then she, too, would follow the
masses, turn into a human | emm ng.

Sonme kind of nut shortcake in a long tray, divided up into square portions.
She grabbed one, took a bite, chewing noisily and spilling crunbs. Christ, she
was starving so she could not be as ill as she thought. A glance down at her
hands and she jerked her eyes away. Her fingers were raw, thicker as though
they were swollen, but not bleeding. Just unsightly, ugly.

Time wasn't on her side, any second she mght click back into being a m ndl ess
noron again. Don't push too hard, thinking hurts but you' ve got to get the
hell out of here. This place was hell. The car, it was parked on the big
riverside park. She thought she knew the way, back down through the Riverside
Shoppi ng Centre and over the suspension bridge. But even if she managed to
find it, would she be able to drive it? You nmight black out suddenly. The
streets would be jamed with abandoned vehi cl es and crowds aim essly bl ocking
t he way; nobs that would surely go on the ranpage.

Despair. She wouldn't nmake it, neither could she stay here. In that case

and somewhere in the recesses of her confused mind she renmenbered the enpty
house in First Terrace. It was a long way fromhere, further than the car park
down by the river, but it was out of town and maybe she woul d rmake it.

A year or two ago she used to go there quite a lot, in the days before

Paul ine's nmother had died. A calling place, mainly to fill the afternoon in
before it was tinme to go to Tiffany's. As far as she knew the place was stil
enpty, sone structural problenms that had prevented the famly fromputting it
on the market. Subsidence caused by the drought of 1976 had cracked the
foundati ons and, accord-. ing to Pauline, the insurance company were being

bl oody awkward about it, |ooking for |oopholes and trying to get the famly to
have a cosnetic job done and put it up for sale at a third of the narket

val ue. They were still arguing, which neant the place was still unoccupi ed.
And for the monent that was the place to go.

In those few seconds before her m nd fogged again Jackie had the foresight to
fill her enpty plastic carriers with food fromthe counter, scooping up
anything within reach, regardless of how it broke or crunmbled. The rest of
that nut crunble, handfuls of fresh salad, sone baked potatoes that were goi ng
cold. A norass, a bag in either hand, and then the mi st cane down agai n.

She wandered aim essly around the restaurant, shied away fromthe steamn ng
unattended stoves because fire terrified her; a creature seeking a way out
froman unfam liar place.

She found her way back into the main church. That nan was still there but now



she did not recognise him did not remenber having seen hi m before.

'"They did this.' He regarded her with a glassy stare, still dribbling. The
Russi ans.'

Fear; because she did not understand his words and his whispered tone
frightened her. He was a threat to her safety. She ran blindly, not know ng
where she was going, a panic-stricken flight that took her back outside into
the hot dazzling sunlight, blinded her so that she did not see the flight of
st one steps.

She screaned as she fell, felt the inpact, but strangely it did not hurt;
rolling, bunping, her inflanmed body cushioning the blows, still clutching
those carriers as they spilled scraps of natural whol efood in her wake.
Landi ng on the pavenent bel ow where everything canme back to her again. The
fall had junp-started her brain, set her sluggish reasoning in notion once
nor e.

People still mlled about aimessly, unintelligible shouts and grunts filled
the air. Pushing, shoving, a young girl scream ng as they tranpled her
maddened cattle preparing to stanpede.

Jacki e Quinn pulled herself up, scranbled back up those steps, still carrying
her squashed food. For a few nonents, at |east, she knew the way she had to
go, through St Julian's again and out the back way; keep clear of the crowds
and hurry whilst she still renmenbered which way to go

There were fewer people on this side of town. A woman was sl unmped on a bench
she | ooked dead, and a man sat besi de her apparently unaware of her presence.
He | ooked up once as Jackie hurried by but he gave the inpression that he did
not even see her. He m ght have been blind.

It was amazing, frightening, how her strength had not waned. |f anything she
felt stronger, fitter, except for the smarting of her flesh and that constant
t hunpi ng headache. In those first few awful minutes (hours?) she had weakened,
felt abominably ill, but now that sensation had passed. She refrained from

| ooki ng down at herself, didn't want to know, it was as if she had been given
anot her body, a strong coarse squat butch franme. A sex change? God, she'd
never | ook at herself again.

Hurry, your mind could go again at any second and then you'll be |ost!

It was a | ong way, naybe two miles. Over the English Bridge, turning to the
right, preferring to walk in the road because there were peopl e about again,
nost of them sticking to the pavenents, an instinct that was too ingrained in
themfor themto venture on to the highway. Yet.

A junbl e of nmotor vehicles, a dozen or nore mnor crashes except for the one
inthe mddle of the road where a lorry had shot the |ights and gone over a
Mni. The lights were still working, eerily, pointlessly; red, anber, green
but nobody was goi ng anywhere.

A body lay on the tarmac, stark naked. Man or wonan, it was hard to tel
because it was mangl ed and bl oody, probably thrown fromthe crushed car
Jacki e thought she m ght spew again but that feeling of nausea was stopped
instantly by an animal-like roar that had her forgetting the carnage.

A man was comi ng round the back of a bunped Ford pick-up, shouting hoarsely,
pointing at Jackie. In one fleeting second she saw and understood. He was big
and nuscul ar, blotched skin |like everybody el se, and naked fromthe wai st



downwards. He wanted her, all right, and for one reason only!

She broke into a run, her carrier bags bunping and joggi ng agai nst her, fast
strides that scarcely affected her rate of breathing. Waving her way through
the Iine of cars, aware of his paddi ng bare footsteps. Louder, closer, he
woul d catch her soon, it was inevitable. Her heartbeats speeded up in tine

wi th her poundi ng head.

And then she heard a scream half-checked and turned her head back to | ook.
Her pursuer had altered his course, spied a wonman propped up in a newsagent's
doorway. A couple of bounds and he had her, threw her roughly down on the
concrete. She struggled, screamed again but it was futile. So deliberate, so
fast, a stag taking his hind by force on the rutting stand. A forced mating,
any fermal e was fair gane.

Jackie fled, veered to the other side of the road because she spied a bunch of
yout hs and wanted to avoid passing close to them They did not appear to
notice her. Mre than her life was at stake.

Wth relief she saw and recogni sed the Monkmoor |ights. A phone box; an idea
that hurt like a migraine stab al nost bl anked her out again. She would ring
Jon, he would conme and rescue her. \Whatever had been between themin the past
was a strong enough link. He would not desert her in her terrible hour of
need.

Jacki e Quinn glanced around, furtively, guiltily. A youth on the opposite side
of the road was watching her, yet his expression was not one of lust like the
man who had chased her, rather vacant as though he saw but did not understand;
al nost hypnoti sed.

She dragged the heavy gl ass door open, went inside and let it bang shut behind
her, a vibration which jarred her nerves, speeded up the thunping in her head.
Jon woul d cone, he did not have to drive through the bl ocked town. Down the
A49; she could even wal k down and nmeet himthere. Another thought, perhaps he
woul d not believe her, think that it was sone ruse on her part or else she had
gone mad. Everything up in the hills would be perfectly normal, nothing

unt oward ever happened up there. You' ve got to believe me, Jon. Sonething's
happened, everybody's cone out in ghastly rashes and nobody knows what they're
doi ng. Except me and | night go on the blink at any second. It's the Russians!
| know it is because ... a man told nme it was. Ch Cod, it sounded |ane, a
kid's fantasy. You've got to believe ne, please. Her head was vibrating as

t hough there were steam pistons in her brain. A robot, controlled by ... Ch
Christ Alive, her vision was tunnelling again, |ike |ooking down a tel escope
fromthe wong end, seeing just a circle with a tiny grey tel ephone ringed in
it. Start dialling now before it's too |atel

Her forefinger was al nost too thick to go in the hole. Funbling, nissing and
having to start again. Pushing with all her psychol ogical strength, a
tremendous effort.

0... 5. ..8. ..8. ..4. ..It was going to take hours. The dialling tone started
up another vibration in her brain, a mnute pneumatic drill boring into her so
that the tunnel was becom ng even narrower. She could barely make out the
nunbers now. 8 ... 4 ... One slip and you'll have to start all over again. 5

5 ...

And then everything went black and red and the receiver was swinging on its
flex like a pendul um gone berserk, bangi ng agai nst the pay-box.

It took Jackie Quinn sonme time to work out exactly where she was. A wide nmain



road, totally deserted, not even an abandoned vehicle. The river below, a deep
muddy current, the grass on either side brown and sun-scorched; dying.

Just wal ki ng, aimessly, because there was nothing else to do, accepting what
she saw with nunbed apat hy. The fear, the pain were gone. There was not hing
left.

She still carried the plastic bags filled with nushed food because it never
occurred to her to discard them a mindless living thing in a dead world.

Scattered trees that appeared to have gone into their annual leaf-fall, but if
you | ooked cl ose you saw that the foliage was shrivelled and bl ackened i nst ead
of a golden brown tint. Heat scorched. But Jackie Quinn was not aware of this

nor anythi ng el se.

The t humping in her head began again, nore persistent and painful than before,
bringing with it a glimering of fear, the begi nnings of realisation again.
St oppi ng, holding on to a | ow branch of a withered tree. Witing.

The pain cane back, brought everything else with it. OCh God, she hadn't
managed to phone Jon, hadn't nade it in tine. A sensation of hel pl essness,
hopel essness, seeing the scorched countryside and knowi ng that it was not just
a nonth of hot June weather that had done this. It was . . . she didn't know
what it was, only that suddenly the whole world had changed.

She would go on to Pauline's mother's house. There was a phone there and she
woul d try again. The bl ackouts were becom ng nore frequent; she had to hurry.

Al most runni ng when she saw the traffic island. Mracul ously she had conti nued
in the right direction; not far now.

The pub, its doors closed, an atnosphere of finality about it. The housing
est at es beyond, peopl e standi ng about, flesh-scarred caricatures of their
former selves, not understanding, not caring. Just living, but for how | ong?
Deat h was surely the next stage, Jackie prayed that it was because to go on
living like this was too awful to contenpl ate.

There had been a pile-up on the island, a car and a van neeting head-on, an
articulated lorry ploughing the weckage up on to the concrete, flattening it,
a body in the road. No help had arrived and it certainly would not be com ng
now. Even if it did it was too |late.

She broke into a run, felt her vision beginning to channel before it actually
did, forced into the road again where the kerb had been built up in Sundorne
Road, not a footpath, just a meaningless raised stretch of tarnmac, dangerous
because one could so easily fall back into the road; but it didn't nmatter
anynore. There would not be any traffic again, ever

Turning left into First Terrace, sensing her power of reasoning beginning to
fade. Nunmber One, she knew it so well. Al nost derelict, broken slates on the
roof, a square hole dug out by the front door where the surveyors had
attenpted to investigate the subsidence cracking. The grass |awn a foot high
wi t hered as though it had been sprayed with paraquat, the flowering bushes in
an advanced state of macabre autumal change. There had been no rain for

nont hs.

She saw the front gates framed in a tiny circle, dilapidated woodwork t hat
hung heavy on the concrete, her hands cl osing over them even though they
seened a hundred yards away. Pushing, dragging, alnost falling headl ong as
they yielded to her efforts, a tinkling of netal as a rusted hinge snapped and



clinked on the ground.

The t hrobbing was fading, that tiny circle magnifying, knowi ng only too well
now what was happening to her. The feeling cane and went, her logic an
early-nmorning mst evaporating in the warmh of sunlight. So nmuch stronger
agai n, the wai stband of her jeans straining as her body filled with unnatura
physi cal strength.

Anot her coupl e of strides and then everything was gone. She stood there on the
short weed-covered drive not knowi ng where she was nor why she was here, not
qguestioning, still holding on to the carrier bags because there was no reason
to jettison them

She breathed deeply then found a new rhythm one that flared her nostrils into
wi de squat cavities, her lips pulled back to expose strong white teeth,
realising that her body cried out for sonething but not knowi ng what. Then her
stomach rumnbl ed and she knew that she needed food. The bags dropped from her
hands, spilling out their contents, but they were ignored; reaching up

pulling at foliage, sniffing it but it was brown and bitter, unpal atabl e. She
grunted with rage, tore at nore branches, cast them aside. And overhead a
wheel ing crow cawed its own anger and frustration. It, too, was having
difficulty in finding food in this burned-up | and.

CHAPTER TWO

"Jesus CHRI ST, what wouldn't | give for sone proper food.' Sylvia Atkinson
wrinkl ed her freckled features in disapproval as she chewed on a handful of
freshly pull ed bean sprouts. 'Being a health food freak isn't ny idea of
eating, Jon.'

'"It's the difference between surviving or dying.' Jon Quinn regarded her
steadily, furrowed his brow and wondered how long it would be before she went
over the top, ran up that flight of steps and out into the remmants of the
worl d they had once known. 'At the nonent we have two advant ages over the rest
of the popul ation of Geat Britain, maybe even over the western world. W have
a seed-sprouter and an alnost unlinmted supply of fresh food, and, as far as
we can tell, we're nore or less all right, just like we used to be. God knows
how everybody el se will finish up, how much longer they' Il last. Al we can do
is stop down here and wait.'

They ate in silence, everything that had to be said had been said during the

| ast few days. Now they were starting to get on each other's nerves, which was
i nevitable. He studied her carefully, let his gaze run over the small slim
figure clad in a soiled cheese-cloth dress, sandalled feet and purple
toenails, ran his eyes all the way back up her again. Her short dark hair was
tangl ed and needed conbi ng but she wasn't in the nood, her conpl exi on so nmuch
pal er w thout make-up. Dark eyes that no | onger shone, were pouched and baggy
under neat h. A permanent expression of hopel essness, she was fast giving in,
becom ng a problemthat he could well do w thout. Jackie had nore resilience,



woul d have conme up with a few constructive ideas by now And, that constant
naggi ng t hought, where was Jacki e?

Shrewsbury, no doubt. Alive or dead? It was anybody's guess who was alive or
dead out there.

He found hinself studying the interior of the cellar again even though every
square inch of it was indelibly inprinted on his mnd. Boring, but it was the
sol e reason they were still alive

The idea of converting this underground ten-by-ten cubicle into a nuclear
fall-out shelter had seemed a crazy whimfive years ago but, as he had pointed
out to Jackie, it could serve a dual purpose; food storage in case it was ever
needed, an ideal place for seed-sprouting and a few nmushroom buckets. A potato
store, too. That way Jackie had not been so cynical about it, only begrudging
t he noney spent on filters and other itens of equi prment needed to conbat

radi ation in the atnmosphere. Al the same, he had constructed the shelter
subversively under this ploy, got his own way by cunning. There was no

i ncentive to build sonething which you hoped you woul d never have to use but

if it had an alternative purpose it wasn't so bad. The ironic part was that
Jacki e wasn't here so that he could say, 'l told you so.'

Shelving on two walls, nostly stacked with durable foodstuffs fromthe health
food shop in Knighton. Coffee (decaffeinated), a selection of herb teas,

nmuesli bars, a variety of nuts, tubs of seeds for sprouting, dried vegetables.
Eating, for Jon, wasn't any different now fromwhat it had been for years.
Jacki e woul dn't have minded but Sylvia was yearning for a return to
convention. That m ght never happen, probably wouldn't, but he could not tel
her that because it would destroy that last tiny flicker of hope that kept her

goi ng.

Ei ght years ago he had been just an ordinary clerk working in a Birm ngham
office, nine to five, Mondays to Fridays, on a take-home of eighty a week. He
wasn't well, nothing that you could put your finger on, probably a conbination
of junk food and boredomthat inspired himto vegetate. It was Jacki e who had
been the driving force behind him had dragged himout of the rut. Earlier in
her life, before their marriage, she had been a vegetarian and she had
realised the necessity to find an avenue of escape fromtheir conventiona

exi stence. Reading and fantasising about 'the good life' was one thing; having
the courage to put it into practice was another

The foll owi ng spring she had persuaded himto dig up the upper-tier |awn of
their small sem -detached garden and plant it with vegetables. 'It's a
positive start,' she had said. 'Gass is no good unless you've got a goat or a
cow, and as |ocal bye-laws prevent us from having either we nust use the
ground constructively. Mowing lawns is just unconstructive work!'

The next spring the lower-tier | awn went the sane way and Jon's ent husi asm
grew. Little by little she had 'enlightened hiny whol ewheat bread instead of
white sliced, textured vegetable protein replacing the Sunday joint and just
as tasty. His health, his whole outl ook, inproved. The big step was | oom ng up
but again he had needed her to give hima shove.

"We'|l sell up, buy a snallholding and take our chance,' she told himone
eveni ng.

"W don't have the noney.' His resistance, his townie caution was only to be
expect ed.

"W will have,' she smled, 'when we sell this place. Residential houses fetch



nmoney and there's a property boomon at the noment. We'll get twenty grand for
this house even if it is a sem . That kind of noney will buy us a small spread
up in those Shropshire hills where I and and cottages are relatively cheap. W
don't have a lot of nortgage left anyway and it'll be nore of a swap .

this house and your job for a smallholding, and after that it will be up to
us.'

He' d been scared, scared so that he lay in bed each night telling hinmself what
a bl oody fool he was but he didn't care because this sort of artificial

exi stence was no nore than ticking the years off, waiting for retirenent. And
when you were retired all you had | eft was anot her period of waiting

waiting to die.

It had worked out. The house had been sold and they had found a seven-acre
spread and a tumbl edown cottage in the hills and had even had a thousand | eft
over after the nortgage was cleared. But wi thout Jackie he wouldn't have made
it even then; she had her own ideas about farm ng, ideas which nmade them
‘cranks' in the eyes of the sparse | ocal comrmunity.

"Look at it this way,' she told himone night after he had spent the day
proppi ng up the sagging roof tinbers in the old stone cottage. 'If we go in
for conventional stock farmng we'll be lucky to nake a thousand a year with a
few cattle and sheep, and that's providing we don't have any m shaps which we
probably will have because we're only amateurs, after all.’

Jon closed his eyes, waited for it. But, after all, she had been right about
di ggi ng up those | awns.

"We'|l start up an organic farm' she smled. '"It'Il be hard work but there's
a genui ne need for the produce. Carrots for cancer sufferers; under
alternative treatment they have to drink three pints of organic carrot juice a
day, plus goats' mlk yoghurt, so we'll keep goats. And garlic, there's a big
demand for garlic but nmost of it is inmported. There's lots of other lines we
can experinment with too. W won't make a fortune but we'll make a living and
nost important of all we'll have our freedom

As usual Jackie had been right. It had been hard work, very hard work, and
still was but they had made it. Contrary to popul ar |ocal expectations, they
had succeeded in growing their crops on a w ndswept slope 1,000 feet above
sea-ievel, they had built up their own goat herd and even had a billy for

stud. They still had the old Ctroen Dyane but had managed to buy a battered
ol d canvas-topped Land Rover for farmwork as well. That part of it had worked
out, but somewhere al ong the way things had gone wong for Jon and Jacki e;
they found thenselves drifting apart. These last few days Jon had tried to put
his finger on the cause but it had eluded him In a way he felt guilty about
having Sylvia in here with him occupying Jackie's rightful place in a tiny
haven of safety. It was as though he had traded his wife's life for that of
his mstress. If Sylvia took it into her head to wal k out of here and go on up
there, get herself all burned up or whatever, then that was her | ookout. No,

it wasn't, he'd do his utnost to stop her because if she went then he would be
| eft alone and he could not stand that.

" How much | onger do we have to stay down here?' She broke the long silence,
asked a question which he had been asking hinself these | ast couple of days
and had not had the courage to take responsibility for the answer.

" Anot her few days, | guess.' He stared down at the bare concrete floor and

wi shed that he had saved that old piece of coconut matting out of the kitchen
i nstead of burning it. Jackie's notto was that you never got rid of anything.
'"That freak gale and rainstormlast night will have hel ped to disperse



what ever was in the atnosphere.'

'"God!" Sylvia covered her face with her hands and for a monent he thought that
she was on the verge of hysteria. That's all | bloody need! But when she

| ooked up again that expression of panic had passed. 'It is a nuclear attack.*
She spoke calmy. '"It's got to be, hasn't it?

"No.' He pursed his lips, shook his head slowy, a physics master aware that
he was going to have difficulty getting a new theory over to an intelligent
and questioning class. 'It's not a nuclear attack. That much was made plain in
the early radio bulletins before they cut out/

Try the radio again.'

"I have. Nothing at all. Plus the fact the batteries are beginning to run | ow
| shoul d've stocked sone spares. Next tine | will.' He laughed at his own
joke, made it sound nore unfunny than it was.

Then what do you think's happened, Jon?

"It can only be one thing.' He watched her steadily, wondered if he should put
it into words, decided that there really wasn't any point in keeping anything

back. 'l reckon it can only be one thing. Germwarfare”

He saw her pale; it had to be a trick of the uncertain oil |ighting because
she had been deathly white for days.

'How do you know?' She asked the question because she felt she was expected to
say sonmet hi ng.

"I don't, I'monly guessing. The early reports hinted at a radi oactive
fall-out but they didn't know where it was coming from There hadn't been any
fireball, any direct attack, nothing picked up on the detection devices. Al

t hat was happeni ng was that people were coming out in terrible skin rashes and
their m nds were going blank. It spread faster than the plague and | guess

t hat when the newsnmen caught it that was the end of all neans of

communi cation. W're OK because a shelter like this has a far better chance
agai nst mcro-organi sns than it does agai nst radiation.'

"But how. . . how would an eneny attack us with these gerns? Surely there
woul d have been sone kind of warning?'

"I guess it's the nost deadly weapon of all, the one which we're nost

vul nerable to,' Jon Quinn went on. 'As you say, no bang, no warning. | suppose
t he enemy synchroni se their agents to release the mcro-organisns into the

at nosphere, say at half a dozen strategic points in the western part of
Britain so that the prevailing winds will spread the gerns. You can't see 'em
hear 'emor snell 'emand they've got you before you realise it. It could be
the sane story in the States and in Western Europe. At the nmonment we've no
means of finding out. But you can bet there's a few other survivors besides
us, total annihilation would be an inpossibility even for the nmost ruthless
eneny. At the nmoment we've no idea what the effects of these diabolical bugs
are. Early reports seemto suggest that they affect the skin and the brain but
nobody seened to be dying as a direct result of it! At least, not right away.'

"It's horrible.' Sylvia shuddered.
True, but think of the advantages fromthe eneny's point of view Buildings

are left intact and when it's ah over the enemy just arrives and takes over.
They coul d have all the slave | abour they need, thousands of zonbies at their



di sposal. And the rest go to the gas chanbers.'
"W'd be better off dead,' she groaned.

"Wll we're alive and we've got to make the nost of it,"' he grinned, hoped
that he sounded optimistic. "As | said, that stormcane fromthe west and with
luck it will have cleared the mcro-organisns. W' ve got all the food we need
so we're lucky. Tonmorrow |I'mgoing to take a wal k outside, see what's happened
to the livestock."'

"I"ll come with you,' she said, a sudden fear of being | eft al one; suppose
somet hi ng happened to Jon and he didn't cone back

"No,' he replied. '"If we both go then there's a double risk of contam nation
or whatever. | shan't go far, just a quick | ook around the holding. And if
everything's OK then maybe we'll be able to nake sonme plans to explore further
afield.’

"Al'l right.' She |apsed into another silence and her thoughts returned to
Eric, her husband. For the first tine for years she found herself w shing they
wer e together, which was dammed silly because they had got used to spendi ng
their lives apart. As a feedstuffs rep covering nost of Wales he was away for
days at a tine and she knew bl oody well he'd got other wormen. It was a rep's
perk. So she got her own back by having Jon; she just needed screw ng, every
worman di d, and when your man was away from honme week after week you took steps
to get it, just like he did. You never admtted it to each other but you both
suspected - knew. Life went on that way, you didn't expect it to change. And
then without warning sonmething totally unexpected like this cropped up and you
had your |over for keeps and your husband, if he was |ucky, had one of his
fancy worren. A kind of enforced w fe-swap. But right now she'd have swapped
for Eric, because of all the men she had over the years he was the one she had
never really got to know. Now it |looked Iike it was too |ate.

So she was going to stick to Jon Quinn because she needed sonebody to protect
her. Sonebody to screw her. And he needed her because, like Eric, Jackie was
out there in a dying | and.

She woul d have to accept the situation and so would Jon. Il would be like a
second marriage for both of them

CHAPTER THREE

JACKIE QUINN had a sensation like waking froma |ong deep sleep, refreshed but
still having to fight to bring back hazy recollections which did their best to
el ude her |ike marshland jack-o0'-1anterns.

She was indoors; Pauline's nother's house. She recogni sed the | ounge even
though all the furniture was gone and the paper was peeling off the walls,
exposi ng spreadi ng patches of damp which even the hot dry weat her had not been



successful in eradicating.

Qutside it was getting dark, the sky turning saffron, a single tw nkling star
seem ng to nock her through the dirt-streaked wi ndow pane. She crossed to the
wi ndow, stood | ooking out across the overgrown garden towards the roadside

hedge, a thick untended | ength of hawthorn and lilac. The streetlanps cane on
one flickering, dinmng, burning |ow due to sone electrical fault probably.
She shuddered. It was eerie, artificial lighting still operating in a world
wher e nobody was “capabl e of any kind of maintenance. Unless, of course, |ike

herself lucidity came back in flashes. But it would not be enough. Sooner or
later the lighting would pack up and all anenities would cone to a standstill.
No nedical service. D sease would follow. One way or another, if you didn't
die now you would later. It was the beginning of the end.

Suddenly she stiffened, narrowed her eyes and stared out into the
orange-tinted dusk. Sonething had attracted her attention. She saw a shape,
t hen anot her, novenments that rustled the scorched vegetation in the garden
branches swayi ng, tw gs snappi ng.

Oh God! Unni stakabl e sil houettes in the half-I1ight, grotesque naked shapes
that had to be human because they

could not have been anything el se, stooping, shanbling forns, men and wonen,
crouched anobngst the bushes, conversing by nmeans of gesticulations and grunts,

Jackie stifled a scream backed away fromthe wi ndow, an urge to flee but
there was nowhere to go because she was trapped in this place, a prisoner
between the four walls of a terraced house, outside a bunch of naked savages
that belonged to a primtive age.

She dropped on to her hands and knees, craw ed across the room They nust not
see her, nust not be aware that she was hiding in here; the frail doors and
wi ndows woul d not keep themout. Her head began to ache again but it was too
dark inside here to know whet her her vision was starting to tunnel again.

Qut into the hall, listening. Chattering. The noise rem nded her of those
jungl e novies her father used to take her to on wet Saturday afternoons when
she was a child. Incessant grunts and squeaks. And she knew only too well that
the sounds were real, that no way were they the figments of her tortured

br ai n.

She found herself in a rear room vaguely recognised it as once having been

t he di ning-room A few years ago Pauline's nother had persuaded Jackie to stay
to supper and they had eaten in here. The ceiling bul ged, there was a gapi ng
hol e where water fromthe bathroomdirectly above had del uged through

probably a burst pipe during one of the recent severe winters. A rusted
electric fire hung precariously to the wall in one corner; a broken concrete
floor, a two-foot deep hole in the centre, further evidence of where the
surveyors had dug down in an attenpt to locate the fault in the foundations.
And a tel ephone perched on nme wi ndowsill!

Jackie stared at the dust-coated instrunment, experienced a sudden surge of
hope. She cl osed her eyes, opened themagain, and it was still there; afraid
in case it was a nmirage, her brain taunting her with fal se hopes. But it was
real, dusty but real

She raised herself up to the level of the sill, peeped over it. Those awful
sub- human creatures were in the rear garden, too, a group of them squatting in
acircle amdst the tall seedy grass of the larger |awn, a cross-I|egged

gat hering as though they represented sone kind of council seated in judgenent,



grunting and noddi ng to one another, their rough bodi es stark naked.
They' re awful , inhuman.
You're one of them too!
But | can reason, think.

But for how | ong? Your periods of civilised behaviour are becom ng shorter and
shorter!

Her stomach churned. Suddenly that tel ephone on the | edge by her hand was
shrinking, growing smaller and smaller, framng itself in a reducing circle,
around whi ch was inpenetrable bl ackness spotted with red! Now, before it's too
| at e!

She grabbed the receiver, alnpst dropped it. Rehearsing her words in case they

suddenly evaporated froma brain that was starting to go blank. |I'min nunber
one, First Terrace, Jon. They're outside, canped in the garden. Primtive
savages and they' Il break in and kill ne if you don't come quick. Please
believe ne, Jon, it's true, | swear it is. Cone quickly. Bring the shotgun. Ch

Jon, please save ne fromthese hi deous creatures!
Starting to dial ~0 ... 5 ... 8 ... 8 ..

Sonet hi ng was wong, her failing sense of reasoning screanmed it at her, a
realisation that nodern technol ogy had ceased to function. No dialling tone,
just a total silence. Wen the house had been enptied the tel ephone had been
di sconnect ed!

Sheer prinordial rage engul fed her. She gripped the plastic-coated object with
bot h hands, snapped it in half so easily that it might have been rotten. One
hal f fell, bounced on the bare floor, the other swng on its flex, nocking
her. She caught it, pulled, tore it fromits connection, then grabbed the
squat remai nder, not knowi ng what it was, not understanding, only that it was
an alien that had to be destroyed. Snmashing it against the wall, fragmenting
it, kicking it, crushing it beneath her feet. Killing it!

And then she was sitting there in the darkening room smiling to herself.

What ever it was that had angered her was no nore and she was satisfied.
Qut si de those voices were | ouder, soft footsteps paddi ng round the house. A
scrat chi ng sound. She | ooked up, saw the face pressed agai nst the glass, squat
hairy features, eyes that rolled and only becanme still when they saw her

Fi ngers, | ong broken nails, scraping on the glass, clawing it, trying to find
a way in. More faces, coarse beneath the masses of hair, jostling each other
eagerly, angrily, for a view of the creature which lay wthin.

Jacki e was not frightened, only puzzled. She did not know why she was here,
why she should be in one place and those people should be in another, cut off
fromher. She stood up, sniled at them grunted a kind of welcome. Let ne out,
pl ease.

A crash of breaking glass, shards falling into the room splintering. A bloody
cl enched fist powered a second bl ow and half the wi ndow shattered. Those
out si de were cl amouring excitedly, beginning to force their way in, shoving
one another on the sill. Blood was spurting, a crinson fountain, but they did
not appear to notice it, jetting on to walls and ceiling, sluggish rivulets
trickling down.

Four of them fearsome nuscul ar naked mal es of a species that surely dated



back to the mists of time, rough hair matting their tough coarse skin, shaggy
beards that virtually hid their expressions; except for their eyes, pinpoints
of fire that burned with a lust that was necessary to keep their race alive,
circling the woman who stood before them uncertain. Perhaps slightly afraid.
Then backing of f, except for one.

Jackie's gaze net the latter's and a half-smle eased out of her stoic
expression. Instinct, somehow knowi ng what was expected of her, accepting it,
even relishing the prospect of what |ay ahead.

The man was big, well over six feet tali in spite of his hunched shoul ders,
his muscul ar legs slightly bowed as though he had only recently |l earned to
wal k upright. He stepped cl ose, tapped her on the shoulder with an extended
forefinger then pointed to hinself. An order. The other three retreated to a
corner of the room the smallest of themstill spouting blood froma gashed
wrist and trying to stemthe flow unsuccessfully with his other hand. H's
hairy torso was saturated with the bright scarlet fluid; he did not appear to
under st and; amazenent but not fear. None of the others seened to realise that
soon he would die, or perhaps it was not inportant. They had found a fenale
who would in time bear young; their nunbers woul d not be di m ni shed.

Jackie Quinn followed the big man's fingers with her eyes, saw the

out stretched hand com ng towards her, a tentative exploration, not so nmuch a
feel at her well-fornmed breasts but rather a stroking of her nylon bl ouse,
cal | ouses snagging the material. Pulling at it, grunting.

She did not understand any nore than the other did. Her body shoul d have been
free, unencunbered; instead it was unnaturally encased, unconfortable,
preventing her fromstretching her Iinbs, displaying herself for the

adm ration of these nmales who had cone to her. Something was wong, she should
not be inprisoned, shackled in this shameful way. Her skin was itching,
scream ng out for its freedom

Now it was her fingers, no |onger slimand sensuous, which secured a grip on
her upper garnent. Buttons were beyond her conprehension, she just knew that
she had to rid herself of these garments in the qui ckest possible way. She
pul | ed, the blouse tore diagonally. Another tug and it was shredded right
across; tearing frantically, desperate to free herself.

A gasp of surprise fromthe tall dark male, stabbing with his fingers again at
her tight bra-cups, rubbing in search of the nipples which were hidden from
vi ew. Sonehow his clunmsy funblings found the strap and the strained elastic
twanged, brought a how of fear fromhis thick bearded lips as it |lashed him
Then he saw t he exposed pink firmnipples and his teeth showed in a w de
smle. She was female after all.

The tight-fitting jeans posed a problemfor both of them snmooth cotton with
nowhere to grip. He spun her round, ran his hands down her buttocks, let out a
l oud sigh. A nod of his head and two of the others stepped forward, the third
one already crunpled to the floor still trying to plug his gashed artery.

Help me, for this is indeed a strange woman!

It was sheer conbined strength which finally conquered the stubborn jeans, the
trouser |legs being ripped upwards fromthe bottomso that the fastener flew
open. Further anmazenent as a pair of scarlet pants were reveal ed but there was
no tinme for curiosity now They were torn asunder, flung to one side. A
warning grow and the two hel pers hastily retreated to join their dying
conpani on. Their | eader had picked his woman and it would be a foolish nan who
tried to contest the prize.



Beneath her coating of fluffy hair Jackie Quinn's coarse skin prickled and she
shuddered in anticipation, knew automatically the role which she was expected
to play. It was her duty, pleasure cane second. A half-glance down at the
other's | ower regions showed her the solid Ilength of pink flesh protruding
froma thick forest of hair. He was ready, she must not delay or else he would
becorme angry, might fly into a rage and kill her. None could deny himhis

ri ght.

She nodded, turned, and dropped lithely on to all-fours, thighs well apart,
buttocks raised. Tensed, waiting.

He fell on her frombehind with the prinmitive eagerness of an animal which has
been kept waiting too |long, gripping her thighs painfully for support,
stabbing at her to find her entrance, hurting her but she did not cry out. She
pushed backwards to aid his penetration, braced herself in readiness for his
sl amri ng thrusts.

So hard and fast, over alnost as soon as it had begun, dragging her upright
with him gripping her armtightly as he turned to face the watchers. The
fleeting glinmrer of hope in their tiny eyes died instantly. This time the
pl easure was not to be a shared one. Their |eader sought nore than the
delights of mating; he required this strange wonan to bear his child, to
prepare his food and to tend his needs.

H s word was | aw and none woul d question it until the day came when his
| eadership was disputed. And that tinme was not nigh yet.

Bl ood dripped steadily into that square hole in the concrete floor, follow ng
the slight slope, with a noise like a |leaking tap, a crinmson | ake that would
partially enmpty and then congeal. The man on the floor was dead but his
passi ng woul d not be nourned. Were there was life there was always death, it
was the | aw of Nature and was accepted w t hout question

Jacki e | ooked up into the face of her |over, recogni sed his sheer strength and
power and her flesh goosepinpled with pride.

"Jac,' she tapped her breasts and sniled.

H s eyes appeared to glaze over for a second, a monment of half-hesitation as
t hough he was trying to remenber something but his brain withheld it; a
flicker that mght just have been fear and then it was gone.

"Kuz.' His reply was forced as though his vocal chords were unused to speech

There was no nore to be said. Between the three of themthey lifted her safely
t hrough the broken wi ndow, clinbed after her with nore caution than they had
shown on entering. dass was not strong but it was capable of cutting. And
killing. They had | earned and they would not forget.

Shapes emerged fromthe w | derness that had once been a suburban garden but in
the darkness it was difficult to distinguish between male and fermale. A silent
wat chi ng crowd which | ooked to the one called Kuz for |eadership. Were he
went, they would foll ow unquesti oningly.

Wth Jackie at his side he strode off in a southerly direction, striking
across the fields, skirting those lines of anber lights, glancing fearfully at
t hem and qui ckening his pace, obeying an instinctive calling to be away from
this place which he did not understand. Ahead lay the hills, a | andscape
unchanged and ol der than his own species.



The calling was very strong.

CHAPTER FOUR

I T NEEDED an awful lot of courage to step outside the cottage into a world you
had once come to accept and now feared what you nmight find there. Jon

consi dered some type of protective clothing; there had been a play on TV sone
ti me ago about the survivors of a nuclear holocaust. They had donned plastic
coveralls to go outside, left themat the doorway when they returned. Fine,

but he didn't have any such garnments, an oversight which had caught him out.
But this wasn't radioactive fall-out, it was mcro-organi snms of a decidedly
nasty species. His working overalls hung in the | obby, Jackie's al ongside

t hem

"W'd better put these on,' he said, 'and | eave 'em here when we come back.'
"I'f we get back!

Sylvia wrinkled her nose in disapproval; a mistress clad in the wife's
apparel . Huniliating.

‘I'd . . . rather not,' she replied huskily.

'Look.' His tone was sharp. 'You either put themon or else you stay here and
wait for me. | ought not to be taking you al ong anyway.'

Rel uctantly Sylvia Atkinson reached down the thin green plastic overalls.
There was a rip in the side, the rest plastered with dried nud Iike a suit of
arny canoufl age cl ot hi ng.

"They're too big,' she nuttered sulkily. "I can't wear these.'

"You'll have to,' he snapped. 'Roll the sleeves and | egs up. You're not going
on a fashion parade, after all.’

Rel uctantly, petulantly, she obeyed. 'Is that to your satisfaction, sir?

"That's OK,' he nodded, glinpsed the twelve-bore propped in the corner
wondered if he should take it along. No, it would not be necessary; you
couldn't shoot m cro-organi sns.

He opened the door, went outside, sensed her follow ng himbut did not glance
back. Suddenly Sylvia was a nuisance, a liability. Jackie would have
co-operated, cone up with sone constructive ideas. As it was, he was | unbered
with a passenger, an additional responsibility. Even being al one woul d have
been preferable. O would it? You wouldn't know about that until it happened,
and by then it could be too late.

The yard with its row of outbuildings faced him The goat-house, its door



open, the animals probably grazing the field at the rear. The woodshed and

i mpl enent shed, the hay barn. To the right was the vegetable patch, the weeds
whi ch a week ago had been brown and going to seed, now ready for hoeing,
sprouting fresh greenery; that stormthe other night had been heavy, an array
of puddles still on the rutted track. Maybe an inch of rain. The surroundi ng
countryside had an artificial camoufl aged | ook about it too. Overhead the sky
was gun blue, just an odd wisp or two of fluffy white cloud. The long dry
spell hadn't cracked, just a freak interlude. Everywhere snelled fresh and if
you had not known what had happened you woul d never have guessed.

"Where the devil are the hens?' Jon spoke al oud, a puzzled | ook on his face.
Usual ly the poultry spent nost of their tinme scratching in the yard and trying
to devise ways of getting through the chicken-netting into the garden. But now
there wasn't a single bird in sight. It was strange. Eerie. He experienced a
chill in his stomach, licked his |lips nervously. The hens were al ways around;
now suddenly they were conspi cuous by their absence.

He stepped forward, squelched in the nmud. He'd better check on the goats, he'd
been worryi ng about them ever since he and Syl via had been confined bel ow
ground. The kids would be taking the mlk so there was no worry about mastitis
setting in, but he did not l|ike |Ieaving them untended. They surely woul d not
be far away.

He saw them the three nannies with five kids along the hedgesi de nibbling at
hawt horn shoots, boughs devoid of bark where they had stripped them Relief
because the animls were K

A horned head went up. Rosie, the ol dest goat, had seen him the ridge of

hai rs al ong her back stiffened, the hackles rising. A bleat, deep and nearly
unr ecogni sable. Two nore white Saanen heads jerked round, eyes reflecting a
fear of the unknown. Kids |eaped out of the undergrowth, skipped towards their
not hers. Suddenly danger threatened.

'"Rosie,' Jon called. 'Rosie, it's only ne.'

But Rosie did not recogni se her master, that much was cl ear. She backed away,
turned, the other two follow ng her, the youngsters staying close to their
respective nothers.

G oven hooves scanpered, thudded on soft grass as the animals broke into a run
headi ng di agonally across the small rough field away fromthe two humans.
Fl eeing in fear.

"Well, dam ne!' Jon Quinn cursed. They've never done that before, ever.
Usual |y the nmoment they see me they come running, hoping it's mlking tine and
they can get a bucket of concentrates. It's as though they're . . . frightened
of me, like they've never seen ne in their lives before!’

'There's another one over there.' Sylvia pointed towards a spreadi ng oak tree
some fifty yards away. Another goat stood beneath it where it had been taking
advant age of the shade, a much bigger animal with [ ong curved horns and a
straggling beard, head erect, watching them a rough coat, the hair straggling
down alnost to its forel ocks.

That's G lbert," Jon breathed. 'At least, | think it is. He looks kind of..
different. His coat shouldn't be that |long and his horns ought to be shorter
too. Come to think of it, the nannies' coats |ooked nuch rougher than usual."’

"Wll, he's coming this way,' Sylvia nmuttered. 'He certainly isn't afraid."’



Jon tensed, stepped back a pace. Something about the male of the species
alarmed him Al billy goats had to be treated with a certain anount of

respect, in rmuch the same way that you never trusted a bull, no nmatter how
docile it was reputed to be. Usually G lbert was content to browse the hedges
and graze the grass, lived in an old rusted corrugated tin shelter down in the

di ngl e, but now he was certainly interested in the two humans. Deliberate
steps, stopping, sizing them up

Jon's pul ses qui ckened. G lbert had certainly changed. He | ooked bi gger, too
Gone was his usual stare of mld interest at humans infiltrating his donmain.
H s eyes slitted, thick neck thrust forward arrogantly.

' Move backwards,' Jon spoke softly out of the corner of his nouth, did not
wi sh to al arm his conpani on unnecessarily. 'He might just be protecting his
harem Sometines billies are a bit tenperanental.' Don't take your eyes off
hi m

Goi ng backwards a step at a time, Jon nentally calculating the distance to the
gate. Ten yards at the nobst, no more. Sylvia's hand clutched his arm and he
could sense her fear. For Christ's sake don't panic. | can snell nmy own sweat,
and so can G lbert. He knows |I'm shit-scared

The big goat advanced, tossed its head, its eyes never once |leaving the two
peopl e who retreated before him bl azing sheer mal evol ence at them an eneny
trespassing in his domain, a threat to his supremacy, the male of the species
seeking to prove his prowess in battle.

Jon anticipated the rush, saw those trenmendous | eg nmuscles tensing, a
springboard to thrust the beast on its final rush. He had | ost count of the
nunber of yards to safety but the time for cal cul ati ons was over. He wheel ed,
grabbed Sylvia in the same novenent, half-I|eaped, half-ran. The al um ni um
steel gate was open no nore than two or three feet; Sylvia screanmed and he
knew just what he had to do. Terror lent himstrength, enough to hurl her
forward, sent her sprawling in the thick nud on the other side; hearing a
snort fromthe enraged goat who saw his intended prey suddenly escaping, a
drumm ng of hooves as the deat h-charge began

It was the nud which saved them the soft mire deep enough to slow the billy's
speed, gave Jon those few extra precious seconds in which to junp through the
narrow gap, drag the heavy gate shut after him

A nmetallic clang as Glbert's horns struck the bars, buckled the niddle one
became nonmentarily entangled. A roar of pain and fury, extricating hinself,
bangi ng the gate again. The bars were buckl ed but they would not snap, made to
contain the nost devilish of fierce bulls. O anging, echoing in the still air,
the frustrated fury of a killer beast.

Then G lbert sensed the futility of it all, backed off a pace, stood watching
the pair who had tricked him they should have been dead by now, gored by
those sharp horns, nutil ated, disenbowelled. |Instead, they lived.

Sylvia was trenbling, |eaning her full weight on Jon, crying softly. 'Ch, ny
God, he neant to kill us.'

' Somret hi ng' s happened to him1 Jon watched the billy closely, noted the
roughness of the hair again, the size, the way those eyes blazed their crazy
hatred. A man-killer, a creature maddened beyond reason, its forner
donestication replaced by instincts age-old in its species; no |onger the
smal l hol der's aninmal, it was a goat gone feral. Immbile, knowing that it
could not pursue thembut at least it had driven themfromits territory. They



woul d not return. It had won.

"Wll leave himto cool his heels for a while.' Jon Quinn was trenbling. Ti
maybe get a rope on himwhen |'ve got tinme. In the nmeantinme let's check the
other field. | bought some calves in a fortnight ago, three-nonth-old

Charolais heifers and I'ma bit worried about them At a hundred and fifty
qui d each you can't afford to lose 'em' Except that noney doesn't exist any
longer. If civilisation ever gets going again it'll be back to the old barter
system //.

Al ong the thick hawt horn hedge, follow ng a muddy well-trodden track, aware
that Gl bert was keeping pace with themon the other side. Cccasionally they
caught a flash of white where the branches were sparse, but overall the hedge
was stockproof and no way would the billy be able to get at them At |east Jon
hoped so, preferred not to think about it too much. He remenbered the shotgun
in the porch, alnbst suggested that they went back for it but it would only
serve to alarm Sylvia still further. They didn't need a gun now, that need was
past and they were still alive.

"What's that?' She clutched at his arm suddenly, pulled themboth to a halt.
"What's what?' He felt his skin start to prickle.

Then he heard it, some kind of bird noise conming fromthe overhead branches of
a clump of Scots firs which some forner owner of this place had planted as a
wi ndbreak, dark green spiky foliage, the trees planted cl ose and never

thi nned, forming an inpenetrable barrier above the line where they had once
been brashed.

Li stening, trying to identify the sounds, unable to place themright away. Not
the soft cooing of a wood-pigeon digesting its early-norning feed, not harsh
enough for the cawing or chattering of a corvine. An alarmcall certainly.
Bewar e, Man the eneny approaches. Stay hidden

Jon stepped forward, Sylvia still clinging to his arm She wanted to go back
maybe w shed that she had taken his advice and stayed behind in the first

pl ace. Maybe next tinme she would listen; she had | earned a val uabl e | esson
even if it had al most cost her her life.

Sonet hi ng above hi m noved, a backward shuffle along a thick bough which took
the bird closer to the trunk of the tree, framed it in a shaft of bright
sunl i ght whi ch sonehow managed to penetrate the dense foliage, the principa
actor in a who dunnit play spotlighted for the surprise of a hushed audi ence,
the ultimate clinmax.

Jon Quinn saw a thick bunch of light-brown feathers, a huddl ed form which was
both familiar and unfamliar, his brain slow to reach a conclusion because
somet hing just wasn't quite right. Not an owW seeking refuge fromdaylight; it
coul d have been a roosting pheasant except that pheasants don't perch in trees
except during the nocturnal hours. Its size fooled himfor a nmonent, and then
he knew, saw three or four nore birds close by on the next branch. Warren
hens!

"It's the m ssing hens!'

And again something wasn't quite as it should be. Huge birds whi ch had gai ned
at least a couple of pounds in weight since he had last collected the eggs in
t he hen-house a few days ago. Birds which normally flew no nore than two or
three feet up on to their perches now sat five or six yards up in the trees.
Alert, wary, no |longer clucking a wel come and coming to himin expectation of



a handful of corn. Birds which were wild, feral |ike that dammed goat on the
ot her side of the hedge. You found yourself instinctively cowering, throw ng
up your hands to forma shield in case they suddenly flew at you and tried to
peck your eyes out.

"They're . . . not like hens,' Sylvia Atkinson nuttered and clung on to Jon's
arm 'They look . . . sort of wld

It was true. The birds on the branches above regarded themw th hostile
red-eyed glares. Their plumge was no | onger the sleek |ight-brown feathers
bel onging to the Warren variety, instead thick and ruffled, matted with dried
mud, evi dence of scaly-leg on their |egs. Bew |l dernent, edging back into the
foliage, clucking softly in alarm

"They're scared to hell,' Jon said. 'So scared they don't even recogni se ne.
Li ke those goats.'

But there was nore to it than that. The poultry had undergone sone kind of
drastic physical change, |ost their accustonmed domestication during the short
time since he had | ast seen them were virtually game birds of the wilds.

"Well, they're not going to come down while we're here,' he sighed, 'and we
can't waste any nore tine standing here | ooking at them' They're repulsive,
frightening; they won't ever come back to the buildings and | don't want them
to. '"Let's go and take a |ook at the calves in the other field."'

He didn't want to go and | ook- Ri ght now he woul d have seized upon any excuse
to retrace their steps back to the house, return to the safety of that

cl austrophobic cellar. It would have been only too easy. But he would not be
able to forgive hinself if he did that, not just because he had yielded to
sheer cowardi ce but because sone kind of norbid curiosity drove himon
Everythi ng out here had changed, even the fresh growth of grass and foliage
had a different | ook about it, a coarser tough texture, throwing off Man's
concerted efforts at cultivation, the use of sophisticated husbandry. A
reversion to prinmtive wldness. He shivered, held Sylvia's hand tightly and
wi shed again that he had brought the shotgun al ong. Next tinme he woul d.

Wal king slowy now, eyes scanning the ground ahead of him The belt of firs
was petering out, the hawthorn hedge on their right tall and straggling. It
had al ways been rough; he had been nmeaning to lay it ever since they had cone
to live here but it was one of those jobs which he had never got round to.
Gapi ng hol es had been plugged with cut-off tin sheets or pieces of |eft-over
Wi re-netting, inprovisation sufficing, but there cane a time when you realised
that you were fighting a losing battle. This place had got in a shit-aw ul
state. Now it seened that it had won.

Anot her gate, a |oop of binder twine holding it to the rough-hewn post. Jon
Quinn rested a hand that trenbled slightly on the top bar, had to nake a
conscious effort to look into the field beyond.

Charol ai s cal ves, four of themgrazing just inside the tract of rough pasture.
He knew they would not be normal, steeled hinmself to run a gl ance over them
Cof f ee- col oured beasts but their snmpboth coats no | onger had that silky
eye- pl easi ng | ook about them Rough and mangy, plastered with nmud where they
had chosen to spend the night out rather than return to the shelter in the far
corner. Nervous, ears flicking, sensing an eneny, as wary as highl and deer
even before they saw the two humans by the gate.

Heads tossed, hind legs kicked in the air, and then they were stanpeding, a
headl ong flight in the opposite direction, bellowing their terror as they ran



"I thought as much,' Jon muttered, clutching the gate with both hands. 'It was
too much to hope for ... hey . " his eyes narrowed and he felt his pul ses
begi nning to pound agai n.

"What is it, Jon? For God' s sake what's wrong now?
' Four of them' he whispered, 'but there should be five.
Calves invariably stay together. W' d better go and |l ook for the fifth.'

"No!"' She was pulling at himnow, using every ounce of her puny strength to
drag himback. 'It isn't safe to go in there. | don't want to. They m ght
attack us, like that goat did' .

"He was a billy, the male of the species.' Jon did his best to snile
reassuringly, knew that he nmade a hash of it because he felt his lower lip
trenbling. 'The nannies didn't bother us so there's no reason why these

hei fers should. W don't have any bull calves and these are only youngsters
anyway, no nore than three nonths old. You can see how scared they are. |I'm
goi ng, but you can stop here, if you want.'

"I"'mcomng with you.' She began to clinb after him her torn overalls
snaggi ng on the rusted bars of the gate. No way was she going to be left here
al one. That nmad billy goat was only in the adjoining field and suppose he
found a weak part in the straggling hedge. And those hens in the trees behind,
they were wild and fierce like birds of prey. Sylvia Atkinson was deterni ned
not to let Jon Quinn out of her sight.

The fields sloped down to a dip that was hidden fromtheir view Uneven
tussocks that had had the butt grazed out of them by generations of |ivestock
over the years, sour ground that would never be lush again w thout reseeding,
but that wasn't Jon's way; a natural pastureland was his ideal but right now
t here was not hi ng natural about anything.

The four calves had run down into the dip, splashed their way through a patch
of boggy ground and were cantering up the other side. They stopped, turned
back to | ook. Calnmer, noving away at a wal k. Uneasy but their panic had

subsi ded now that they had put sone di stance between thensel ves and the
intruders in their field.

Jon slowed his pace, he did not want to alarmthe cal ves any nore than was
necessary. Beyond his own boundary hedge the | and sl oped sharply upwards, Bil
Gwther's fields, always dotted with peacefully grazing sheep except during
the winter nmonths when the flock was noved | ower down close to the farm
bui | di ngs. The sheep were still there but today they were huddl ed together in
a corner, a bunch of plaintively bleating frightened ani mals that sought
safety in nunbers.

What the hell's got into them Jon thought, they can't even see us fromup
there. Sonething's frightened them Up above Gwther's | and the skyline
termnated in a line of dark even firs, the begi nning of some five hundred
acres of Forestry Conm ssion woods that followed along the ridge and down over
the other sides. Artificial woodl ands, symetry that was not consistent with
this wild | andscape, thousands of rows of trees with only the odd self-set
seedlings out of place. A dark forbidding world where it never got properly
[ight, no undergrowth able to grow bel ow the branches. You could get |ost up
there if you forgot your bearings. A world of silence virtually devoid of
wildlife.



That fifth calf could not have got out of the field, Jon was sure of that.
Only this last spring he had bl ocked up every patch of sparse growh in the
hedges; unsightly but effective. It had to be down in the hollow, possibly
stuck in the cloying nmud or else just after water. Either way . . . Sylvia
At ki nson screaned, a piercing shriek that the echoes inmediately took up and
magni fi ed, starting those four nervous calves running again, tearing blindly
back al ong the hedgeside. And in that instant Jon saw why she had screaned.

Qut of the dip cane a grey-black fearsone brute, long pointed ears lying flat
along its head, bushy tail stream ng out behind it as it ran. Only once did it
turn its head to | ook back and the watchers saw sl obbering open jaws, and eyes
that seemed to glint redly in the sunlight. A rough coat, bare in places as if
it had been devastated by nmange. Even as Sylvia's screamdi ed away the waiting
echoes took up the bestial how, a bloodchilling sound that was filled with
hate and anger but not fear. The creature fled because its instincts comanded
it to but in no way was it afraid of Man, 'Gwther's Alsatian.' At |east Jon

t hought that that was what it was, the resenbl ance was vaguely famliar

al t hough he was sure that the dog had never been quite as big as that. He
shivered, recalled the goats and the hens, how they had once | ooked; the

cal ves, too.

"It's. . .likea . . awlf." Sylvia was trenbling violently and for one
awful rmoment Jon thought that she was going to pass out. Every vestige of

col our had drained fromher face and only by holding on to himdid she nanage
to remain upright. But it had to be Bill Gwther's dog, it couldn't be
anything el se, there was no other feasible explanation. At |east, none that he
could cone up wth.

H s narrowed eyes followed the Al satian's flight, now an easy |oping stride
that carried it up the far bank to the right of the cattle, through a gap in
t he hedge and into the sheepfield beyond.

The sheep milled, their frightened bleating filling the still air, pressing
back into that corner, oblivious of the cruel strands of barbed-wire. By sone
mracle the fence stil! held firm posts and wire taking a tremendous strain.

The fleeing dog halted nonentarily. Again its instinct was offering it a
choice. Flight or those sheep, the latter easy prey, pull one down after
another, run themuntil they were incapable of running any further. It
bounded, heading right towards the flock, then for sone inexplicable reason
altered course up towards the forest on the horizon

Jon and Sylvia stood watching until the animal was out of sight, lost to view
in those acres of darkness up on the skyline. Like the sheep, they were
trembling with relief

"Never did take to Gwther's bl oody dog,' Jon spoke at |ast in a hushed

whi sper as though he was afraid | est the Alsatian mght hear himand come back
to take its revenge on them Because it hated Man, no ot her reason. The thing
al ways was wild, kept caged up all the time. Ad Bill's got a persecution
conplex, lives all on his own, too nmean even to have the electricity put in,
and the bugger's worth a fortune. Doesn't believe in banks either, and there's
runours that he keeps his noney buried in coffee jars in the garden. | never
liked calling there in case the Alsatian happened to be | oose. Perhaps that's
why he kept it, to deter visitors. Well it's loose now and . . . oh Jesus!’'

They had stepped forward a few paces and now they saw down into the holl ow
whi ch had previously been out of their view A thick nuddy patch chewed up
into a sloppy mre by the hooves and droppings of cattle. A putrid stench
wafting up at thembut it was only too obvious where the snmell was com ng



from

Below themin the mud lay the missing Charolais calf. At |east Jon presuned it
was because he couldn't think of anything el se which the nutilated remnains

m ght belong to. The head | oll ed back exposing a gashed throat which had

stai ned the surrounding norass a deep crinson as if there was a sandstone
element in the soil. The underside of the creature had been ripped open, hide
and skin shredded into bloody strips so that the intestines had spilled out, a
mess of offal that had been partially eaten. Wde staring dead eyes | ooked up
at them frozen in death at the peak of terror. You wanted to clap your hands
over your ears to shut out its death cry, thought you could still hear the
dyi ng echoes of it across the distant range of hills. Sylvia turned her head
away, alnmost threw up. Jon felt the bile rise in his own throat, a m xture of
fear and anger engul fing him Gwther's fucking dog had done this, turned
sheep and cattle killer nowthat it was on the |l oose. If only he'd brought the
gun he could have rolled the bastard over as it fled up the bank. As it was,

it was free to kill again. And again.

If the animal was Gwther's Alsatian. It had to be. Not necessarily, he could
not have sworn positively in a court of law that the dog was the culprit; it
was much bigger and stronger, only a faint resenbl ance to a donestic guard
dog. More like ... a wolf.

You're letting your imagination run wild. It was Bill Gwther's dog,
different, just like the goats, the calves, the hens, but Gwther's dog al
the sane. A feeling of futility, helplessness. There was no |law left to award
hi m damages or to order the creature to be put down. No damages because noney
didn't count for anything any nore. You'll have to shoot the bugger yourself
if you want it destroyed.

'"Let's get back.' He turned away, let Sylvia lean her full weight on him 'W
can't do anything here.'

That was right enough. A week ago he woul d have reported the matter to the
police, rung the hunt kennels to fetch the dead beast or else buried it
hinself, cried at a funeral that had cost hima hundred and fifty quid. But
there were no police, no kennels, there couldn't be. So Nature woul d take
over, the buzzards and ravens would strip the flesh, | eave the bones to whiten
in the sun, gradually sink out of sight into the nmud. And that would be that.

Syl via nmanaged to stop herself fromsaying 'I can't go on any |onger, Jon'
because you did not have any choice except to go on. There was no alternative.
Maybe t hose who had got caught by this hol ocaust were the fortunate ones, they
weren't left to witness what had happened. But at that nmonent there was no way
of knowi ng just what had happened to the rest of civilisation; she and Jon had
only explored a few acres of the whole world. And what they had seen was
enough.

The cottage | ooked forbidding, its windows frowning at them as they approached
it. Go away, you don't belong here. You're aliens, freaks.

Jon kicked open the door, saw that the twelve-bore was still leaning up in the
corner of the porch. It |ooked good, a piece of driftwood floating in reach of
a drowning man. But it would not solve the overall problem

"Well, | don't think there's any point in going back down to the cellar,' he
said, peeling off his overalls.

Thank God for that.' She | eaned back up against the wall as a wave of vertigo
hit her. Exhaustion, despair, you couldn't go through the |ast few days and



cone out unscathed. 'l think 1'd go stark raving mad if | just had to go down
those steps once nore.'

'Me, too,' he laughed. 'Except that nost of our food's down there.'

That goat and that dog.' She closed her eyes. 'I'll have ni ghtmares about them
every night for the rest of ny life. But they can't be the only aninmals that
have gone wild, there nust be thousands up and down the country, maybe over
the whole world, just like they've never ever been domesticated.'

"That's sonething we've got to find out.' He went through into the kitchen
wi t hout thinking switched the electric kettle on. Al npost before he realised
what he had done they heard the el enent beginning to heat up. 'Hey, just
listen to that, we've got electric!’

' Maybe not for long,' she replied. "Don't forget, it's not |like a nuclear
attack which knocks all power out. Things just grind to a halt. W'Il either
run out of power or else there'll be a fault and with nobody to repair it
that' Il be that.'

"l guess you're right.' He found sone coffee and a tin of powdered milk. There
was a stack of frozen goats* mlk in the freezer but it would take tine to
unthaw a pint. 'Qur first step is to try and find out what's happened

el sewhere."

' Maybe we should light a beacon on top of the hill or something. If the

phone's still working we could ring a few nunbers.’

"Not just yet.' He pursed his lips. 'l think it's best that we try and find
out about fell ow survivors before they find out about us. Don't forget, |aw
and order will have gone to the winds. W're back to the jungle, survival of

the fittest. There would be npbbs on the ranmpage and we don't want to be taken
unawar es. The | ess they know about us, the better.’

"Surely we're safe enough right out here in the sticks.' She raised her
eyebr ows.

'Not necessarily. It could be that people have deserted the,towns, headed for
wild places like this. That's sonething we just don't know, so we'll have to
be on our guard until we find out.'

'So when do we nake our first reconnai ssance trip? She watched himcarefully,
her expression determined. Don't try |eaving ne behind, Jon Quinn, because no
way am | stopping here on nmy own. Not after what we've seen this norning.

'"I"mgoing to take a ride across to Gwther's place this afternoon,' he said.
"I'l'l use the Land Rover.'

"W are, you nean.'

'"No.' He shook his head. 'I want you to |l ock the door after ne, sit tight and
don't open up until | get back. I won't be long and I'Il be K in the Land
Rover, neither wild dogs nor goats can get at ne. |I'll take the gun too. Wen
we start making trips further afield then we'll go together.' Dam it, it
sounded lane. If it had been Jackie here instead he would have taken her
because she woul d have adapted, been sone hel p; he could have relied on her
Git, that was what it amounted to. One girl had it, the other didn't. In bed
it didn't matter nmuch but when your back was to the wall you realised an awf ul
ot of things, things you'd been blind to before, |ike why things had not

wor ked out between hinself and Jackie. They'd work out now but it was too



| ate, she was gone for ever. A tinge of sadness al nbst had his eyes watering
but with an effort he threw the feeling off. This was no tine to start feeling
sorry for hinself. He had to fight all the way and now he could not let Sylvia
down. In.effect these |last few days he had been wi dowed and remarried. Sylvia
was his mate, his responsibility, whether he liked it or not. And he wasn't
going to risk her on the first trip out.

'"W'd better get sonmething to eat,' he smiled, and reached a tin down fromthe
shel f. ' Sausal atas, vegetable protein sausages in brine. They're delicious
cold.'

"I guess right now !l don't fancy meat or poultry.' She managed a smle. 'In
for a penny, in for a pound. |I'Il give the Jon Quinn diet a try. Starvers

can't be choosers.'

Jon wasn't listening. In his mnd he saw Bill Gwther, small and w zened,
never seen wthout his faded brown 'cowgown', torn cap pulled well down over
his eyes to shade themfromthe sun whether it was shining or not. Holl owed
cheeks, retracted toothless guns that had hardened enough to hold a pipe.
Bright blue eyes that sized you up and often discovered what you were

t hi nki ng.

Pat ched Wl lington boots that et the wet in, the tread worn down so that the
sol es were snooth, all part of the uniform

Bill didn't trust 'outsiders' and you were an outsider if you hadn't been born
within a five-nile radius of the Hill. The H Il was his world, a kinngdom which
he ruled over in his own stubborn way. You called hima bloody old fool but as
often as not he proved you wong. He'd never married, never had tine to go
courting, and you got used to being called "boy'. Bill Gwther had aged when
he was thirty and had remained static ever since. You cursed himfor a |ot of
thi ngs but you had to admit grudgingly that the Hill wouldn't be the sane

wi t hout him

Whi ch was one reason why Jon Qui nn was going down to Gwther's place that
af t er noon.

CHAPTER FI VE

ERI C ATKI NSON st ood and | ooked at his naked body in the full-length hotel

bedr oom wardrobe mirror, puffed his chest out, pulled his stonmach in, indul ged
in a few noments of self-admration. One big con, and deep down he knewit. He
was getting fat, a slow but sure niddl e-aged spread taking over. He told
hinsel f he'd |lost a pound or two |lately and knew dammed wel |l he was |lying. At
thirty-six you were only just coming up to your peak.

A once fine physique had run to fat, a conbination of six hours a day behind
the wheel of a car and five nights a week on average hotel board. The best
hotel s, the best food. Whisky, too, sometines brandy according to how his



expenses account was running. Rep's disease - overwei ght.

No, not really, but he'd have to watch it. He towelled his danp hair into a
fluffy blonde nop. He was starting to get a double chin; no, it was a trick of
the light, or the mrror, one of themanyway. A little on the plunp side, he
had to admit. What was the termthat girl up in Anglesey had used? Cuddly. He
grimaced, flexed his biceps; they bulged but he didn't test their hardness,
didn't dare

He | ooked down and a sly smirk crossed his face. Well, there was nothi ng wong
with that, anyway; that conpensated for everything.

He had no need to stop over in Shrewsbury tonight. He could have nade it hone
easily. Except for Marlene. Wat a bl oody awful nanme for such a lovely girl,
but what was there in a nane? He'd be getting poetic soon, Marlene did that to
you, had you showering and checking yourself over like a Ferrari before an

| RCC.

He turned back to the bed, neticul ously began to choose his clothes for the
eveni ng. Toni ght was sonething special, the clinmax to the whol e week. He had
worked for it, earned it.

Sylvia crossed his mnd, a slight twinge of guilt, but it was gone

i medi ately. She wouldn't care even if she knew because that guy up at the
organi c farmwoul d have been fucking the arse off her all week. It was a kind
of mute arrangenent which they didn't mention because that woul d have spoil ed
everything. Screw with who you like in the week and then we'll get together at
t he weekend. Funny, it didn't nake himjealous, in fact it was one helluva
turn-on. The time to worry was when no guy wanted to lay your wife. She really
was getting past it then and so were you

He found hinself basking in a kind of erotic nostalgia as he dressed. Sylvia
was a cracker and a real nynpho but it was |ike eating the sane kind of exotic
food every day of the year. You didn't actually come to dislike it but it got
boring, so you decided to try a change and then cane back to the origina
refreshed.

That had happened to hinmself. And Sylvia. Thirteen years ago, two years after
they had married. It had had a nost unlikely beginning, like taking a
seem ngly harm ess drug and then before you realised it you were hooked on it.

Al an had been the root cause; if it hadn't been for Al an, he and Sylvia m ght
have spent years struggling to stay faithful to each other and then broken up
As it was they were still together and the relationship did have its rewards.
Toni ght was one of them

Alan's wife had |l eft himfor another guy and poor old Al an had been pretty
cut-up. That was why they had started inviting himover on Saturday evenings
for dinner. Maybe it was the drink that triggered it all off, had them casting
their inhibitions overboard and telling dirty stories. Sylvia was the worst,
Eric winced, wondered where the hell she had heard themall, but after a bit
he didn't care. None of them did.

Al an began benoani ng the fact that he hadn't had a woman for three nonths,

al nost cried. So frustrated that he was toying with the i dea of having a week
in London and spending his nights in Soho. That was when Sylvia had come up
with her offer, straight out with it like she night have been asking Alan to
go to the club with them next Saturday night. 'How would you like to screw ne,
Al ?* She was deadly serious, a genuine offer. 'l know Eric won't nind, not
just this once, will you, Eric?



Suddenl y everybody had sobered up into a stunned silence, all eyes on Eric.
Wll, Eric, you won't mind, will you?

No, | don't mind, not at all. You fuck her, A, |eave her lying up there on
the bed ready for nme when you' ve finished. Sylvia and Al an drained their

gl asses, went out of the room Eric poured hinself a stiff brandy with a
shaki ng hand, found hinself |istening to them noving about in the bedroom
directly above the dining-room pictured the scene. Sylvia couldn't wait to
get everything off, she was always like that, A maybe nervous and losing his
initial erection, having difficulty getting it up again.

It wasn't fair to eavesdrop on them Eric heard the bed creak the way it

al ways di d when you got in, stood up and wal ked unsteadily across the room
switched on the stereo. A slow rhythmon the first track, speeding up on the
second, just like those two upstairs.

CGod, this was the ultimate in eroticism everything he had ever fantasised
about coming true in one electrifying session. He wondered if Sylvia had ever
done it with anybody el se since they had been married. He told hinself she
had, she rmust have; he wanted it that way. Those ni ghts when he was away .

He t hought naybe the clock on the mantel shel f had stopped, stooped and put his
ear up against it but couldn't be sure over the nmusic. 12.10. Christ, they'd
been up there an hour and a half, Al was really giving Sylvia a bangi ng,
maki ng up for everything he had been forced to go without over the past

nont hs.

It was 12.35 when he heard Al an go, footsteps in the hall, the front door
closing softly, a kind of guilty click. In a way it was a di sappointment, his
best mate slinking off, not wanting to face him Sorry, Eric, |'ve screwed
your wife and | feel pretty bad about it. Don't, A, it's been a great

eveni ng. For ne, too.

Sylvia hadn't had enough whatever had gone on, that nuch was plain. Wen Eric
entered the bedroom she was lying on top of the quilt, legs lewdly spread, a
smal | damp patch on the material between them eyes closed, ecstasy not guilt.

He went straightway to her, no prelimnaries, pushing right into her, feeling
the Iiquid warnth of adulterous seed. God, what a night, he nade it tw ce,
alnmobst a third tinme. If ever he needed a fantasy for the future then this was
it.

Three or four times after that Al cane round and it got to be a Saturday night
routi ne. Too nuch of a routine probably, too clinical, and nothing could ever
match that first night. Then Alan found hinself a girlfriend, nmoved in to live
with her and that was the end of that. But Sylvia had had a taste of the grass
on the other side and she wasn't going to let it drift away like that.

He wondered to hinmself now as he sat on the edge of his hotel bed just who had
set up that relationship with the Joneses. They had known George and Marie for
two or three years but it had never been nore than a casual dropping in on
each other at infrequent intervals. Then one Friday when Eric returned hone
Syl via seened nore vivaci ous than usual, told himthat they had been invited
over to have a few drinks with George and Marie the next night. Nothing to get
excited about but Sylvia certainly was. He sensed then that something was in
the air. No, it couldn't be, the Joneses were far too conventional, even went
to church sone Sundays. Unless Sylvia was casting her line for George; Eric
woul dn't put it past her. But he was curious enough to want to find out.



It was dammed funny the way that evening had trickled on into the early hours
bef ore anybody (Sylvia) nade a positive nove. Half-innuendoes becane

i nnuendoes fired by a cheap bottle of Scotch. The Joneses couldn't really
afford drinking on this scale; George was on the dole and he wasn't the type
to go noonlighting. Too honest, too bl oody conventional. Except when Sylvia
and Scotch got to him

Sylvia engineered it all, nobody actually canme right out with it and said,
"Shall we swap, then?'" Somehow she got herself on to George's lap in the
arnchair and left Eric and Marie together on the settee. A lot of couples
change over for a bit of snoggi ng when everybody's had too much to drink, Eric
decided, didn't dare try for a feel. It would all fizzle out before | ong, and
then the party would break up; he didn't want to nake a fool of hinself.

Qut of the corner of his eye he saw George and Sylvia slipping out of the
room heard them going upstairs. There couldn't be any further doubt, Marie
was expecting himto play his part in this sexy foursone.

She was OK, a bit nervous at first, then he broke through the barrier and she
expl oded. In fact, she couldn't get enough, unbottled every inhibition which
she had ever had during the next hour. But it wasn't her that was turning him
on like this, had himachieve that elusive third orgasm It was the know edge
that Sylvia was upstairs revelling in another session of red-hot infidelity.

It was funny how t hey never swapped with the Joneses again after that night,

never even called round for a quick drink, didn't even get a card fromthem at
Christmas. Somet hi ng had gone wong sonmewhere along the Iine. Maybe Marie had
had a fit of jealousy in the cold sobering Iight of a Novenber Sunday norning.

And Sylvia seened to | ose her enthusiasmfor the way-out scene too. Just I|ike
that, a marital screw at weekends but she didn't even try to lure Eric into
anything el se. He even got to thinking that she'd had her wild fling and had
decided to resign herself to the dull routine of a straightforward marri age
even though they were apart five nights of npbst weeks.

Then rumours trickled back, a nuddled jigsaw that needed a | ot of piecing
together. In remote rural areas, it was true, the |last person to hear stories
concerning one's wife is oneself.

It was that nut up at the organic farmwho was shagging Sylvia. It figured. It
was funny how Eric experienced a pang of jealousy the first tinme he found out
for sure. If it had been Al or George it wouldn't have mattered. They were
ordi nary guys who just wanted a fuck, nothing nore, a thrill to boost their
own narriages the sane way that Eric needed one now. It ended when you cane,
as sinmple as that. But this fellow was different. Hs wife was a flighty bit
of stuff, if all the stories about her were true, going off on her own at

ni ghts to ni ghtclubs and doubtl ess getting herself shafted. The ice was
dangerously thin in that quarter

Jon Qui nn needed nore than sex, he needed to fill a gap, conpanionship. And
that coul d be dangerous. The guy was one of these food-freaks who thought
everybody el se should be al so, so he was marketing organi c produce and
preachi ng that chemi cals were poisoning half the popul ation of the world.

Then Sylvia had started dishing up these funny neal s at weekends; no | onger
proper salads with lettuce, tomato and cucunber, but all sorts of fruit nixed
up with nuts. Just weani ng her husband on to nuts. A nut-roast next. Jesus,
she was really goi ng nuts!

Gradual ly Eric Atkinson was aware of his marriage slipping away fromhim an



erosion that revealed itself in a nunber of ways. Sylvia's personality was
changi ng, becom ng norose. Because her mind was on Jon Quinn. Wen she
prepared a vegetarian nmeal it was for him not Eric, regardless of who ate it
or slyly tipped it into the waste-bin.

Eri c had wondered what to do about it. Should he tackle her outright? No, she

mght lie to himand whatever el se she had done she had never lied. If she did
that then he would | ose his respect for her and then it would al! be over.

That he didn't want, oh Christ Almghty no. A sudden realisation, in spite of

it all he loved Sylvia. God yes, and he nissed her like hell. Wich was why he
had ot her woren whil st he was away from hone. Substitutes; each and every one

of themwas a Syl via.

So he had let her carry on with Jon Quinn, afraid to detonate the affair into
somet hing he couldn't handl e. Each weekend he went home with the sanme naggi ng
fear, his mouth dry, his guts in knots. I'msorry, Eric, |I'mleaving. Really,
I"msorry, please believe me, but | need a husband not just a weekend | over.
O maybe just a note left on the mantel shelf, the easy way out.

But it hadn't happened and he had come to the decision that just by letting
the affair continue, it wouldn't. It mght go on for years. Basically it

boil ed down to this bloody job. Reps were married to their firnms. You gave

t hem everything or else you were out on your ear. They bought your marriage,
your life, nonths and years which you could never retrieve, all for a pittance
of a salary offset by reasonabl e expenses.

So he let it go, just like that. Every weekend he cane home to an organic diet
that had a distinct Quinn flavour about it, got a thrill out of screw ng
Sylvia in the same way that he had that night when Al had first had her, and
it would be this way until he retired at 65. Fuck the firm they didn't even
of fer him a redundancy when they had drastic cut-backs three years ago. No

gol den handshake for him Maybe it was as well, though, because if he foul ed
up Sylvia's little gane she mght take off and go and live with Quinn. Don't
poke the sleeping lion, as the saying went.

Marl ene was the nearest he'd found to Sylvia yet. Sophisticated, sexy, her
husband was an 'area nanager', an up-narket rep. He sonetimes stayed away
weekends too; it was a vicious circle, they were all on the sane roundabout.
Sonetimes you | ose, sonetines you win. You paid your noney and ganbl ed your
[ uck.

She wore a | ong eveni ng gown toni ght that showed off every curve, didn't |eave
you with much to guess, the kind that gave you a hard-on under the table and
you hoped that the other diners thought she was your wife. She was class and
she gave you cl ass. Yet tonight she was strangely sonbre, |ong periods when
she concentrated on her food and didn't speak at all. There was definitely
somet hing on her mind but he knew her well enough to know that if she wanted
to tell himshe would do so in her own good tine. If she didn't want to, she
woul dn"t. You knew where you stood with Marlene, no bullshit. That conpensated
for a lot.

She played with the stem of her w ne-glass, regarded himthoughtfully. Shall I
tell himor not? Decision tine. Finally she decided to tell him

"Joey's left me.' She said it just like that. She m ght have said Tmgoing to
nmow the front |awn tonorrow. '’

"Ch!' For once he felt incredibly stupid. Hi s vision swam sonething cl utched
at his heart and stopped it for a second, restarted it alnost inmrediately. Tm
sorry.' He didn't know whether he was or not; if he was, he was sorry for



hi nsel .

'He's had a worman down in Lanpeter for a long tinme.' She tal ked easier now

that she had made her decision. 'l knew about it, of course, but there was
nothing I could do about it even if |I'd wanted to. | just let things take
their course, it's often the best way because they generally work out. |'m not

sorry because our marriage as such was finished three years ago. Divorces are
easy, don't take long these days, but | guess right now|l'ma free wonan,
Eric.1 The bail's in your court.

Suddenly his Kentucky fried chicken tasted sour, the dry white wine so bitter

that he grimaced. Sylvia, darling, | love you. This is only a ganme |ike yours.
Qur nmarriage isn't over, it's just gone into a recession |like everything el se
in this dammed crazy world. Gven tine it'll come back. It has to.

"Ch, | see.' He did, only too well. "Wat . . . what are your plans then?
Don't answer that because | don't want to hear, | don't want to jettison ny
fantasies. | don't want reality.

"Do you really need to ask?' The twin candlelight had her dark eyes glistening
and because he couldn't neet her gaze he found hinmsel f | ooking down at her

cl eavage. Smal|l perfectly shaped breasts that had never been suckled by a
babe; just hinself. And others. But he topped the poll at the nonent.

"No, | suppose | don't.' He tried to laugh but it canme out wong. False.
"That's fine then.' She didn't appear to notice. Tve been married to a right

bastard for nore years than | care to renenber and you've been hitched to a
bitch who goes and screws with any guy who gives her the eye.'

He felt hinmself cringe, wanted to leap to his feet and yell, 'No, she's not
like that at all. It's ne. |1've screwed another bird already this week. That's
all I"'mafter. Sex. | don't want a permanent rel ationship with any wonan

except ny wife.l But he didn't because he was too scared.

"You've told me often enough that you're in love with nme,' she went on. 'Well

I"'min love with you too, Eric, and at last it |ooks like we'll be able to
share each other for ever instead of continuing with this nerve-racking
affair, wondering ail the tine if sonebody who knows us will see us.'

"Yes, it'll be nice,' he said politely. 'For both of us. I'll talk to Sylvia

about it this weekend.'

"WIl you, really? Euphoric relief in her tone, her slimfingers com ng

across the table in search of his. 'I knew | hadn't nade a m stake about you,
Eric. | confess that at one tine | thought that maybe | was just your
once-a-week worman, a bit on the side and then shelved for another week. | know
now that | was wong. Let's treat tonight as a cel ebration because
everything' s working out. When we go upstairs tonight | really will feel that

I'"'mMs Atkinson at long |ast.'

Ms Marlene Atkinson! There was a glisten of perspiration on Eric's forehead
as they went up in the elevator after dinner. M and Ms Atkinson! Jesus
Christ, he wouldn't be able to stall this one for long. |'ve spoken to Sylvia,
Mar |l ene, and she says that's fine but we've got to straighten a few things out
first. It won't take long. Marlene wasn't the kind to hang about. Everything
was going to blow up in his face, one way or the other, very soon

Her naked body didn't ook so alluring tonight and he knew he had got to put
on anot her act, the clandestine | over who has finally got his woman for keeps.



She was eager for him helping himoff with his clothes, her sensuous fingers
straying all the time, then pulling himdown on the bed with her

"Just think, Eric, it'll always be like this with us fromnow on. And maybe
you can get another job so that you won't have to be away from hone all the
time.' Not that | don't trust you but I want you all to myself.

She was good, very, very good. Any other night it would have been sheer
ecstasy but tonight he had to struggle to keep up with her. You are getting
fat. So he let her do all the work but she did not appear to notice because
she was doi ng everything she wanted to do. Astride him gyrating like an
eastern belly-dancer, teasing him tiring both of themso that finally they
sank down exhausted, not bothering to retrieve the sheets off the floor
because the night was too warm anyway.

Eric Atkinson was dimy aware that it was light, a kind of guilty feeling that
it was time to be up and doing. Sitting up, rubbing the sleep out of his eyes.

He didn't know where he was, didn't even try to work it out, just accepted the
fact that he was in sone strange place with four symetrical walls around him
and a hol e through which the daylight shafted in. Frightening, suddenly.

Then he sa.w the wonman, She was |ying on her stomach, head buried in the
pillow Sleeping. He grunted, forgot his claustrophobia, reached out a thick
coarse hand and touched her buttocks. She stirred slightly. H s head hurt, a
t hr obbi ng pai n behind the eyes which distorted his vision but he fought
against it. An urgent need had to be satisfied, a priority in any situation

The woman was not fully awake but he had no reason to wait. H s hands sli pped
beneat h her thighs, dragged her up into a kneeling position, her head stil
resting on the pillow She seemed to understand, parted her |egs w thout

di sturbing her position, half-kneeling now, gave a kind of |ow whine which was
interpreted as willingness, not that it would have mattered to hi m anyway.

He caught a glinpse of his reflection in the long mrror, alnost shied away
fromit; not because he saw his own naked body matted with coarse fair hair
i ke some subtropical tree-dwelling species but because for a nonent he

t hought that a rival was contesting for his mate. Then he seened to
understand, did he not see his own features when he stooped to drink froma
clear pool? He did not investigate further because he had other things on his
m nd.

He pushed hard with his thighs, thrust fiercely to penetrate her, pulling her
back on to himas he found her entrance. A mnute, possibly twd, and then he
was arching his back, shuddering, com ng out of her because it was all over
and there was no point in remaining coupled.

He sprang fromthe bed, rushed to the wi ndow He saw towering bare brickwork

i nterspersed with wi ndows that had the misfortune to | ook out on to the rear

of these buildings. An untidiness thirty feet below, an array of dustbins and
enpty cardboard cartons, litter everywhere

Eric stretched out a hand, jerked it back with a cry of surprise as he touched
the glass, an invisible barrier which frightened him Hi s teeth were bared in
a snarl of defiance, glancing back towards Marl ene as though she had the
answer. She cringed, whined, would have offered herself to himagain for he
was the nale of the species and it was his right. But he was satisfied in that
respect, his uppernost desire right nowto find sone neans of escape fromthis
terrible place which he did not understand, a prison which denied himthe
freedom of the open spaces.



Throaty noises: 'Wat is this place and why are we here, woman?
*] do not know.1 Cowering. If he flewinto a rage he m ght strike her

He prowl ed the room knocked over the flinmsy bedside table and stooped to
examne it, half-afraid of an obstacle which he did not understand, backing
away. Hi s bul k caught agai nst the door handle, sprung it. Wth a how he

| eaped away, stared in disbelief as the door swung slowy open. Through the
gap he spied dazzling white walls, the |ong carpeted corridor. Hesitating,
again looking to his mate for support. There is a way out.' 'Were you go,

go.'

He nodded, aware how fast his heart beat, realising for the first tinme that
his skin snmarted. He held out his hairy arns, examined themy the thick hair
was pat chy, uneven, and he saw toe redness of his flesh, how it burned, itched
in places. The disconfort angered him but the need to escape from here

dom nated his limted instinctive powers of thought.

Stealthily, a stalking beast of prey, he crept out of the room Marlene close
behind him A fluorescent tube flickered badly, hurt his eyes, decided him
upon which way to go,

And then he saw the other worman! She was ol d, her blotched flesh winkled, her
hair grey and sparse. Her breasts sagged, enpty m |k bags that were of no
further use, |egs skinny and weak. The head was al nbst bald, the mouth
shrunken and toot hl ess, gnarled hands clutching a stick, an extra artificial
i b upon which she had been | eaning to support her frail body.

She saw them and her eyes wi dened, toothless nmouth opening to emit a scream of
terror, the stick raised to protect herself.

Eric went into a crouch, saw a weapon which threatened them this hag barring
their escape route, one of the old ones seeking to strike them down. Fat had
tautened into nuscles, his reflexes were as sharp as any aninal of the wild
for his life depended upon them

Power ful short |egs springboarded himinto action, had hi mairborne, nouthing
unintelligible hatred for the old womman, spittle frothing down his shaggy
beard. A killing cry, an arm brushing aside the w elded stick, clattering it
against the wall so that it thudded to the floor. A clenched fist raised,

com ng down.

Just one blow, that was all that was necessary. He scarcely felt the inpact,
heard only the sharp snap as the brittle skull cracked, the head jerked right
back. Sonething broke. His adversary was dead even as she fell, never felt the
wei ght of his feet as they | anded on her abdomen, ball ooned her intestines
into a tight ball so that the stomach wall split and spewed them out, bl ood
and matter spraying the ceiling. He slipped in the slinmy ness, fell headl ong
in the human offal. One bound and he was upright again, a stinking hairy thing
fleeing for the stairs with its mate cl ose behind. Steps goi ng down, not
knowi ng where they led but it was dangerous to remain here. A |landing; down
anot her flight, then stopping as he saw people below himin the halt, slippery
bl oody fingers clutching the stair-rail until the wooden struts threatened to
snap. Hs wide nostrils flared, snelled death and fear in the stuffy indoor

at nosphere.

Mar | ene noved close to him whined her own terror softly. A bunch of men and
worren prow ed the ground floor area restlessly, skin-festered fingers
exam ni ng nmundane objects with the gl eeful enthusiasm of young children. A



brass handbel|l clanged as its cl apper swung, was dropped to the bl ack and
white marble floor. Rolling in a half-circle until its nmonmentumran out, the
wat chers scattering, chattering in alarm circling it warily as though it

m ght suddenly conme to life again and spring up at them Wen it did not it
was i gnored, forgotten.

The swi ng-doors |eading out into the street spun crazily, banged one who
sought to enter, had himjunping back with a how of anguish. Qutside the
street was crowded, everyone going his or her own way with urgent purposel ess
ganbol I i ng novenents, armnms hung | ow, sone even noving about on all fours.
Backwards and forwards, a few dashing for no other reason than that they got
in one another's way; not a nob because they were m ndl ess individuals who had
not yet succunbed to the gregarious instinct. Confused, afraid, scream ng
whenever blue lights flashed and sirens bl ared. But neither anbul ances nor
police cars were going anywhere, the early-norning traffic already shunted
into an i mMmovabl e tangle. Al transport ground to a standstill.

Scream ng, there was al ways sonebody screani ng but nobody took any noti ce.
Here and there a couple mated openly but their copul ati on was ignored because
it was acceptable to ensure the continuation of their kind. Corpses lay on the
paverments and in the road.

Eric Atkinson descended the remaining stairs cautiously, Marlene foll ow ng
cl ose behi nd; he knew she was there because he could snell her fear. Nobody
was interested in them they did not even seemaware that strangers were in
their m dst. Because everybody was a stranger

He tried to work out how to pass through the swi ng-doors, plate glass rotating
every time anybody pushed at them then sonebody fell, perhaps was pushed,
sprawl ed headl ong and jammed the doors, pinned securely, struggling and
yelling. Eric Atkinson seized his chance, squeezed through the narrow gap

pul ling Marl ene after him treading heavily over the unfortunate youth who
shrieked in agony; his abdomen bul ged but it was stronger than that of the
aged wonman on the second floor and did not split.

Qutside, breathing in the fresh air, hustling and being hustled. Sonme of the
passers-by were still clothed, struggling to rid thenselves of clinging
garnments, tearing at material, pulling blindly. Frustrated, wondering how
their bodies came to be obstructed by these inexplicable things which

over heat ed burning skin and restricted their novenents.

Futile flight in a strange | and; roads that were circular and brought them
back to the place fromwhich they had started but they were not aware of this
because the | andmarks were all the sane, buildings that |ooked identica

wher ever they went.

The crowds were swelling as nore and nore poured out into the packed streets,
cl anbering over vehicles, sone exanmining themwith interest, overcomng their
fear of alien objects, chattering excitedly.

A large van was pulled on to the pavenent close to a bank, a black chassis
with a green trim barred wi ndows on the side doors and at the rear. One of
the side doors was open so that you caught a glinpse of the interior. Two men,
naked except for their helnets, of which they seened totally unaware. Money
everywhere; packets of notes, the polythene wappings split so that the
currency had showered out, a carpet of giant confetti, blue, green and brown
spilling across the floor, down the steps, wafting along the road. A fortune
in street litter that was being trodden and shredded by an arny of feet,

i gnored because nobody realised and even if they did they weren't worth

anyt hing. A gust of warm sumer wind stirred them swirled them swept them



further away.

Eric Atkinson pulled Marlene along with him hurrying, alnost dragging her;
not knowi ng where he was going only that his instincts screamed at himto be
away fromthis place of artificiality which stank of death and fear

Run. Hi de. Anywhere, but not here.

CHAPTER SI X

JON QUI NN sweated as he pushed the starter-button on the Land Rover. On the
fifth attenpt the engine coughed into life, emtted a cloud of black snoke,
threatened to die, but he janmmed his foot on the accel erator and just caught

it intime. During those few awful nonents he thought that it had packed up on
himin his hour of greatest need. He sighed his relief audibly, let the engine
tick over, the rattling vibrations of the meccano-1ike bodywork sweet nusic in
his ears. Wen he got back he would park it on the slope facing downwards,
junp-start it next tine if he had to.

He checked the petrol gauge. Half-full; five gallons averaging 18 npg. N nety
mles before he ran dry. There was an ol d-fashi oned garage in the next village

that still had a hand-operated punp; probably the majority of
el ectrically-powered ones were out of comm ssion by now. Tomorrow he woul d
have a run over and fill up, take as many enpty five-gallon oil drunms with him

as he could find, stock up before everybody el se got the sane idea. If there
was anybody el se |eft.

He didn't relish the prospect of venturing into civilised parts, not even
renote villages. He was scared of what he might find. But he would have to do
it sooner or later. Ch God, if only Jackie was here. There had never really
been anyt hing wong between them just a steady drifting apart that neither of
them had nmade the effort to check. And now it was too |ate.

The engi ne was ticking over steadily, sounded snobother than it had done for
months. He let in the clutch, reversed slowy out into the lane. It was about
amnmle and a half to Gwther's farm the road follow ng on round the hill
barely the width of the Land Rover. In summer you drove cautiously in case you
nmet an oncom ng vehicle, the straggling overgrown hedge restricting your

vi sion. But there was no chance of neeting anybody today. O ever again, if
you were pessimstic. Realistic.

A hal f-grown rabbit scurried across his path, junped to. safety in the |ong
grass. It looked perfectly normal. Maybe the rabbits were all right because
for nost of the time they |ived bel ow ground. Foxes and badgers woul d probably
be K, too.

The | ane rose sharply. Down into second gear, only when there was ice about
did he have to resort to bottom Not hurrying, letting the vehicle take its
time because he didn't really want to go to Gwther's at all. The twel ve-bore



was in the back, both barrels |oaded- He didn't like carrying a | oaded gun in
a vehicle but this was an enmergency. He wouldn't feel safe without it.

The Land Rover made the sharp incline, its revs urging himto change up a gear
now that the | ane was |evel again. H gh up, virtually on the top, slowing to

| ook back down and seeing his own place. One day he rmust bring the canera up
here and take a photograph of it. Every year aerial photographers flew over
and then tried to sell you their work for extortionate sums. He'd do just that
one day, a D-1-Y job, for kicks. Jackie would have liked that. You couldn't
quite see Gwther's yet because it was further on, beyond the Knoll, and when
you did see it you could al nbst convince yourself that you had stepped back in
time. Nothing had changed since Bill's father's day and probably woul dn't now.
A sl ow process of decay, tinbered outbuildings patched up, nbss grow ng on
them nud and cattle dung so deep that in winter you needed four-wheel drive
to get in and out of the yard.

The [ ane was starting a downward sl ope now, the final run-in to Gwther's. Jon
et his foot rest on the brake, slowed up nore than he needed to. He didn't
really have to call on the old man. Damm it, he didn't bother in normal tines,
avoi ded it whenever possible, only went there when it was necessary. It was
necessary now, oh Christ, it was.

He rounded the bend, saw the farm just as it had al ways been except that part
of the big cowshed roof had finally caved in. Mre than likely the stormthe
ot her night had been responsible for that. Slowy he eased the Land Rover into
the yard, eyes scanning the rectangular tract of hard baked nud with only the
odd puddl e or two showi ng bel ow the outbuilding walls. Dereliction at its
worst, stable doors tied up with binder string, a heap of scrap, outdated

br oken machi nery that shoul d have been cleared a quarter of a century ago
littering one corner. But no sign of life.

Jon cane to a halt in front of the house, switched the engine off and prayed
that it would start again when he wanted it to. Sitting there, watching and

waiting, aware that his pul ses were pounding. He was sweating and it wasn't

j ust because of the heat.

He didn't like com ng here, always felt ill at ease. The old boy hated you,
you could see it in those bright blue eyes as they bored into you. \Wat right
have you com ng here fromthe town and buying a place? There are plenty of
farmers' sons who were forced to nove away to find work who ought to have your
hol di ng. They've a right to it, you haven't. It's heritage that counts, not
deeds and fancy title papers. You won't do any good here with your daft ideas.
Sheep and cattle are farmng, nothing else. You're playing at it.

Jon took a deep breath, reached over in the back for the shotgun. What are you
bringing a gun here for, boy? He al nost drew his hand away. No, he'd take the
gun because he nmight need it. That dog could be around, or the bull m ght be

| oose.

H s gaze was drawn automatically towards the end stone building, the one where
Gwther's bull lived. The door hung wi de, a T-hinge broken so that it dragged
on the ground. He could see inside; it was enpty, no sign of the bull

Anot her twi nge of unease. Well, the bull had to be grazed sometines, left to
run with the cows. Probably that was where it was now, in one of the |ower
meadow fiel ds down by the river

Slowy Jon Quinn slid out of the Land Rover, grasped the gun in his right
hand, stood | ooking about him The place al ways | ooked this way, it had never
been any different. Ad Bill spent 365 days a year working in the fields the



hard way because he didn't know anything else. Qut at first |light and back in
at dusk. G l-lanps instead of electric lights. But he did have a tel ephone! It
had caused a stir anmongst the other hill-farmers when word got around that a
Tel ecom van had been seen there, two nmen running out a cable fromthe El bow
ad Bill surely wouldn't be having the phone put in because even if he did he
woul dn't know how to use it. Bill Gwther didn't, he only took incomng calls
in his own inimtable way and his quarterly bill was never nore than the cost
of the rental. Another unsolved mystery, but you didn't ask because his answer
woul dn't enlighten you any.

Jon sized up the house. The door and w ndow frames probably hadn't seen a coat
of paint since before the war. Mst of the frames were rotten but they would
only be replaced when they fell out, A couple of panes were cracked, naybe
deliberately left uncleaned so that nobody could see in. You were never asked
in the house whatever your business.

He wal ked slowy towards the front door. Usually the dog barked a warning but
not today. Total silence except for the distant bleating of sheep and a
buzzard nmewi ng somewhere up on the Hill

He reached the door, paused; a school boy about to tap on the door of the
headmaster's study. |'mawfully sorry to trouble you, sir, but.
Swal | owi ng, nervous. What is it, boy? What brings you round here?

It's your dog, M Gwther. He's killed one of ny calves, turned feral

Not my dog, boy. He's been chained up here all the time, hasn't been | oose.
Sonebody el se's dog. The door dragged shut, end of conversation

Anger gripped Jon Quinn. No bl oody fear, Gwther wasn't getting out of this
just because he thought he owned the HIl. It was his dog and he'd have to
pay. The dog woul d have to be put down. If necessary he would call the

no, there wouldn't be any police now and even if there were they woul d have
nore inmportant things to do than to chase after killer dogs. He'd bl oody well
shoot it hinself!

He rapped the woodwork, wi nced at the pain in his knuckles. The door | ooked as
though it was rotten like everything el se around here but in fact it was solid
oak. He stood back and waited.

A coupl e of mnutes and he was convinced that there was nobody here, not in
t he house anyway. Logically that wasn't surprising because Gwther worked al
t he daylight hours. He had to be around the buil dings somewhere, or else out
in the fields. Jon Quinn would find himwherever he was.

He checked the outbuildings. A long cattle-shed that hadn't been nucked out
for a year or two, fresh straw constantly spread on the oid in a continua
deep-litter system Flies swarmed, huge bluebottles bloated with the filth
they had eaten. They settled again, continued feeding.

An i nmpl enent shed that woul d have been an exhibit in a farm museum an array
of horse-brasses hanging fromnails knocked in a rafter. The fl oor was a
carpet of rat droppings.

But no sign of Bill Gwther. Jon stood there in the yard wondering what to do.
Shoul d he go and search the fields? O should he go back home and cone again
later? Both would, in all probability, be a waste of time, and he did not want
to | eave Sylvia alone | onger than was absol utely necessary. Neither did he
want to have to come back here again. The only tinme he was likely to find

Gwt her at home would be after dark. After dark! His spine tingled at the



t hought. No way; once dusk came he was going to lock hinmself in his own
cottage with Sylvia and

A footfall, so soft that it was barely audible, sonme sixth sense warning him
before his ears picked it up. He turned, stared; told hinself that it could
not be, that nothing like (hat could possibly exist. It was his inmagination
But he had not inmagined the goats and the hens; unbelievable as they had
seened, they were real. And so, therefore, was this . . . thing that stood
only a few yards fromhim frozen into imuobility now that its furtive stalk
had been discovered. It had been in the act of creeping upon himw th a broken
rusted pitchfork, its intention to plunge the sharp twin prongs into his back
as he stood there unaware of its presence.

Jon Quinn's first thought was that the creature was some' kind of ape, a zoo
speci men whi ch had escaped and taken to the hills. It had happened wth other
animals in the past, not too far fromhere. The body was covered by sparse
hai r, sandy col oured but greying with age. No nore than five feet in height,
arms and legs ridiculously short in proportion to the rest of its body. The
face was squat, lips pouted then drawi ng back to show a toothl ess nout h,

cl ose-set eyes narrowed into an expression of curiosity, turning to aninosity.
A bal di ng head.

Recognition cane slowy to Jon Quinn because even when he realised he stil
refused to believe. The blue eyes, the toothless mouth, the stance stanped
with arrogance. In the end he was faced with the possibility that the thing
standi ng before himmnight be none other than Bill Gwther! A possibility that
nmerged into a probability. Then a certainty.

OCh Merciful God! Then this is what has happened to the human race; reduced to
t hi s!

Gwther, and it surely was him was giving a series of |ow grunts,
unintelligible animal noises that were obviously not intended to be friendly.
Their interpretation was anybody's guess. 'What're you doin' here, boy?
Advanci ng anot her step, stopping again, the pitchfork lifted so that it rested
at hip-level, its w cked points trained on Jon Quinn's stonach.

"M Gwther? Jon felt incredibly stupid, but somehow he had to say sonet hing.
"M ster' because he always called the old man 'M ster'. Everybody round here
did, even the ol der generation of farnmers. Just as Gwther called them al
"boy'. A mark of respect in a way, underlining the generation gap because

Gwt her had al ways been ' d Gwther' even in their fathers' days.

They stood | ooking at each other and in those few seconds a picture flashed
across Jon's mnd, one that he had seen only conparatively recently. His brain
had absorbed the inmage, thrown it out now |li ke a conputer processing rel evant
data. An artist's inpression framed on a local nuseumwall, captioned 'A Stone
Age Man'. And with a feeling of uneasiness Jon Quinn reflected that that
unknown artist had done his homework pretty thoroughly; the shape of the head
inrelation to the squat body and short arns and | egs, tiny eyes, pouted
nmout h. Li ke one of those police identikit pictures.

And it had conme up with Bill Gwther! Jon Quinn took a deep breath, drew
hinself up to his full height, tensed every nuscle in his body. There was no
way they could comruni cate, no comprom se. Mddern Man faced prinmtive Man
enem es because it could not be any other way.

Jon knew exactly what the other had in mnd, what he was going to do. No
war ni ng. Foe had nmet up with foe and one of themhad to die. They both
accepted the fact. Slowy he eased the gun up into the crook of his arm



pushed the safety catch forward with a faint click. He was not even trenbling
now t hat he had nmade his decision. There could be only one outcone and he mnust
be the one who finally wal ked away; the victor

Agai n that inexplicable sixth sense precipitated the action. He saw t he wi cked
doubl e prongs start to nove, com ng towards himspear-like, balanced for the
final thrust. And in that instant he pushed the gun forward, found the
triggers and fired a double blast fromthe hip.

The shot gun bucked in his hands, threw hi mback, but he scarcely noticed the
recoil. He didn't want to see, wi shed that he had m ssed, maybe fired a
war ni ng shot over the other's head but it was too late for recrimnations.
Concentrated balled shot at a range of three yards disintegrated Gwther's
head, put a gapi ng bl oody hol e where the face had been, enbedded bone
splinters in the barn door directly behind him sprayed ribbons of flesh up
the stonework so that it dripped grey matter like an old man's phlegm pink
with blood froma diseased | ung.

The pitchfork clattered to the ground, the hairy body swayed but stil
remai ned standing, tottering in defiance, nerves still working. Quinn snmelied
t he powder snoke, coughed. Drop, you bastard, for Christ's sake drop

The bl oodi ed norass which had once been Bill Gwther's features still had an
expression if you stared at it |ong enough. A jagged hole, twisted into a
snarl of fury. You haven't finished with ne yet, boy. A gaping orifice
spouting crinson hate, eyebrows twitching, arnms jerking |like a hen's w ngs
preparatory to a clunsy attenpted flight.

I'"'mconing to get you, boy!
Jon flung up the gun, renmenbered it was enpty. Two spent cases still trickling
snoke up the tubes. Aroaring in his ears, nocking laughter. Bare call oused

feet with bl ackened broken toenail claws noved one nore pace. A pace nearer

Backi ng away, screani ng something because he couldn't hold it back; fear, an
apology, | didn't want to kill you, Mster Gwther

You haven't killed nme yet, boy.

And then Gwther fell, arms outstretched as though he was maki ng one | ast
despairing lunge at the one who had done this to him spraying blood from
where his mouth shoul d have been, falling full-length and sending up a cl oud

of dust out of a dried-up puddle.

Jon Quinn just stood there | ooking dowmn at him He wanted to | augh, to cry,
both at the same tinme but he did neither. Seconds that m ght have been hours
then he was wal ki ng towards the Land Rover, clinmbing in and putting the gun in
t he back.

The engine fired first tine but he never thought it would do otherw se because
it was still warm A U-turn that took hi mback out through the gateway and on
to the road, rem nding hinself that he had to park on that slope, facing
downwards, so that he could junp-start the Land Rover tomorrow. Sone strange
protective brain mechani sm had pushed the bloody killing to the back of his

m nd.

O herwi se he nmi ght have gone nad.



CHAPTER SEVEN

PROFESSCR REITZE irritated the Prine Mnister; he irritated the other senior
cabinet mnisters. In fact he irritated everybody in the top security shelter
in the Hertfordshire countryside. But that was his prerogative for without his
awar eness, his knowl edge of the perils of germwarfare, there was a
possibility that the entire popul ati on of Western Europe woul d have been w ped
out. It was he who had alerted themto the danger, recogni sed what was in the
at nosphere.

Cl ose-cropped hair, it was difficult to judge what colour it was, an inch of
grow h woul d have been necessary to be sure. Rinmess glasses that gave the

i npression of owish eyes in that angular face. Always the white snock, you
didn't even know what he wore beneath it or whether he wore anything at all

Characterl ess, even his Anmerican accent was lost in his dull nobnotone voice.
The perfect scientist, a human nachi ne.

He sat at his | ow desk, blinked in the brightness of the strip lighting,

t hunbed t hrough sheafs of typewitten paper and made occasi onal notes in his
spraw ing handwiting on a jotter pad. The glass ashtray by his el bow was
piled with Canel stubs, the fingers of his right hand stai ned brown, the one
i ndi cation that the man was actually human, he did have a vice.

The Prime Mnister took a deep breath, let it out slowmy. Anxiety,
exasperation. He had said repeatedly that 'we nust remain cal nl but there was
alimt. And Reitze went beyond that limt.

Cal decott was in his fourth year of office. Next year he had to face an

el ection; he had considered calling one earlier before inflation and

unenpl oynent figures began soaring again but now all that was forgotten. There
m ght well never be another governnent or even a next year. In his early
forties, he had a deceptive boyi sh appearance, one that a | ot of people had
underestimated, including the Qpposition. Forceful, disliked in nmany quarters,
he was finding it difficult to curb his inpatience with Reitze. He gl anced
across at Rankine, the Defence Mnister, read exasperation there, too. But
both of them knew the Professor well enough not to try to hassle him

The reports are still coming in.' Reitze | eaned back in his chair, shook

anot her Canel out of a crunpled pack, flicked his lighter. 'W are now

begi nning to forman overall picture of what has happened both in the United
States and the European countries.' Slow expressionless tones, he night have
been di scussing the latest trade figures. He drew on his cigarette, scribbled
somet hing el se on his pad. 'The timng of the rel ease of these nicroorgani sms
into the atnmosphere was neticul ously synchronised so that all major areas of
popul ation in Anmerica were struck simultaneously with the UK O course, it
was easier to conduct an intensive attack upon Britain than a vast area such
as the United States.'

"Which neans that we've suffered a far higher casualty rate,' Cal decott cut
in.



"Proportionally.' Reitze did not alter his tone. "But it will be weeks before
any true figure can be arrived at. Communi cati ons have now broken down in nost
areas. Fortunately we still have a direct line to the Wite House, but they
can only supply us with the information that reaches them'

"What type of germis it? Rankine asked. 'Wiat are the long-termeffects
likely to be?

"At the nmonment our |aboratory is working the clock round to come up with the
answer,' Reitze replied, 'W know that the mcro-organisms released into the
at nosphere are nutants, possibly the results of years of research and
experimentation. They affect the skin, adulterate the pignmentation, cause it
to become hard and coarse and pronote a hair growth which can only be conpared
with

the growth-rate of certain subtropical plants, growing as nmuch as an inch in
twenty-four hours. The brain is also attacked, reducing it only to basic
thinking, the victimrelying al st solely on instinct, nmuch the sane as an
ani mal , perhaps slightly nore advanced, the equivalent of primtive Mn.'

"In effect,’ Caldecott's voice was hushed, a frightened whisper, 'the majority
of the' popul ation of the western world have become . . . throwbacks'.

"That's it, in layman's terms.' The Professor crushed the remains of his
cigarette in the ashtray. 'Man has been reduced to a primtive being. O
course, there will be individual reactions, some will be affected worse than
others and vice versa. Some will escape for a variety of reasons.

M cro-organi sns do not have the resilience of radiation in the atnosphere.
Filters in fall-out shelters will be nore effective agai nst them but
unfortunately there was no chance to issue a warning. Germwarfare is far nore
i nsi dious than nucl ear warfare; you can't hear it, smell it or see it, and
before you knowit, it's got you.'

'"Is there ... no chance, whatever, for the victinms? The Prine M nister asked
t he question which none of his mnisters had dared to voice so far. Perhaps it
was better not to know, just to hope.

"I can't answer that at this nmonent in time,' Reitze answered, and for once

t hose eyes behind the rimess |enses flickered uncertainly, perhaps nervously.
"At the nmonment ny team of scientists is trying to isolate the mcroorgani sns.
There may be several, but until they are isolated and we know exactly what
they are, we don't know if anything can be done. Certainly the atnosphere is
now clear. We do not know whether the victinms will die in a short period or
whet her they will live a normal life-span.' 'And the whole world suffers
because of Lebanon and Syria.' Rankine spoke bitterly, showed his persona
feelings for the first tine. 'Dam the Russians, they've threatened us with
nucl ear war for three decades and it was all a blind. Mssile bases and
counter mssile bases, protests on Geenham Cormon and a | ot of other places,
and all the time we never guessed where the real danger lay. Nowit's too

| ate. They haven't even had to raze the western world to the ground! They can
just walk in and take over whenever they like and we can't do a dammed thing
to stop 'em'’

Thank you, Professor.' The Prine Mnister rose to his feet, brushed flecks of

dust fromhis suit. He still had to naintain the i mage he had created as the
best-dressed man in Britain, according to a recent nmedia poll. He had the job
of inspiring hope and confidence however he felt personally. "W'll let you

get on with your work- If there are any significant devel opnments please notify
me i mediately. In the meanti ne we have an urgent cabinet nmeeting upstairs.'

A crisis meeting. Eight governnent mnisters all |ooking to Cal decott to cone



up with the answer because that was what he had been el ected for. Another
Churchill, except that World War Il was a skirm sh conpared to this.

Large-scal e wal | -maps showed every town, village and ham et in Britain. Red
drawi ng- pi ns denoted areas whi ch were known to have suffered heavy casualties.
Bl ue pins showed where there were pockets of survivors trying to maintain |aw
and order, fighting for a return to normality. There were an awful |ot of

bl ank spaces awaiting a red or a blue pin.

And the Russians still had not come. They weren't in any hurry, there was no
hurry. Next week, next month, next year, it would all be the sane.

"Let us take the major cities first.' Caldecott used his wooden pointer, was
rem nded of those far-off days when he had | ectured at Oxford; gol den days
whi ch woul d never come again. You were lucky if you were left to indulge in
nostal gi a. 'London, d asgow, Manchester, Birm ngham the pattern is nmuch the
same. WIld nobs are on the ranpage, their only interest being food and

rape!' He shuddered. The food targets seemto be basically butchers' shops and
abattoirs, whole carcasses being lorn apart, the meat devoured raw. Their
hunger appeased, the nen turn to wonen, any wonmen with whomto satisfy a
carnal desire. The remants of our |aw keeping forces are stretched beyond
their limts, outnunbered by thousands to one. Qur only hope is to withdraw
themtotally to a place of safety and plan a definite strategy. W cannot w n
back the cities at present so we mnmust abandon them'

Murnurs, not dissent, but horror. Men who were accustoned to facing up to
unpl easant truths found thensel ves backi ng off.

There are survivors.' Caldecott's voice quavered slightly. "Sonehow we mnust
conmuni cate with them reorganise themif our country is not to be annihilated
by mob rule, the law of primtive Man, for our eneny is our own kind, our own
peopl e robbed of their mnds, reverted to their ancestors by a cruel and
unscrupul ous foe. Al nost every means of conmmuni cation has now failed.' Don't
ask ne right now how we are going to reorgani se because | don't know. It m ght
be an inpossibility. 'At the nonment we are waiting upon Professor Reitze and
his team of scientists. They are working the clock round to find a way to
conbat this vile and despi cabl e neans of war.'

Si | ence

There wasn't anything else left to say, nothing to argue about, a government
t hat was suddenly devoid of politics, their only nmanifesto one of survival.
They could only wait.

Reitze checked through his notes again after the PM and the Defence M nister
had left. A hint of a worried frow, his forehead creased and snoot hi ng out,
Reitze beconming his old enptionless self again. It wasn't an act, this was how
he was, what nade himtick. If he died tonmorrow he woul dn't know anyt hi ng
about it so what was the use of worrying? Slight concern that perhaps they had
over | ooked somet hi ng sonewhere, sonething just too obvious. They woul d check
again. And again. But he had to adnmit that it was a hopel ess task; not
concedi ng defeat, just accepting facts. That was the hardest part of all,
admtting that you were beaten

He |it another Canmel, pressed the buzzer on his desk. A few seconds later a
sliding door opened and anot her white-coated scientist entered, A younger nan
than Reitze, tall and fair-haired, eyes red-rinmred as though he hadn't sl ept
inthe last thirty-six hours, just the odd catnap on the couch in the
rest-room adj oi ning the | ab.



"Brian,' Reitze |ooked up, alnpbst smiled but not quite, 'we're gonna nane this

one the Evolution Bug. | don't reckon we can cone up w th anything el se now.
W' ve just gotta check in case we m ssed sonething, but | think we've gone as
far as we can go and I'll have to tell themthat soon. The ultinmate in

mutation. If we had lived in the Stone Age that's how we woul d have been

i mmune to di seases which woul d destroy manki nd today and these throwbacks are
just the same. Inmune to anything we can give them because their body cells
will resist everything. Evolution is the only answer, civilisation will have
to start all over again! In a mllion years' tinme they'll be finding skel etons
and scratching their heads, wondering how the hell civilisation reached its
peak and went back again. |'m wondering whet her those who have escaped can
survive, even the bastards who started all this. W will be the ones w thout
body resistance, diseases devel opi ng whi ch nodern medi ci ne has never cone
across.'

'l see.' Brian Newran nodded. 'As a matter of fact that occurred to nme but |
kept it to nyself.'

"W' |l have to do just that. There's no point in panicking everybody and if
we're right there's not a goddamm thing you or | or anybody el se can do about
it. In the meantime we just keep on working, hoping. And if you're a praying
man, pray.'

Reports came in slowy over the next few days. The Continent had suffered
badly, West Germany, France and Italy in chaos. Switzerland seened to have
fared better than nost due to governnent |egislation that all new houses had
to be fitted with fall-out shelters. No warning except that strange and
terrible things were befalling the French and Italians so the Swiss had di ved
for cover.

Not hing at all fromthe eastern-bloc countries. No comruni cati ons. They m ght
have been wi ped out, they m ght be lurking safely bel ow ground. There was no
way of telling. The Kremin was silent.

Ranki ne studied the |arge-scale maps in the operations room The nunber of
pi ns was increasing hourly, nost of themred ones. The majority of survivors
in renote rural parts had no way of contacting the authorities, probably did
not even realise that anybody except thensel ves had survived. They woul d be
fighting their own battles, rabbits living in warrens, isolated pockets of
sanity until madness prevail ed.

Fires were goi ng unchecked, raging through towns and cities. The injured
suffered and di ed agoni si ng deat hs because there was nobody to hel p them But
there was a pattern of behavi our anmongst the new sem -human race. Like rats

| eavi ng doomed ships, they fled the built-up areas. Buildings were foreign to
their nature, their in-born fear of anything beyond their basic understanding
driving themout to the feww ld places that remained in Britain.

The first step of a new evol ution was begi nni ng.

CHAPTER EI GHT



JACKIE QUI NN foll omed where the man she knew as Kuz | ed. Through the night,
along a main road, not knowing what it was or why it was there, making detours
when they approached a village or hanlet.

In their wake cane some twenty or thirty nmen and wonen, some of whom had
started the journey with themfromFirst Terrace, others they had picked up on
the way. Fromthe mists of time civilisation has al ways bowed to | eaders,
sought the security of another's decisions. And Kuz was one of those |eaders.

They travell ed at a fast wal ki ng pace, not slow ng, not show ng any signs of
tiredness, and when dawn cane they saw the rolling range of hills beyond. Kuz
changed direction slightly, heading towards those bracken-covered sl opes, and
Jacki e sensed the eagerness of the others, experienced the feeling herself;
that of a traveller returning froma very |long journey, weary, but on sighting
his home in the distance is at once refreshed, hastening his arrival, that

last mle seemingly ten, a nmrage that you thought you woul d never reach

The hills were hone, nobody questioned that as they foll owed a narrow w ndi ng
track through the new growth of bracken and heat her. The sun clinbed higher
beat down on themw th a sadistic mercilessness, clouds of black flies
swarnming, settling on the thick hair of the travellers. Bees hunted
relentlessly for pollen, and once a single grouse whirred up from beneath
their feet, planed down the |ong slope and alighted when it thought it was
saf e.

They were high up now, 1,500 feet at |east, below themthe long valley wth
its wide main road littered with crashed and abandoned vehicles, a set of
traffic lights that wi nked red, anber and green reflections in the bright
sunlight as though they carried on working in defiance of everything around
them Moving dots signified people, others returning to the wild after a foray
into the brick and concrete jungles of an unknown world, not knowi ng why they
had been there in the first place.

Kuz had smelled the stream then heard the trickling of clear fresh water,
tearing his way through a thick barrier of branbles to reach it, throw ng

hi nsel f down full-length on the shall ow bank and sl urping noisily. The others
foll owed, woul d have done so whether they were thirsty or not because it was
expected of them Animals at a watering hole, all else forgotten

Suddenly Kuz sprang to his feet, roared at them his squat features black wth
fury. They cowered, understood, whinpered their apol ogies. Two cut away,

wal ked up a small grassy mound and shaded their eyes in every direction whil st
the remainder returned to their interrupted drink. Their |eader's nmessage was
only too clear: a guard nust be mounted at all tinmes so that they were not
surprised by a |urking eneny.

Kuz rose and they all rose, shaking the water fromthenselves, their hair
glistening with droplets. Then they were noving on. There was to be no
respite.

Once they cane upon anot her bunch of their own kind, the two groups regarding
one anot her suspiciously froma distance of twenty yards. There was no
exchange of greetings, just hostile stares and a nmute agreement to go their
own ways.

The clinb was becom ng much steeper now, Jackie felt her |eg nuscles begi nning
to pull but the idea of resting was disnissed; so |ong as Kuz kept going so



woul d she. Travelling on all-fours for the |ast hundred yards or so, grabbing
tussocks of coarse grass to pull thenselves up by. And then they saw the
caves.

The place had once been a human habitation, dwelling places chipped out of the

over hangi ng rock face on the eastern side of the hill, sheltered fromthe
prevailing winds. Lichen and nbss grew on the stone, feverfew sprouted from
the stony ground. There were a dozen caverns at |east, large and small, dark

shady pl aces that yawned back into the hillside, cranped spaces by nodern
standards but roony enough to live in if you didn't have nmany possessi ons.

Kuz had al ready chosen the | argest cave, one on the right set fifteen feet or
so fromthe others. He leaped to his feet, shanbled towards it, Jackie stil
foll owi ng. None of the others disputed his choice for he was their | eader

They squabbl ed over the other caves, a blow was struck and then they set about
preparing their new hones.

Jacki e squatted on the floor watching Kuz's every noverment with amazenment. He
was accustoned, obviously, to a nomad exi stence, clearing the floor space,
hurling | oose rocks outside. He grunted, pointed to a | ow shelf at the rear
this was to be their bed. Rest, woman, for the journey has been a tiring one.

He went outside, returned with an arnful of dry, dead wood and piled it just
inside the entrance. Fire was a good servant but a bad master; Kuz woul d be
the master. Two pieces of what appeared to be stone were rubbed together
spar ki ng; rubbed harder. Wthin seconds sonme of the smaller tw gs were gl ow ng
faintly red. Kuz stooped, puffed his bearded cheeks, blew The kindling burst
into flame, crackled, a thin spiral of snoke beginning to drift upwards, a
grey lazy serpent finding the way out into the open, dispersing; snelled
sweet .

Kuz grunted his satisfaction, turned to face Jackie. He had done it al

before, that was why he was the | eader of this hill tribe. She nodded, sniled.
She was proud to have him for her man. He would protect her. And far away
somewhere in the surroundi ng woodl ands cane the baying of wild animals.

Wthin a matter of a few weeks it seened to Jackie Quinn as though she had
al ways lived here in this upland settlenent. Indeed, her nmenories of that
place with tall, symretrical, frightening buildings were fading fast. A
fevered dream

per haps; she did not want to think about it any nore.

O hers drifted in to the encanpnent, sonetinmes a group, other times singles or
coupl es. They saw the snoke fromthe fires and bei ng gregari ous cane to

i nvestigate. None disputed Kuz's |eadership; they showed their allegiance
together with a willingness to work for the food of the community. And there
was plenty of work to be done.

The caves were only tenporary residences, ancient hones of a much nore
primtive race but by no nmeans permanent enough for these newconers. The first
task was to build strong confortabl e dwelling-places which would be warmin
winter and withstand the blizzards that would surely rip through this exposed
range of hills.

Stone was in abundance, |andslides which had showered down over the years and
only needed sorting. The buil di ng began, square houses rising at an incredible
speed, the boulders knitted together with clay which the wonmen kneaded in the
bed of the nearby stream Except Jackie. She wanted to help but Kuz forbade
it; she was privileged, the chiefs wife, and as such her duties were to
supervi se the femal e workforce and to cook her man's food over the wood fire.



A woman apart, proud but . . . lonely.

The worst tinmes were when Kuz and the nen were away hunting. A few of the
younger ones stayed behind to continue with the building but for nobst of the
day her conmpany was femal e and she sensed the bitter jeal ousness of the other
worren, felt their hostile glares, their defiance which they dared not show for
fear of their chief's retribution. And the way their eyes sought out Kuz when
the hunting party trooped back into canp, enthralled by his powerful figure as
they indulged in their individual primtive fantasies. Each and every one
woul d have traded himfor their own man, given everything they possessed for
the privilege of sharing his hide bed once darkness fell. And only Jackie
stood in their way and they hated her for that.

The hunting trips yielded prolific results for there was 'gane' in plenty.
Farmlivestock had reverted to its forner wild state, in many cases breaking
out through the hedges and seeking their freedom away fromthe environnment of
donmestic farm ng. Were the fences were secure the creatures found thensel ves
still inprisoned by wire surrounds, easy prey for the roam ng band of nen from
t he upper regions.

Rai ds on farm outbuil di ngs had yi el ded an assorted supply of weaponry, from
pitchforks to scythe blades, the latter inprovised into deadly spears; knives,
axes, mallets which were ready-nade clubs. Sheep bleated and ran blindly but
in the end they were cornered, brutally slaughtered. The carcasses were
flayed, the neat cut up for easy transportation; an abundance of food and

cl ot hi ng.

Jacki e busi ed herself during the daytinme nmaking clothes for Kuz and hersel f,
sheepski n garnments whi ch woul d keep out the bitter winter cold. The other
worren fashi oned crude pottery out of the surplus building clay, rolling it
into long cylindrical shapes and then moulding it and smoothing it; baking it
hard. Pots to cook in, beakers to drink from even plates on which to eat
their food. Gadually civilisation was taking shape. Jackie even took to
decorating some of these earthenware vessels, nmaking patterns on themwth a
slimshard of stone.

It was Racel she feared nost during those hours whilst Kuz was away. A slim
young girl with no man of her own although sonetines the other men took her to
satisfy their lust, a nynph who spent nost of her tine alone down by the
stream Jackie feared | est one night Kuz might go to her, her own status would
then be in jeopardy. Her own hatred towards Racel sinmered, she even
considered killing the girl, holding her down in the water where she woul d not
even be able to scream |eaving her there for the others to find. An accident,
a drowni ng, none would be able to prove otherw se. But she hesitated, hoped
that it would not cone to that. As yet Kuz had shown no nore than a passing
interest in the younger girl. Jackie would keep a close watch on the
situation. She would |l ose her life before she relinqui shed her nate.

Then one evening the hunters returned with a prisoner. An excited chattering
fromthe other wonen brought Jackie to the door of the new dwelling-place, had
her shadi ng her eyes fromthe blinding last rays of the setting sun as she
gazed in a westerly direction across the rolling heather and bracken sl opes.
She nade out a file of sonme twenty or thirty nmen, the 'bearers' |aden with the
carcass of some huge animal, probably a bull or a cow, which they had

sl aughtered and jointed. She recogni sed Kuz's powerful shape in the | ead and
in front of himshanbled a stooped and cowed form one whose hands and arns
were bound with ropes, being prodded along by a vicious pitchfork in the hands
of the chief. Her nouth went dry and she trenbled slightly.

The wonen fl ocked to the edge of the canp, clustered together, jabbering and



poi nting. What was this that the hunters had caught? It | ooked like a man, yet
the features were hairl ess; the approachi ng col utmm was now near enough for
themto discern details. Strange clothing that virtually enclosed the entire
body as though the tender while flesh had to be protected fromthe el ements.
Their cries of wondernment turning to fear, they huddl ed together in case this
strange creature suddenly broke free and attacked t hem

But there was no way the captive was going to escape from Kuz and his

foll owers. The rope which bound himwas pulled so tightly that his hands were
numb fromloss of circulation and there was a discoloration on the side of his
head that was still swelling, a blow froma club having knocked him

unconsci ous.

Phil Wnder's head throbbed and his vision was distorted; blurred nmoving
shapes around him threatening creatures that m ght have cone strai ght out of
some weird fantasy novie, celluloid inmages taking on 3-D perspective. A swift
jab to his buttocks fromthose needl e prongs had himcrying out his pain and
fear aloud, guttural |aughs nocking him He al nost blacked out; maybe it would
be better if he had done so because when he cane to these creatures would have
di sappeared, and if he didn't regain consciousness then at |east he would be
spared all this. But he didn't faint, just stunbled, the rope jerked taut
preventing himfromfalling. And he knew then that it was all really
happeni ng.

At twenty his figure was still boyish, possibly ungainly but not when conpared
with this lot! H s nother used to say repeatedly to her friends, 'Qur Phil's
got his dad's bumand ny short legs.' Which was true but it didn't matter any
nore. He had cone home on vacation fromcollege, a week's courtesy stay really
at his folks' farmout in the sticks because if he didn't show his face
occasionally there was always the possibility that they mght cut his

al  owance, and then he'd be left to manage on his grant which would be a
wel I -nigh inpossibility. Staying around the farmwas just asking for trouble;
Dad would rope himin for the hay harvest or else his nother would nake the
nost of having a driver available and think up all kinds of shopping trips

t hat her husband was al ways too busy to take her on. 'Now you go and park in
the multi-storey and wait for ne there - | shan't be long. And on the way back
we' d better call and see the Mtchells. | haven't been there since |ast
Christmas and they'll be thinking that | don't want to see them any nore.'’

Mot her would fill his days all right if Dad didn't, so he'd gone pot-holing.
VWl |, not real pot-holing because the old mine shafts were artificial
Dangerous, too, but if you were careful you were safe enough. The | ocals
called themthe "treacle mnes', |lead mnes which were played out now, but
there were a few shafts still open if you could find them hidden in the
noor | and heat her.

That was when Phil Wnder's first nightmare had begun. He had found a deep
shaft, had wi nched hinself down. There was water in the bottom but only an
inch or so, it drained away somewhere down one of the passages that |ed off
fromthe main one. Using his torch he had followed that first passage, cone to
a fork and taken the |l eft-hand one. Fascinating, exciting; the roof was sound
enough even if it did sag in places and he had to crawl sonetinmes for ten
yards at a stretch. Possibly nobody had come down here since the m ne had
closed at the turn of the century. There was no know ng what he night find.
H's spirit of adventure spurred himon oblivious of the obvious danger unti

it was too late. He was | ost!

Panic at first, wanting to scream to run blindly down every opening he cane
to. Help ne, for God's sake sonebody! But nobody would hear him To give up
to slunp down on the wet floor and sob. There's no way out, you'll die down
here; they won't even find your body to give you a funeral. This is your



grave, your own private tonb. You're here forever. You'll go mad before you
di e.

After the initial shock he had managed to pull hinself together. He woul dn't
get anywhere either by panicking or giving up, either way he woul d die. First,
he had to rest, get his strength back, conserve his torch batteries as well.
Then | ater he would enbark upon a systematic exploration of the mine tunnels
until he found the shaft that led up to the world above. It had to be here
somewhere, it was just a question of stunbling on it. He could only hope. He
didn't pray because he did not believe. Even in this sort of desperate
situation he wasn't going to yield to that religious indoctrination that it
had taken himall his college years to get rid of, like a child convincing
hinself that there isn't a bogey in the stair cupboard.

Fatigue forced himto sleep and when he awoke he enbarked upon the search
again, got the distinct feeling that sone of the tunnels doubled back on

t hensel ves. It m ght have been his inmagination, he was so disorientated that
he couldn't be sure. He had lost all track of tine, regretted not having
brought a watch with him didn't even know how | ong he had been bel ow ground.
It was inpossible to hazard a guess. Hours, days? Eternal blackness whenever
he switched the torch off, using it sparingly now because the battery was
runni ng out. Soon he would have to face up to life w thout even that dim
yel | ow gl ow.

He was hungry, too. Nausea that had himretching, tasting his ow bile and
snelling his own sweat. Once he al nmbst got round to praying, that was how bad
it was.

He was gl ad he had not yielded to the tenptation because shortly after that he
spied a sliver of weak daylight up ahead of himand knew he'd found the shaft.
If he had prayed his mnd woul d never have accepted that those prayers had not
been answered; he m ght even have started going to chapel again on Sundays.
Sorry Mum Dad, you were right after all. Sorry God. One coincidence could
have changed his future life.

It took himsone tine to get back up to the surface. At one stage he thought
he wasn't going to make it because he was so weak, like that time he had had

t he neasl es when he was sixteen. But he got there in the'end, lay prone in the
scorching sun a few yards fromthe shaft entrance and prom sed hinself he
woul d never go pot-holing again. Not ever. Let's go on that shopping trip to
Shrewsbury tomorrow, Mum 1'1l wait for you in the multi-storey. Take your
time, | don't mnd how |l ong you are. And naybe the day after 1'Il give Dad a
hand with the hay harvest. But | won't ever go underground agai n.

Eventually he got to his feet, swayed unsteadily as a fit of dizziness

engul fed him An awful thought; suppose he fell and toppl ed back down there.
Wal ki ng wasn't easy, he could have flopped down into the soft springy heather
and just gone to sleep. But he had to get hone; they would be searching for
him nmaybe even the police were out with tracker dogs, lines of civilians
scouring the hills. He was not even sure if he had been bel ow ground

overni ght, whether this sun which sweated hi mwas the same one that had been
rising upwards on its norning journey when he had left the farm

A feeling that something was decidedly wong but he couldn't place it. The
silence. Even out here you always heard a tractor or a Land Rover in the

di stance, the constant humof rural activity so much in contrast to the city
cl amour. That was what he hated about the country, so bloody quiet it gave you
the creeps. Alittle shiver prickled his skin. This was just too bl oody quiet,
even for the country.



Wal ki ng down a sheep track that flattened out into a bridle-path, overhanging
boughs lush with full sunmer greenery, the grass thick and strong. Everywhere
snel l ed sweet, sickly sweet. That was because his stomach was enpty,

bl ackmailing him give me food or else I'll throw up

The silence was starting to get on his nerves. You al ways heard sonet hi ng. But
not now. The path wi dened and he cane to a stile, the beginning of his
father's land. Wasn't anybody out |ooking for him hadn't they even m ssed

hi n?

Sheep; normally he would not have given them a second gl ance because they
didn't interest him In-bred, unhealthy, non-thinking, stupid animals. H's
head jerked round again and he stared in surprise. They were his father's
white-faced Suffolks all right with a black 'Wstanped on their fleeces, doing
exactly what you woul d have expected themto be doing; grazing |ike they were
starving, hadn't seen food for a week. Only they were grazing a field of
growi ng barl ey!

He could not see where they had got in because the field was |arge and
undul ati ng; one weak place in the hedge adjoining the Iong stretch of

past urel and woul d have been enough and they would have trotted through in
single file, following the sheep in front like they always did. OK

everybody's stock got out sonetimnmes but he knew his father well enough to know
that the sheep wouldn't be out for |ong before John Wnder discovered them and
cane post haste in his pick-up with Flook to round them up and drive them
back. But there was no sign of anybody.

Phil stood watching for a few seconds and then he broke into a fast trot.
Personally he didn't give a fuck about the sheep in the barley but he knew
that somet hing had to be wong back hone. Maybe they were too busy out | ooking
for him It was a |ogical explanation, but somehow it didn't ring true, even
if it did make himfeel guilty. You bl oody sel fish bastard.

He took a short-cut across the big grass field, saw the farnhouse when he
topped the brow. Sonething about it added to his unease. Sure it was sunmer
and there woul dn't be snobke coming out of the kitchen chimey. But there would
be activity of some kind. The red pick-up was in the yard; there was no sign
of the bantans which virtually lived by the back door. He started to run

Breat hl ess, he went in through the yard gate and that was when he first saw
his parents. They were in the big dutch barn which still had a few bal es of

last year's hay in it and ... oh Christ, it wasn't really them. . . was it?
No, for fuck's sake, you aren't ny parents!

Hs logic tried to throw out all sorts of answers, tried to make himbelieve
them A couple of tranps, filthy dirty and with no clothes, they'd hidden in
the barn. But these weren't tranps. Facially they resenbled his nother and
father, the man | ooking like his pubic hair had run riot and grown a w dening
path right up to his stubble of a beard. Instead of the ol d-fashioned short
back and sides his hair curled greasily down to his shoulders. Phil kept his
eyes elevated; it was too enbarrassing to | ook bel ow the waistline of your own
f at her.

On to his nother: she had | ost her false teeth so that her cheeks were
hol | owed, her mouth shrunken. Again an excess of hair but it was not so
prolific on her body as on her husband's. Unsightly baggy breasts that sagged
with age, a roll of waistline fat that she had hidden fromhimfor years with
a pair of corsets. AV of hair; he jerked his head away, saw their expressions
of fear, the way they backed away fromhim It was them



'Father, nother.' He whispered the words, tried to will themto shout back
'"W're not your father and nother.' They huddl ed toget her pathetically, whined
like a pair of collies that knew they were in for a good |arruping. For naybe
ten seconds parents and offspring stared at one another and then with a shril
shriek the two hideous caricatures broke into a shuffling flight, scranbling
over hay bal es, dragging each other in turn, out through the other end of the
bay and into the fields.

Phil Wnder stood and watched them go. He did not pursue them because he did
not want to catch up with themagain, did not want to have to | ook upon their
wi zened ani mal -1i ke faces and have to convince hinself once nmore that they
were his parents.

He didn't need any nore convincing, didn't |ook for reasons, accepted that
some terrible change had come over everybody and everything. Except hinself?
Fearfully he snpothed his hands down his body, felt at his skin. He seemed K

It was a long tine before he finally plucked up the courage to go into the
house, ki cked open the back door and al nost shouted 'Is anybody there? O
course there was nobody there. Then the stench hit him a foul putrefying
odour that woul d have had himspewing if he hadn't had an enpty stomach. He
retched and it hurt, recognised the snell even before he saw the nmess on the
red quarry tiles, patches of sem -solid excreta crawming with bluebottles.
They lifted, settled again al nost i mediately, fed ravenously.

They' ve shit on the floor, a voice inside himgasped and he wanted to cry. Ch
Jesus, who's done this to ny fol ks?

Apart fromthat the house was nuch the sanme as it al ways was, working-cl ass
tidiness rem niscent of his nother's upbringing in a farmlabourer's cottage
in the days when people really were poor. He checked hinmself in the mrror
didn't really care now whet her anything had happened to himor not. Physically
he | ooked the sane. But |'m going slowy fucking nad.

Looki ng back he could not really renenmber how he had passed the rest of that
awful day. He had shovelled up the nmess on the kitchen floor, thrown it out
into the yard and the flies had followed it. After that he had just sat about,
lying to hinmself that his nother and father would be back | ater and everything
woul d be all right.

But they did not return and everything wasn't all right. Dusk nerged into

dar kness and he still sat there in the old wooden rocking chair by the dead
Rayburn. He was still there in the norning when the sun's rays gently eased
hi m awake and everything came flooding back to him I'mglad | don't believe

in you, God, because you wouldn't have let this happen. He ate a tin of cold
beans and cut his finger opening the can so that he spottled blood on the
wor ki ng surface. Eventually he stopped bl eeding and nmade hinsel f sone coffee,
tried to work out what he was going to do.

He needed hel p; he'd take the pick-up into the village and tell the police.
The police always knew what to do, didn't get in a flap. H s mnd nmade up, he
went outside, noted absent-nmindedly that it was going to be another scorcher
He had completely forgotten about his experiences bel ow ground; this was far
nore terrifying.

As he drove into the village he knew right away he wasn't going to get any
hel p - because there wasn't anybody here to help him Like a trained burglar
sussi ng out prospective houses he could tell that every one was enpty, whether
the front doors hung open or not.



He mi ght have been a century too late, the inhabitants dead and gone. A cat
junped off a stone wall and fled at his approach. A nongrel dog barked at him
froma distance then turned and ran with its tail between its legs. Apart from
that there was no sign of life.

He pulled up by the triangle of rough unnown grass that was fondly terned 'the
Green' and saw at a glance that the tel ephone in the ki osk had been
vandal i sed; the receiver and dialling nechanismwere torn away, |eft snashed
and bent on the floor.

He sighed his despair, glanced at the Mazda's petrol gauge. Al npst enpty, just
about enough juice to get himback to the farm And he was only goi ng back
there because it had once been his hone.

He nade it to the yard gates before the engine stuttered and died,
free-wheeled the last few yards. It was only later that he asked hinsel f why
he hadn't tried sone of those parked cars in the village; alnost surely he
woul d have found one with the keys in and some petrol in the tank. But he
hadn't and that was that. He wasn't goi ng back there again.

Days stretched into weeks and still he hung around the farm doi ng not hing.
When the fridge was enpty he started on the freezer; the generator out by the
bui | di ngs woul d keep it going for sonme time yet because it was not running
anyt hi ng el se. When he ran out of food he would think of something but not
until. Hs parents would not be com ng back, the sheep were still in the
barl ey and there wasn't a goddamed thing he could do about it. For the tine
being he would sit it out.

The initial terror had nunbed himbut gradually it was wearing off. Acceptance
cane in stages but reasoning was a different matter. The eternal 'why'. Wy
had everybody just up and gone? It was sonme sort of nuclear attack, of course.
He had escaped because he had been down the m ne but soon radiation would take
its toll of him Wen he felt really ill and started throw ng up he woul d know
that he had radiation sickness, the beginning of the end. Cancer, really. And
once he was sure, he would do something about it; he'd read somewhere that it
could take you nonths, even years, to die dependi ng upon how exposed to it you
had been. He wasn't going to wait and suffer that |ong.

What he needed to do, he decided, was to get away fromthis place, nove
further afield and maybe neet up with sonme other survivors - if there were
any.

And it was on his very first trek beyond the boundary stile on the bridle-path
that he met up with that party of hunters fromthe hills. They must have heard
himcomng, had lain in wait for himal ong that overgrown path, sone of them
up in the trees above.

Sonething hit him Ape actors in a jungle novie conming right out of the
screen, sending himspraw ing, surrounding him jabbering. Breathless, he

| ooked up, found the twin prongs of a pitchfork only an inch or so fromhis
throat. He tried to swallow but couldn't nake it, let his eyes roll because he
couldn't nove his head. There were a lot of them naybe twenty or nore, others
standing just outside his range of vision. And every one of them bore a strong
resenbl ance to how his parents had | ooked the last tine he had seen them

H's captors forced himto his feet. He read the mal evolence in their
expressions, the curiosity as they fingered his clothing, stroked his snooth
skin with their rough hands, chattered in | ow tones. Wat creature is this
with soft flesh and clothes that stifle his body?



The pitchfork remained at Phil's throat, the threat of inpalenment nore rea
than ever. They pulled his hands behind his back and he felt the roughness of
a rope beginning to bind his wists, pulled tight, thrown around his arns so
that they were pinioned to his body. A dog on a | eash, being dragged al ong,
prodded from behind with those devilish prongs.

He didn't know where they were taking him didn't care, wi shed he had died of
radi oactive poi soning or anything that would spare himthis. Windering if his
parents were anongst this band of barely human beings, claimng their son for
their own. No, they wouldn't see himtreated this way.

So in due course they arrived at the encanpnent in the hills, the wonen
streamng out to greet them gazing in awe at the live prey which their
menf ol k had brought home froma hunting trip.

Phil's lips were blistered, his throat crying out for water. A blinding

t hunpi ng headache like wild horses cantering around inside his brain. Now they
were all fingering him ripping at his shirt, tearing it away from his body,
pointing in amazenment at the hairless flesh beneath.

Ch God, they were shredding his corduroy trousers now. Enmbarrassment m ngl ed
with his terror, his natural inhibitions screaning at himthat there were
worren here. Closing his eyes; if he could have backed away he woul d have when
they began feeling at his flaccid genitals and [ aughing in that frightening
nmonkey-1i ke whi ckering, squeezing himso that he was doubl ed up in agony, the
pain stabbing right into his guts.

A grunted command and they fell back. Kuz has denmonstrated his prize exhibit
and now there was work to be done. Phil Wnder opened his eyes, saw the fenale
who was obviously their | eader's wonan by the way she stood close to him By
any standards she was beautiful, her features still retaining a civilised | ook
about them Her gaze centred on the prisoner for a second and in her eyes Phi
read conpassion, pity. If I had ny way you would be set free. You have done us
no harm But | dare not speak out.

A guttural snarl from Kuz and those behind Phil began pushing himforward
again, digging the points of the pitchfork into his buttocks so that he gasped
with pain. It was difficult to walk, the remants of his trousers having
fallen to his ankles and restricting his novenments. Yet he had to keep noving
for at the slightest hesitation his nearest captor jabbed himagain, gave vent
to sadistic delight by sucking in his breath and expelling it noisily every
time he thrust with the pitchfork

Through the cluster of buildings, along a hard-trodden track which was these
people's main village street, crude stone dwellings constructed of uneven
stones giving them an unstable | ook, the roofs cut tree boughs w th heavy
boul ders preventing the elenments from di sl odging them So primtive but none
the |l ess effective.

W nder did not see the hole in the ground until he was a yard or two fromit,
a huge yawning grave with a rickety | adder protruding fromit. The sweat on

his body went icy cold as those behind himslashed through his bonds. There

was no m sunderstandi ng what was expected of himas they shoved him forward.

That is your prison, stranger. Go to it!

He was prodded again even as he reached for the | adder, saw down into the hole
for the first time. Just a hole, not even squared sides; twenty feet deep at

| east, soil and rock, nothing el se. H s hands were nunb, he could not grasp
the rungs, relying on his feet and his body to maintain his balance. He tried
to kick the remmants of his trousers free but they caught, tw sted.



That pikle threatened himagain. Hurry. For Christ's sake | can't go any
faster! Faces peering down at him grinning. They were enjoying this, every
dammed one of them except maybe that pretty girl who | ooked out of place
her e.

Suddenly Phil Wnder felt hinself start to totter, the ragged trouser bottons
tearing at his foothold. Flailing the air with hands that had no feeling, were
just starting to tingle painfully.

Toppl i ng backwards; he couldn't check his scream H's body hit the side,
seened to bounce off it, hands scraping the sheer wall, a futile grab for a
hold. It was like being in an elevator that had gone out of control, a snapped
cable plunging it down the shaft, the walls hurtling by, giving you an optica
illusion so that you had the crazy feeling you were shooting back upwards.

Di zzi ness, your guts turning over, any second you woul d spew t hem out.

Antici pating the awful bone-shattering inpact

Then he hit the bottom and for a second everything went black, the w nd
knocked right out of himso he was gulping to fill his lungs. G oaning
wanting to weep. You bastards! He was aware that the | adder was novi ng, being
pul | ed up. He al nbost grabbed for it but they would only have wenched it from
his grasp, maybe stoned himfor his defiance. Then the | adder was gone,
probably laid on the ground at the top, well beyond his reach

Sheer terror, his brain a junble of ideas of what they m ght do to him
Per haps they were going to bury himalive, shovel back that mound of soil and
rubble. No! On Christ, no please!

O leave himhere to starve and die of thirst in the hot sun; day after day
growi ng weaker, willing hinself to die but death cruelly eluding him And if
it rained heavily the hole would fill up quickly, the water slow to seep away
t hrough the rocky sides. Swinming, treading water until his strength gave out
and he drowned.

Maybe they would just stone himto death for sport! Shut up or you'll go nad!
He gl anced up, saw that they had gone, returned to their chores in the

know edge that he could not escape. He would still be there when they cane
back, more frightened than when they had left him He | eaned his back agai nst
the side, bit his lip as his circulation began to flow again. H s shoul der
hurt fromthe fall but he was sure no bones were broken. He was alive,
conparatively unhurt except for those dammed pitchfork pricks in his back and
buttocks, and the lunmp on his head where they had felled himin the first

pl ace. He was lucky. Every minute of life now was a bonus. O was it? Wat was
the point in going on living in a |land of savages, civilised people turned
into creatures |like those up there? Wien it came to that you were better off
dead.

Sui cide occurred to him If the means had been avail abl e he woul d have gone
through with it. But they weren't. Not even a shard of rock sharp enough to
slash his wists. He had no choice except to live and his |life-span woul d be
determ ned by his captors.

He t hought about his parents again. Could it be that they were anongst the
t hrong which had inprisoned himin this hellhole? Surely not. Father, Mbther
don't you recogni se your own son? It was doubtful if they would.

Irony that brought a cracked mirthless laugh fromhis blistered lips. He had
survived the hol ocaust because he had taken refuge in a deep hole, and as a
result he was now cast into another one. |If he had been above ground at the



time then he would now be one of them Holy Mbdther

The eveni ng shadows began to darken the bottom of the pit, Phil Wnder's body
tenmperature lowering so that he shivered. It was going to be bloody cold in
here tonight.

But it was the thought of tomorrow that worried himnost as he gradually
slipped into an uneasy doze.

CHAPTER NI NE

JON QUINN had not told Sylvia what had happened down at Gwther's farm There
was nothing to be gained by telling her; the countryside around them seet hed
with horror. She would find out soon enough what was goi ng on.

"Don't you think you ought to try and contact sonmebody?' she asked himthe

next norning, chewed on a spoonful of muesli w th obvious disdain. 'I nean, we
can't go on living like this week in, week out, can we? There are bound to be
others |ike ourselves somewhere. Why don't we go into the village and fill the

Land Rover up fromthat hand-punp |ike you suggested?

Tormorrow.' He avoided her gaze. '| want to spend today |ugging firewod. W're
going to need every stick we can find.'

"But just how long do you think we're going to have to stay here?" She dropped
her spoon into her bowl. The way you're talking we're going to be here
forever!'

That's a strong possibility. If Gwther was a typical specinen of what manki nd
has reverted to then we're going to be holed up here for the rest of our lives
like a pair of rabbits down a warren with a hungry fox's earth right on top of
us.

"Well?' Sylvia was insistent. 'If you won't do sonething positive then /will.
"Il take the Land Rover nyself. And | might not conme back!’

You probably wouldn't. He sighed. Damm her, if only Jacki e was here instead.

"OK, we'll go to the village tonorrow,' he told her, 'but today |I want to get
some wood in. Also | want to see if | can round up those nanny goats.'

" Anot her boring day for me loafing around the house,' she groaned. 'And if |
don't get a proper neal soon I'll waste away. | mght even die of starvation.'

'Once we've got wood we can cook. 1'll naybe shoot a rabbit or sonething, and
| guess we may as well start eating the vegetables. W'll have to risk

contam nation sometine but personally | think we'll be OK It's certainly not
radi oactive fall-out.' W just might end up like old Bill Gwther instead!



"You haven't told nme what happened at Gwther's farn?' She asked the question
pointedly now Don't lie to me, Jon, because | can tell that something was
dreadfully wong there. You can't hide it from ne.

"Much the sane as here.' He did his best to neet her gaze. The ani nals had
gone wild, broken out. AOd Bill's gone, too, | guess.' He had that; Jon Quinn
felt his stomach churn, relived that awful monment when Gwther's head had
exploded like a ripe tomato throwmn at a wall. 1'Il go and nake a start on the
wood.' He scraped his chair back. Then tomorrow we'll go down to the village.'

She accepted his decision reluctantly and he went outside. Tonorrow they woul d
definitely be going into the village.

He wal ked across to the tractor, an old Ferguson which had seen better days
back in the sixties. Rusted and battered it had given hi mgood service. Today
was probably its nmost inportant day since it cane off the assenbly I|ine.

The trailer was hitched, he clinbed up into the seat. The engine fired first
time, belched thick black oily snmoke out of its upright exhaust. He revved the
engi ne, thought about the shotgun in the porch. Maybe he should take it. No,
he woul d not be gone long, he could pick it up for the next trip if necessary.

If he went back for it nowit might alarm Sylvia still further. She was
getting to be a real pain in the arse; there were going to be problens with
her shortly. I"mbored. | don't like the food here. I'mlonely. That was the

di fference between a wife and a mistress. The latter you nostly saw the good
si de of because you didn't have to live with her, the forner was the devil you
knew and you coul d conpromi se with. Except that he hadn't conprom sed with
Jacki e.

There was a lunp in his throat as he pulled out of the yard on to the rutted
track. On God, Jackie, if only you were here. But she wasn't and she woul dn't
be returning. That was something he had to face up to.

He headed for that strip of pinewdods where the poultry had been perching.
Beyond it was a tract of silver birch, part of the Wnders' farm Scrub that
was no good to anybody, not even a useful shelter belt. Wnder had told him
nmont hs ago to help hinself to any wood he wanted out of it because he was
going to get sone contractors in to clear it and plough it. Jon hadn't had
time to bother up until today. Now he coul d have taken wood from anywhere he
chose and it wouldn't have mattered a damm but he still thought of it as
stealing. Maybe in a few weeks he woul d have got over that psychol ogica
hurdl e but for the nonent he would cut his firewod legitimately. Live for

t oday because there might be no tomorrow. That was a very strong possibility.

He skirted the tall pines, slowed up and tried to look up into their branches
but the dark green foliage was too dense to afford hima proper view He
didn't have time to go and see if the hens were still up in the branches. In a
far corner of the adjoining field he spied the nanny goats browsing the

hawt horn hedge. Later he would try and catch Rosie, maybe milk her by force if
necessary. The longer he left it, the nmore difficult it would be.

The strip of scrub was an untidy two or three acres, silver-birch which had
reached their allotted span of a half century, died, rotted, and conceded to
the gales. Trunks lay half buried in the bracken; an hour or so with the

chai nsaw and he would fill the trailer. Two or three trips would |last them up
until Christnmas at |east.

He swung round in a half-circle, backed the trailer up as near to the spinney
as he could, switched off the engine. He sat there listening. A wood-pigeon
was cooing softly in the tall pines, a peaceful sumer sound that transcended



anyt hi ng mankind did. A bird that was at peace with the world. Sone distance
away a carrion crow was calling, magpies answering with their harsh ratchet
noi ses; corvines conversing over what had befallen Man?

Jon clinbed down, lifted the chainsaw out of the trailer; so many w ndbl own
trees that it was a job to know where to start. Even as he grasped the cord,
was about to jerk the sawinto life, something caught his eye, made him
hesitate. A patch of white showi ng starkly through the green fronds of
bracken, artificiality spoiling the natural scenery.

He al nost ignored it. It could have been an enpty plastic fertiliser bag bl own
off Wnder's fields (damm the man, he woul d never understand that he was
polluting the environnent with his chemcals). O a discarded bedsheet dunped
by selfish Jitterbugs. O ... he didn't have to go and see, it wasn't even his
wood, but he found hinself |aying down the chai nsaw and wal ki ng in that
direction. A hunch, a very uneasy one.

Real i sati on cane slowy because it took him several seconds to identify the
remai ns of the dead animal. His first thought was that it was a ewe that had
wandered in here, got caught up in the briars and died. But the fleece was not
wool |y enough, the patchy white hairs coarse and strong. A broken neck had

twi sted the head round at an unnatural angle so that the enpty eye sockets

wat ched him Skeletal, just the hide remaining, the scavengers had done their
task wel .

Those nmagpies were still telling the crow all about it, how they had feasted
fromfirst light to dusk, and then the foxes had come and taken over; rats,
too. Now the meat was all gone.

Long curved horns. Jon tried to tell hinself that it was a ram lied to try
and avoid accepting the fact that what was |left of the carcass was
i ndi sputably goat. Billy goat. G lbert.'

He wi shed again that he'd brought the shotgun. Damm it, he's dead, he can't
hurt you now. No, but whatever killed himmght still be around, lurking in
t he undergrowth, creeping up on you .

He gl anced back to where he had | eft the chai nsaw, began edging towards it. A
hel i sh weapon in the right hands. Pull yourself together, G| bert was
probably killed soon after we |ast saw him junped by that dog of Gwther's in
the sane way that it killed the calf. It ran before and it'll run again, like
a desert jackal. It won't attack a human.

Al the same he fetched the saw, kicked it into |life and began cutting up a
thick trunk, a deafening whine that showered sawdust everywhere. Chai nsaws
were noisy things, they let all and sundry know exactly where you were .
and you wouldn't hear if anything crept up on you

Nervous, working fast, wanting to get the job over and done with. But you're
com ng back for another |oad. And a third.

Wthin an hour the trailer was full of neatly sawn cylindrical birch trunk. He
clinmbed back up to the wheel, started on the bunpy journey back hone.

If only Jackie had been there awaiting him
He was starting to get depressed, a gradual erosion of his positive thinking.

That stemmed from spending too nmuch tine al one. Maybe Sylvia was right, they
had to go and find other survivors, //there were any others. There had to be.



He backed into the yard, tipped the trailer, watched the | ogs showering out,
bunping into a sprawing heap, one or two bow ing away as though they sought
to escape the splitting axe and the Rayburn. Now it was time to go back to the
wood again and .

"Jon!' Sylvia appeared in the doorway and his first glance told himthat
somet hing was wong. Her features were whiter than usual and she gl anced
continually about her, 'Jon, there's been sonebody here!’

"What! Who?' His nouth went dry and the sweat inside his T-shirt was suddenly
cold. 'What on earth are you tal king about ?

' There was sonebody here about a quarter of an hour ago.'
'Yes, but who? A man? A woman?
"I ... | didn't see them'

He cl osed his eyes nonentarily, alnost yelled ' Then how the fuck did you know
they were here?' Instead he spoke calmy, knew he had to reassure her. 'How do
you know t hen?

"I heard them They went in the shed over there, rummaged around, then cane
out again and left the door swinging open, just like it is now'

He turned, saw that she spoke the truth. He knew t he door had been cl osed when
he | eft because he had fetched the chai nsaw out of there before breakfast and
had repl aced the stout gate-hook in the '"eye'. It fitted tight, too tight, so
that nore often than not you had to jerk it free to open the door. It was
beyond anyt hing other than a human being to open it.

The shed was not in full view of the cottage w ndows, a bare stone wall facing
in this direction. Wthout going outside Sylvia would not have been able to
see whoever had been in the shed and

"Christ!' He saw the debris on the floor, the spilled contents of his
wor kbench, boxes of screws, nuts, nails scattered over the whole floor so that
they overflowed out into the yard. 'Sone bugger's been stealing ny tools.'

Jon Quinn had a tidy mnd, Jackie used to call himobsessional. If you put
everyt hing back where you got it fromas soon as you' ve finished with it,
you'll know where to find it next time, he used to tell her. Consequently,
within a couple of mnutes he knew which of his tools were gone, a process of
elimnation fromthose still hanging fromthe nails above the bench. Two
screwdrivers, a hanmmer, a hacksaw, a chisel. . . The Black and Decker tool set
Jacki e had given himfor Christmas was still there, so was his spare chai nsaw.

It didn't add up. O did it?
"Athief,” Sylvia's tone was | ow and frightened.

"It looks that way,' he nmuttered. And everything they've stolen is sonething
that could be used as a weapon. In addition to that it neans that they' ve now
found us, they know exactly where we're holed up.’

"l heard sonebody in the shed so |I |ocked the door.'" She clung on to his arm
"I didn't dare go out to | ook."'

"Just as well,' he answered. Because if you had you'd probably be dead now
like Glbert in the wod. 'W've got to keep a watchful eye out,' Trite, an
understatenent. If you're not on the alert the whole time you're likely to end



up dead, just like Gwther would have killed ne.

He ki cked the nails and screws back inside, closed the door and flipped the
hook back into place. 'I'mnot going to bother getting any nore wood today,
|'ve got a pretty good | oad."'

"Shall we go into the village this afternoon then?" 'I'mjust too bl oody
knackered.' He squeezed her hand, wondered if he'd have to come up with an
addi ti onal excuse but she did not press the point. Possibly she was not as
anxi ous to make contact with others now that there had been a prower in the
yard. 'Let's have sonmething to eat and then I'Il try and think of a way of
cat ching those goats and bringing themdown here to the goat-house.'

"I wonder who it was,' she said as they went inside. 'Gwther?

Christ no, but naybe it's a good job you didn't set eyes on himif it was
anybody like old Bill. "It could have been just anybody,' he replied casually.
'"Like | said before, there are bound to be bands of vagrants roam ng the
countryside after a hol ocaust of this nature and well do well to keep out of
their way, not advertise our presence.'’

But he knew Sylvia wouldn't be satisfied until they had been to the village.
Sooner or later she was going to have to witness for herself what the terrible
m cro-organi sns had done to humanity, see these throwbacks with her own eyes.

Roundi ng up the nanny goats was a comparatively sinple operation, an idea that
Jon Quinn had hit upon whilst they ate a salad | unch. For once Sylvia did not
conpl ai n about a plateful of sprouted seed salad and sone hard goat cheese. A
cheese that Jacki e had nade; on occasions Jon had difficulty in swallow ng.

*] want you to help nme this afternoon,' he said, putting his plate in the
sink, noting at the sane time that she had not yet washed up the breakf ast
di shes.

' How?' She tensed, was already thinking up a feasible reason to refuse.

"Well, our priority is to get the goats down into the shed in the yard so that
they can be nilked,' he said. The kids will be a lot easier to catch than the
goal s and where the kids go, their mothers will follow Get ne?

'l see.' She pursed her lips and a worried frown creased her forehead. 'But
suppose that billy . '

"I don't think he'll trouble us," Jon told her. 'l reckon he's gone off into
t he woods, mnyself.'

Wthin the hour all the goats were safely shut in the shed by the house. The
young ki ds had shown no fear of the approachi ng humans even though their

not hers kept their distance, had come skipping towards Jon and Sylvia. They
had been grabbed, carried home, the nannies followi ng reluctantly. Just as Jon
had sai d, they would not desert their offspring.

Now he | eaned on the stable door studying the aninals at close quarters.
Certainly they had undergone a change, the white Saanen hair grow ng | ong and
coarse, restlessly pacing quarters which had once been famliar but now they
appeared not to recognise their surroundi ngs. They eyed Jon Quinn with

di strust, no spark of memory showing in their eyes. Distrust. MIking them
wasn't going to be easy but he consol ed hinself that he had successfully got

t hem down here. He was anxi ous about the calves now. Gwther's dog . . . no,
one dog al one could not have killed and eaten Glbert like that, the billy was



strong and vicious, as dangerous as a bull when he was angered. It would take
nore than one cani ne predator to do that.

The electricity was gone now so they had to resort to candles for indoor
lighting, small flickering flames casting dancing yellow light, creating
shadows that hovered in the corners of the roonms and coul d have hi dden
anyt hi ng dependi ng upon how far you let your imagination run riot. 'W may as

well go to bed,' Jon said. 'There are sone old oil-lanps out in the shed
somewhere. "Il hunt them out tonmorrow and you can have a go at cleaning them
up. Then we'll have to get sone paraffin from sonewhere.' Fromthe village

gar age. Tonorrow.

Sl eeping in the sane bed as Sylvia was becoming a strained affair. Only a few
weeks ago, Jon reflected, it had been exciting, erotic. That was because they
hadn't gone to bed to sleep, the difference again between wife and nistress.
You stripped off, nmade | ove, got dressed again and went your own separate
ways, back to another way of life. Just a sexual relationship and now it was
falling apart because something nore was being asked of it.

He tried not to watch her undress because that in itself was a rejection of

hi nsel f, the way she pulled her nightdress on before she slid her pants off,
her back towards him easier by candlelight than by the harsh glare of an
electric bulb. He found his own reactions the same, pulling his pyjama
trousers on under the protective shield of his shirt. Strangers, that was what
it amounted to. Under the same roof the chemistry didn't mx. They woul d have
to work at it because they didn't have any choice; no marital partners to go
back to, no way they could split up. They would have to talk it over but not
toni ght because they were too tired.

He knew what was on her mind; that prowl er. Thank Christ she hadn't set eyes
on him If he was anything |like Gwther she would have had hysterics. Jon
couldn't get Glbert off his mnd, found hinself visualising the fight to the
death, wild shaggy dogs circling warily, snarling and sl obbering, then
bunching for the final kill.

"I can't stand nuch nore of this,' she whispered out of the darkness, |ying
facing away fromhim 'Every day brings new terrors.'

"I guess it's the sane for everybody el se naybe the whole world over,' he
answered. 'You just have to learn to live with it. W' re not doing so bad

really. Tonorrow we'll bring those cal ves hone.'

"Al'l you think about is goats and cal ves and organic food,' she sneered. 'I'm
begi nning to believe that you want it this way, Jon. That's why Jacki e was on
t he point of wal king out on you. | saw a play once on the telly, this guy had

kidded his famly that there had been a nuclear attack, had kept themliving
in a shelter for a whole fortnight, even renoved the fuses so that they
t hought the el ectric was gone.'

"W'll go to the village tonorrow.' Jesus, he hated her for saying that. 'And
then you can see for yourself that |I'm not conning you.'

A strained silence. He al nost considered getting up and goi ng downstairs,

sl eeping on the sofa in the kitchen. But they needed each other whether they
liked it or not. He found hinsel f thinking about Jackie again, a kind of

def ence mechani sm when the goi ng got tough. He al nost |aughed al oud when he
became aware that he had an erection, and it was nothing to do with Sylvia
At ki nson. |If she had rolled over towards hi mnow he woul d probably have
softened up, turned away.



He recalled the first tine it had happened with hinsel f and Jackie, back in
their courting days when life was nice and boring. They had been parked up in
a field gateway one autumm night, had al nost been scared to go the whol e way
but eventually they had gone too far to back down. Both of them scared, tense,
in case they proved to be a disappointment to the other. Let's fuck and get it
over with, for Christ's sake.

He al ways reckoned that she had faked an orgasmthat night. He'd nearly had to
do just that hinself, had to make a concerted physical effort to achieve his
climax. Hard work for both of them That was what narriage was all about,

wor ki ng at everything to make it work. Crazy, but it was no good on your own.

Sylvia was asleep, he could tell by her heavy rhythm c breathing. He started
to feel sorry for her. Sooner or |ater she would find out just what was going
on out there and then she'd really need him It mght serve to bring them

t oget her.

Suddenly he was aware of sonething outside the workings of his own grasshopper
mnd, a noise that infiltrated his fantasies, wilted his erection. A distant
bayi ng sound, rising to a wailing pitch, so that it vibrated the night air
like an electric storm brought with it a |lowering of the body tenperature as
your terror began. Dogs, at |east Jon supposed they were cani ne, beasts of the
chase running down their prey just as they had pursued G lbert, pulled him
down, torn the flesh fromthe goat's bones whilst it still lived, its screans
growi ng weaker and weaker until death finally released it fromits agonies.
Then sil ence.

A silence that revealed a far nore insidious noise, one that was closer than
the forest on the skyline, one that chilled his blood alnmost to freezing
point. He stiffened, listened and tried to relate the sounds to those who made
them Paddi ng bare footsteps, a snuffling of breath Iike a jungle hunting
beast trying to scent its prey. Anetallic click, follow ng by the creaking of
rusted hinges; the shed door opening, another foray anongst the tools on the
wor kbench.

He al nost got out of bed, went to the window, tried to see these creatures of
the night. No, he didn't want to see! His brain conjured up a vision of old
Gwt her, those nad eyes, the killing | ook. Enough to drive a man right out of
his mnd because they had no right to exist on this earth.

Lying there, forced to listen, trying to make out how many of themthere were
It was inpossible to tell, a bunch of themcertainly, naybe as many as a
dozen. Bestial intruders.

Anot her click, a rattling: the latch on the front door. Please, Jesus, no, Jon
renenbered that the twel ve-bore was still down in the porch, cursed hinself
for not bringing it upstairs. H's reaction was to pull the sheets up over his
head, shut hinself off fromthe outside world, just hinself and Sylvia. W
don't bel ong here, they won't see us, won't harmus.

They' Il kill you if they find you

He could still hear them at the door, scraping the woodwork wi th ragged
fingernails trying to find some way in, one of them wheezing as though he had
asthma. Sylvia was still asleep, thank God. If they got inside then there was

no hope for either of them just brutal death. Jon wanted to clasp his hands
over his ears, didn't want to hear them when they cane up the stairs.

And suddenly he couldn't hear themat all, no stealthy footfalls, no
stertorous breathing. Total silence. Even those animals up in the forest had



stopped how ing; a total cessation of those awful nocturnal activities.

It was some tinme before he realised that those seni-hunman bei ngs had gone. He
lay listening but there were no further sounds; nothing at all

A reprieve, no nore. They had di scovered this place, knew that survivors were
hi di ng out there.

And sooner or later they would return.

CHAPTER TEN

ROD SAVAGE had one regret and that was the fact that there was no newspaper
still running which could print his feature article. Wen one is a | eading
freel ance journalist, and has managed to escape froma London seething wth
primtive fury and death, then it is a major disaster to have an eye-w tness
account of happenings with nowhere to publish it.

Tall and lean, with sparse hair, balding faster now that he was past forty, he
was rarely seen without a pipe in his nouth, nost of the time unlit, the
tobacco juice in the bow bubbling every time he drewon it. A loner, he
devoted his life to coming up with unusual and sensational articles, acquiring
i nside information which had on nore than one occasion rai sed the eyebrows of
of fi ci al dom

Had he been a religious man he woul d have been convinced that God had spared
himso that he mi ght chronicle events which had, in fact, throwm Britain into
a state of civil war. But he was an atheist and attributed the fact that he
had been spared to coincidence, but he was deternined to capitalise onit. One
day things had to return to some kind of normality and when that happened
there woul d be a paper sonewhere only too eager to publish his story. He m ght
even stretch it into a book

Rod Savage had no permanent residence outside his cottage in Wales, a little
two- up, two-down stone building to which he retired at infrequent intervals.
Usual ly he rented a bedsit or small flat in the netropolis on a six-nmonth

| ease and then nmoved on. No ties, he often quoted, was the secret of a
successful journalist.

The baserment flat in Finchley had been vacant for over a year, which was
hardly surprising when one viewed its state of dereliction. The | andl ord was
biding his tine, waiting for the flats on the upper storeys to be vacated by
their dissatisfied tenants and then the whol e buil ding woul d be renovated and
put on the market. In the neantine he was not prepared to spend noney on
either repairs or decorations. But he was not averse to letting the basenent
on a weeky basis for cash

Savage had winkled his nose at the snell of danp, noted that the only two
wi ndows had been broken and boarded up so that it was necessary to keep the



electric light on the whole tinme. Unfit for human habitation, it m ght even
have been condemed had its state been brought to the notice of the
authorities, but the rent was |ess than half what he would have paid

el sewhere. A sleeping bag and something to cook on were all that Rod Savage
requi red; there was no | ease involved for obvious reasons and the rent was
paid in cash on a Friday. Convenient, he could come and go as he pl eased, did
not even have to give notice when he was novi ng on el sewhere.

A month | ater he went down with flu. Nothing to do with his living conditions,
danp and airless, he told hinself, just a virus he had pi cked up, possibly on
t he crowded undergrounds; nothing to get worried about, all you did was go to
bed and let the fever run its course.

It was a bad attack all right, several days of feverishness, lying in that

dar kened basenment flat, followed by a week of resting, noting a gradua

i mprovenent. Once he had al nbst nade the effort to go outside and ask sonebody
to call a doctor but he didn't because he had no faith in GPs. Al they did
was to pack you with drugs which could produce very nasty side-effects. He

al so had a fear of hospitals and some well-nmeani ng doctor night order himto
be renoved to one. He would fight the illness his own way.

So he just sweated it out, felt his strength returning, and by the tine he was
able to go outside the city was caught up in a frenzy of destruction and
looting, tribal warfare that went back at |east four thousand years to the
days when London was no nmore than a cluster of stone-built huts.

Rod Savage began to piece the story together with the aid of his transistor
and CB radio. The CB had served himwell in the past, you could listen in
to-all kinds of conversations, and he had been the first reporter on the scene
of those macabre Muswell Hill rurders sinply because he had picked up a

sni ppet froma police radio. Illegal, but in Rod's book of rules the end
justified the means. You only got the top stories by sticking your neck out.

Radi o broadcasts continued for a few days, national and |local. There was a | ot
of confusion at first, the general opinion being that the western world had
suffered a Sovi et nuclear attack but there were no fireballs, no total
destruction of popul ated areas. Just civilisation gone berserk

Rod began to conpile his notes systematically, sellotaped a | arge-scal e road
map to the wall, and using red and bl ack ballpoints formed an overall picture
of the state of the UK

The centre of Birm ngham had been gutted by fire and the inferno was stil
ragi ng unchecked, nostly spread by expl oding petrol tanks in abandoned
vehicles. Casualties were virtually ignored because the rescue forces were
primarily intent on saving 'survivorsl. Mbs clashed and fought using weapons
that created hideous injuries, shards of glass from broken shop w ndows and
steel girders used as battering rams. No petrol bonmbs; gunsmiths' shops were
i gnored because the significance of firearns was not realised.

@unfire fromthe small arny patrols threwthe rioters into a state of terror,
had them fleeing and tranpling their own kind in their stanpede to escape the
hail of lead. Yet the arned forces were so outnunbered that artillery counted
for little; they were not bent on whol esal e sl aughter, only killing in
self-defence. It transpired that there were nore survivors than one woul d have
t hought possi bl e; underground workers, niners, and those who had escaped for
no apparent reason. The unprecedented storns and gal es had been the one reason
why the casualty rate had not been cl ose on 100 per cent. Freak weather of the
ki nd whi ch brought about catastrophes in tropical countries had swept across
the Atlantic, weaking havoc but dispersing the mcro-organisnms out into the



North Sea. Otherw se the poisoned at mosphere m ght have |ingered for days,
even weeks. Now it was gone, leaving behind it a civilisation thrown back to
the state of its early ancestry.

Vehicles littered every street, fresh food stores were |ooted, but the
ranpagers were ignorant of canned or processed foodstuffs. Livestock were
slaughtered in rural areas. Disease would follow surely, for deconposing
corpses lay in their hundreds in every town and city; it was to be seen how
resistant this new speci es of mankind was. Starvation was inevitable. Wuld
they then turn to cannibalisn®

The Royal Fanily had been safely transferred to the top-security underground
headquarters in Hertfordshire. Helicopters were being used to air-1lift
survivors fromurban areas, and 'safety regions' were being set up away from
the towns, nostly fairly renote villages taken over by the arnmy with defences
erected to repel primtive hostile forces. Mddern nman had to be protected from
the 'throwbacks' at all costs if civilisation was to survive.

Gradual 'y, painstakingly, Rod Savage pieced together an overall picture. After
radi o transm ssion had petered out, and his CB went dead, he had to rely on
forays into London itself. A fugitive, he dodged both the hate- and
fear-crazed crowds as well as the rescue patrols. The last thing he wanted was
to be forcibly haul ed out of here. He would go when he was ready and not

until.

Returning to his basenent refuge at night he typed up his notes by
candl el i ght, devel oped t he phot ographs whi ch he had taken. One bul gi ng
pseudo-| eat her briefcase contained the whole inside story and he slept with it
in his sleeping bag.

The crowds were gradually leaving the city, dispersing into the home counti es,
an exodus fromthe concrete battlefields where flies swarned on the bodi es of
the stain, where the stench of death and bl ood was overpoweri ng.

The night he heard themrattling the door of his basement hideout, Rod Savage
knew that it was time for himto be |leaving, too. He left the next day, noving
cautiously along deserted streets, a fugitive who woul d becone a beast of the
chase if he was spotted, clutching his briefcase to himfor he owed its
contents to the remmants of a civilised society. It was al so worth an awf ul

| ot of noney.

It was towards midday that he spied the lowflying helicopter, managed to
attract the pilot's attention. Half an hour |ater he was gratefully breathing
in the fresh sweet Essex air of Roydon, a picturesque village that now
resenbl ed a fortress, surrounded by barbed-wire fortifications and electric
fences, the houses rehabilitation centres for the rescued, shocked nen, wonen
and children who were faced with the task of rebuilding society. It was going
to be a long process, perhaps generations, always under the threat of attack
fromthe wild tribes which inhabited the fields and hills.

Rod Savage had no intention of remaining here. The information he was busily
gathering was far from conplete. There was very little news of what was
happeni ng in Wal es and he was determ ned to go back to his cottage and find
out. It would be a |ong and dangerous trek, alnost two hundred m | es across
terrain as it m ght have been thousands of years ago, with death an everyday
occurrence.

He checked his roadnmap again; the area to the west of the M dl ands was
virtually blank, terra incognita. The borderlands, hiils and tracts of
nmoor | and whi ch woul d surely be teeming with squat hairy people who had gone



back in tine. But he would go all the sane.

A week later Rod left the Roydon canp, a POW maki ng an escape bid, for nobody
was allowed to venture outside the perinmeter. He cut a strand of barbed-wire,
craw ed on his stomach for over a hundred yards, dragging his briefcase with
him He had had second thoughts about taking it along; he might be killed, it
m ght get stolen, but nevertheless it was unfinished work, his work, and,
unl i ke his Fal kl ands mi ssion, there was nobody he could entrust it to. In al
probability he would never return to Roydon. So he took it with him

A war m noonl ess ni ght, reaching the motorway and foll owi ng the hard shoul der
ready to dive into the undergrowh at the first sign of anybody approachi ng.
Mul tiple crashes, the stink of rotting flesh fromthe victins who had not been
t aken away. Carnage, prow ing foxes slinking in to feed on the bodi es under
the cover of darkness; rats scurrying in and out of the battered vehicles.

This was Britain in the eighties, the start of the apocal ypse, the New Stone

Age.

CHAPTER ELEVEN

JACKI E COULD not get the prisoner out of her mind that night. She listened to
Kuz's breathing; knew that he slept heavily. Instinctively she edged away from
him afraid of him So fierce, so possessive, she had w tnessed his anger
anongst the others, seen how he had frightened theminto subservience. They

all lived in dread of him not so nuch for what he had done but because of

what he m ght do. There was no way of guessing that until it happened, and
when it did she hoped she wasn't around.

A new side of himhad energed today although she had | ong been aware of its
exi stence. Cruelty! He was nore than cruel, sadistic; enjoyed inflicting pain
on others. He hadn't needed to jab the prisoner with the sharp fork but he had
done it because he liked doing it, had | aughed behind his thick beard when the
ot her had wi nced, half cried out. And she knew now that he |iked hurting her
too. He had done so only a very short time ago.

There was no gentleness in Kuz's advances. \Wen |ust was upon himhe took her
neit her expected nor accepted any response. H s personal pleasure was all that
mattered to him she was an object to fulfil his primtive desires, nothing

el se. Her body screaned for orgasmbut all too often he cast her roughly to
one side seconds after he had climxed. Let ne sleep, woman, for | amtired.
will teli you when |I need you again.

That was how it had been tonight. Kuz had sat up late by the dying enbers of
the fire, his clouded expression that of a man who needed to be alone, to
think his own thoughts to the exclusion of everything el se. So she had retired
to bed, was al nost asl eep when he cane for her

He jerked her into wakeful ness by her long hair, pulled her up into a sitting



position and by the glow of the |ast enbers she saw his expression, tw sted
ani mal lust that transcended fury. She choked back a scream as he dragged her
down on to the floor, threw her forcibly over into a kneeling position. M

pl easure, not yours, woman!

She hadn't been ready, tensed herself as he stabbed at her, knew it would
hurt. It did. It could have been a roughly hewn wooden dildo that bored into
her, drew back, thrust again. And again.

She woul d have fallen forward had he not been supporting her, his arns around
her frombehind in a crushing grip, his fingers tw sting and gougi ng her soft
breasts, pinching and scraping, screwi ng up her soft nipples. But she dared
not cry out aloud for he would surely have beaten her, perhaps worse.

Jackie felt the thick warmliquid filling her up, knew that Kuz was al nost
finished. Hs withdrawal was followed by a vicious thrust, the force of it

t hrowi ng her against the side of the stone bed. Blinding pain as her forehead
took the inpact, red spotted bl ackness. H s hands sought her again; roughly,
angrily pulling her up, hurling her back on to the pile of hides. She rolled,
bounced off the stone wall, lay still.

Then he was beside her, stretching out, turning away from her. Another need
had to be satisfied - sleep

Kuz was sl eeping very deeply. Her pain simered to a dull ache and then she
found hersel f thinking about the prisoner in the pit again. A strange
creature, so different; flesh that was white and soft, hairless. An absence of
muscle. Clothes that stifled his body, barely allowed it to breathe. And yet
she found himfascinating. So ... gentle, harm ess.

Sonething flickered in her brain like a spent torch bulb trying to reignite
itself. Adimflash, then it went out. A spark, a faint nenory stirring for a
fraction of a second, showing her a face then cutting out before she could
recogni se it. Her pul ses raced, her heart speeded up a beat. Features sinilar
to those of the one the menfol k had brought hone fromtheir hunting trip, deep
bl ue eyes that pleaded with her, lips that noved, forned words she understood.
/ need you, Jackie. Please conme back to ne. Disturbed, she jerked back into
full wakeful ness, thought about the captive again and her eyes filled with
tears. Pity was a new experience for her, one that she had had no use for
before. Strength predomn nated anongst her people, one did not show weakness
because there was no place for it. She had never cried before, the threat of
tears nade her afraid because she did not understand them only her feelings.
That man down in the deep hole neant nore to her than any of those around her
nore than Kuz. Fear, in case her slunbering man so nmuch as guessed her

t houghts. He would do nore than just beat her, she was certain, he would kil
her!

And she knew that she had to go to the prisoner. The idea set her whol e body
trenbling and she inched even further away from Kuz. Her heart was poundi ng
wi I dly and sensations which Kuz had failed to arouse within her were maki ng
t hensel ves known. An instinct beyond her conprehension was calling her, and
she had no choice other than to answer it.

She noved slowy, fearfully, her eyes fixed on the sleeping formby her side.
She al ready had an excuse in case he suddenly awoke; | need to squat. Maybe he
woul d bel i eve her, grab her again by the hair, drag her back, shake her unti
her brain slopped fromside to side. You' re lying, wonan, you're slinking off
to fuck with one of those men out there, aren't you? |'d sooner kill you than
have you mate with one of them She knew he woul d, too.



But he didn't stir, not even when she straddl ed over him eased her trenbling
right leg clear of the bed, dropped to her knees. She was trenbling violently,
opened her nmouth to stop her teeth chattering. If he sees ne now, |'m done.

She crawl ed, drew back when an enber brightened, burst into yellow flame then
di ed down again, eyed her redly, w ckedly. See, Kuz, your wonman sneaks off on
a mssion of infidelity; awake, and beat her

Kuz half-stirred, grunted in his sleep, then his breathing | apsed back into
its former rhythm Jackie scuttled Iike a crab surprised by a rock-poo
fisherman, a desperation about her ungainly noverments. |If he wakes now | shal
flee into the darkness, hide fromhim | would sooner be dead than let you
take me again, Kuz.

The settlement was still and silent, the stone houses starkly silhouetted
agai nst a quarter nmoon. The inhabitants slept, had no need to nmount a guard.
She kept to the shadows, ran from building to building, glancing back
fearfully, but there was no pursuit. How | ong before Kuz's instincts warned
himthat he was alone in his bed?

Bef ore her she saw a patch of shadow that was bl acker than the rest: the pit!
New fears assailed her. The strange man who lay in its depths m ght resent her
visit, mght shout a warning that would bring the others. She was an eneny, he
m ght attack her, kill her, if she went to him No, he was not strong enough
her own strength was greater than his.

She lay full-length, used her elbows to propel herself forward. Her arm
brushed agai nst sonething and she recognised it as the |ladder; to free him
woul d be sinplicity itself. No, first she nmust | ook, see himagain. She had to
be sure.

Nervously she edged her head and shoul ders over the rough brink, narrowed her
eyes, tried to adjust themto the dense bl ackness bel ow. Not hi ng but darkness,
the pit mght have been enpty, the prisoner sonehow having scal ed the sheer
sides and fled. Despair; even if this was so then she was not going back to
Kuz. She would die first, by her own hand if necessary.

Wait! She could just make out a shape huddled in the bottom pale flesh, a
curled-up sleeping form Her acute hearing picked out his breathing, soft and
regul ar. She continued to stare, waited for her eyes to become accustoned to
t he bl ackness as they surely would, felt her body tingle with anticipation

A noi se which she identified at once, a dislodged pebble sliding, bouncing,
rolling; hitting something, coming to a standstill. Jackie caught her breath,
knew t hat she had knocked against a | oose stone, that it had struck the

sl unbering captive, was stirring himuneasily. He sat up, glanced about him
t hen | ooked upwards. And saw her

"Who' s there? What do you want ?

I ncompr ehensi ble words in a strange tongue, but fear rather than anger. Hi s
face was upturned and she saw the hopel essness in his wi de eyes, a hand flung
up to protect his head as though he expected to be stoned.

Jackie rose to a kneeling position, wished that in some way she could

conmuni cate. See, | am a woman, naked because | have just left ny sleeping
man's bed. Do not be al arnmed because | mean you no harm | ... | ... she could
not express her own feelings even to herself, but something inside her seened
to say, 'l have nmet one like you before, |I know | have.' But she could not be
sure . . . that face with the blue eyes had been only a dream and now it was



gone forever.

He stood up, and they | ooked at each other uncertainly, warily. Phil Wnder

t hought, Is this sone kind of a trick? He recogni sed her now, the girl who had
been the chiefs wonman, too dammed attractive for this |lot of gorillas. What
was she up to, though?

She drew back, disappeared fromview. He sighed, |eaned back agai nst the side,
told hinmself that she had probably only sneaked down here out of curiosity.
God, | wish I'd got sonme clothes. He sensed that he m ght be bl ushing which
was bl oody silly considering the predi camrent he was in.

A scraping noise had himjerking his head back upwards; she was here again,
struggling to drag sonething al ong the ground. He gasped as he saw a
criss-cross of uprights and rungs: the | adder! Christ, she was strong, that

t hi ng nust have wei ghed several hundredwei ght, huge boughs cut from grow ng
timber, crosspieces roped on to it. It could still be a trick, though; let the
poor bastard think he's going to escape then chase himlike a pack of beagles
after a hare, set himup for sonme sport.'

He didn't have much choice, though. The | adder was being eased slowy over the
side and now he could reach it, take the strain and help her to lower it. If |
stop here I'mat their nmercy, at least in the open | do have a slim chance,
better than dying |like a badger in a baiting pit.

The | adder was down, resting firmy on the bottom all he had to do was to
climb up it. He grasped the rungs, |ooked up at her again, the reflection of

the faint moonlight showing pity and . . . pleading. Please clinb up because
need you!

He noved slowy, uncertainly. It could still be a trap, they had forced her to
lure himup against her will. Somewhere in the distance dogs were how i ng,
their eager primtive tongue sending a chill up his spine as though they had

al ready scented himand were straining at their |eashes.

Phil W nder scranbled out of the deep hole, knelt there |ooking at his
rescuer. She was beautiful all right, but why was she naked? These peopl e wore
rough clothing so she didn't have to come to his aid in the nude. Again his

i nhi bitions troubled himas her gaze ran over his body, her eyes wide with
amazement. |'ve never seen anybody quite |like you, mister, but | |ike what I
see.

She gl anced around, raised a finger to her lips. He listened, heard only the
poundi ng of his own pul ses (or hers) and that constant canine noise that

rem nded himof the howing of wolves in those north-west novies which they
showed on TV periodically. She pointed away to the skyline where he saw a

bl ack uneven outline that could only be a forest. Pointing again, grasping his
armurgently. W nust flee to the woods before they find out that we are

m ssing. Both of us, I'"'mgoing too. They'll kill me if they catch ne. You,

| 0o.

He followed in her wake, the firmoutline of her body, buttocks that w ggled
seductively even in primtive flight, noving as lithely as a hunted deer. He
woul d go where she | ed, unquestioningly; she wanted to | eave this place for
some reason and he would go with her. He didn't want to think beyond that.

The eastern sky was beginning to pale when they finally came to the fringe of
the big pine forest, another world, dank and evil-snmelling. A stench |like that
of rotting corpses; stinkhorn, a fungus that crawmed with flies perhaps even
fooling themthat they were feeding on deconposing flesh.



A magpi e chattered a machi ne-gun-like early warning and a jay screeched its
acknow edgenent, set a carrion crow cawi ng. Man was abroad, he had infiltrated
one of Nature's fortresses. Beware!

Phil Wnder held back a second, hesitated. He would not have ventured in there
under normal circunstances, still pandered to his chil dhood fear of the dark
whi ch he had never really overcone. It was the sort of place where your

i magi nation could run riot and after what he had al ready seen and experienced

The girl turned, grabbed himby the wist. Come on, we've got to go this way
because if we don't they will catch up with us. They will have m ssed us by
now, be on our trail

He did not resist, allowed her to pull himgently along. Wnding paths through
towering dark green trees, an occasional clunp of grass or some ferns in those
pl aces where the sun found a way through. You got the inpression that this
coni ferous nonster was slowy swallowi ng you up and there was no way back
Ever.

Phil noticed his conpani on gl anci ng behind her every so often, once stopping
to listen. Total silence, even the corvines weren't calling any | onger
Probably they had flown out to the fields for their nmorning feed, found death
in a variety of forms and scavenged hungrily. A train of thought that |ed back
to hinmself; Phil was aware how dry his nouth had gone, a sour taste on his
furred tongue. He and the girl could end up Iike that, maybe not even dead
when those filthy birds flew in, not enough strength to ward them off. Feeling
your flesh being gouged by claws, sharp beaks ripping it fromthe bones. They
al ways went for the eyes first

The sun was up. Cccasionally they glinpsed it through the dense fir branches,
felt its heat. Next cane the flies, black swarns which had possibly grown
tired of feeding on stinkhorn. H's conpani on seened oblivious of them even
when they settled on her, craw ed over her face. Phil swatted at them

ceasel essly, futilely. A kind of game which you couldn't win, like a rigged
fairground gallery; you hit one but it didn't drop, buzzed angrily and cane in
at you again.

They had to enmerge fromthe wood soon, surely. Phil knew the place vaguely

al t hough he had never ventured up here before, a skyline view fromhis
parents' farm Once his father had gone up there | ooking for m ssing | anbs but
Phil had stayed behind with his nother. The wood couldn't be all that big. If
you kept wal ki ng you had to cone out at the other end eventually. He wondered
if the girl knew where she was goi ng or whether she was just running blindly.
He wi shed he could talk to her, make her understand things beyond the
simplicity of sign |language. No sign of life, not even a rabbit or a grey
squirrel; a dead, dead place. A host of fears. Perhaps they were going round

incircles, would still be in here when night cane again. Their pursuers mnust
realise where they had fled, m ght be in here now searching for them
crouching in the trees, listening for soft footfalls on the thick carpet of

dead pi ne needles. Phil Wnder found hinself watching the uppernost branches
of the trees as they passed beneath them When he had been captured the attack
had come from above

Suddenly the fugitives were out of the trees. The path veered sharply to the
right, then a left-hand bend, and before themwere the famliar bracken- and
heat her-covered hill sides sloping steeply downwards. The other side of the
Hill.



They stood there just |ooking at the scenery like a couple of holidaymakers
who had spent the day clinmbing to the sunmt of a fell just to | ook back on

t he panoramc view A patchwork of green quilt untidily stitched together wth
ragged hedgerows that had been nmutilated by nodern flail-cutters and which

Nat ure was doi ng her damedest to hide with [ ush new growth, farm buildings
whi ch had stood for a century or nore, sheep grazing peacefully. Nothing
untoward about it fromthis distance, you m ght even have ki dded yourself that
everything was perfectly nornmal, that the wood behind you had conjured up sone
awful nightrmare but you were fast getting it out of your system

But it was the sheer silence that told you everything wasn't all right, told
you that it wasn't just a dark dream brought on by that forest. It was real

A famliar scene viewed froma different angle. Phil Wnder noted the farns
and hol di ngs, found hinmsel f working out their |ocations, their ownership.
Gwther's in the hollow, and if you followed the Hill right round you cane to
that new chap's place. He tried to remenber the fellow s nane. It eluded him
And then he found hinmself staring directly down on his own fol ks' farm
identification slowto filter through because he had never imagined it would
|l ook quite Iike that from above. The house, the yard, that dutch barn wth
just a few bales of last year's hay left in it whilst the growi ng crop was
already starting to spoil in the fields. Sheer waste, but it didn't damed
well matter any nore, did it?

Jackie was pulling at his arm the brief respite in her urgency over. W nust
not delay, they are surely not far behind us. Let us follow the valley;
poi nting, stabbing the air with a finger in an easterly direction.

"No,"' he snapped, pointed at the Wnder farminsistently. 'W can go there.
That is my hone.'

She di dn't understand, was becoming frantic, pulling at his arm making little
grunting noi ses. W rnust hurry.

And that was when he hit her. A stinging slap across the face that jerked her
head si deways, brought a yelp of shock and pain fromher |ips. Anger had him
yelling, 'That's my bl oody home down there and if | want to go back I will and
you can go your own way.1l | don't want to go hone, | wal ked out because of
what happened there, but since | found out about the outside world I'mrunning
back. To hide. To die.

Quilt and renorse cane fast on the heels of his unleashed fury. 'Ch Christ,
I"'msorry, | didn't nmean to hit you.' | did, | just wish | hadn't.

He saw the tears in her eyes, the way her body trenbl ed.

She was trying to cry but it didn't come easy because out here crying was a
weakness that your own kind took advantage of. If only he could made her
under st and; point down there to that farnmhouse, tap your chest. My hone. It
m ght get through

He didn't need to because her hand had found his again, a squeeze this tine
instead of an insistent tug. I'msorry, it was not ny place to protest against
your will because you are now ny nan.

It was settled then and he knew that she would follow himdown the Hill
He had to keep rem nding hinself that it was only yesterday that he had |eft

the farm It seemed an age, |ike returning honme for the sumrer vacation
wonderi ng what had changed in his absence.



Jackie's grip tightened on his armbut she wasn't trying to di ssuade him from
going into the house, only showi ng her own fear of an unfaniliar

dwel | i ng- pl ace. He saw her amazement at things |like doors and w ndows, the
snoot hness of the stonework on the walls. Starting in alarmas the latch
clicked, clinging to himlike a child.

Phi|l gl anced around, thought perhaps his nother and father m ght have
returned. But they hadn't. Once you turned feral you didn't come back

Jacki e stood there watching himas he went to the kitchen cupboard, reached
down a can of beans and a small square tin of corned beef, began to open them

He filled the kettle, discovered to his relief that there was still power
com ng fromthe generator. Jackie backed away a step as the kettle began an
i ncreasing humup towards the boil. He gave a little laugh, the first tine he

had seen the funny side of all this since he had come up fromthe m ne. How
the fuck do you explain coffee to an Ancient Brit?

Hs first task was to work at putting her at her ease. After they had eaten he
woul d | ook out sone clothes for hinself; he didn't need thembut it would
boost his norale. Then they would need to rest. He had not slept for
thirty-six hours and he doubted if she had either.

Once again his inhibitions surfaced. Where and how were they going to sl eep?

There were three bedroonms upstairs, his own, his parents', and the spare room

which was full of lunber. He didn't want to sleep in his parents' because
well, not after that, certainly. Hs own then, just a single bed.

'"We'd better get sone sleep.' He closed his eyes, nade a pillow out of his
pressed hands.

She nodded, took his arm again. Were you go, | go.

New fears troubled himas they nounted the stairs, Jackie view ng her
surroundi ngs with undi sgui sed awe. They were going to share a bed, his own
singl e bed, which nmeant that they would be crushed up tightly together. He
shoul d have been aroused, mankind's strongest urge taking over. Instead, his
stomach rolled and he felt sick; perhaps she was aware of his trenbling,
msinterpreted it for eagerness.

Phil Wnder had often wondered if he was gay. No, not really, he just had a
very |low sex drive, and he was naturally shy of girls. He had had only one
real date in his life, Julie who worked in the cafe at Pontypridd, the one
that nost of the students used. It had taken himsix weeks before he had been
able to stammer out a request to take her out and it had been a real shock to
hi m when she had nodded her assent and replied, 'Yes, that would be nice.'

Christ, it had to be his biggest anti-climx, an evening of enbarrassnment and
overwhel mi ng i nhibitions. He hadn't even kissed her goodni ght, knew she didn't
want to see him again, knew it would happen again with any girl he dated.
Later he got an erection but it was too late then

Maybe he wasn't exactly gay, just bi-sexual. He hadn't had a honosexua

rel ati onship as such, just little things that had happened between hinself and
Hugh during the time they had shared digs. Two of a kind really, and there had
to be an outlet for their frustrati ons somewhere.

It was Hugh who had begun it, and |ooking back it seemed relatively harm ess.
O was it? Was it just the beginning of sonething which had never had the
opportunity to conme to fruition? The nost thrilling moment of his life had



been that ni ght when he had been disturbed froma doze by Hugh sitting on the
edge of his bed. Phil knew even before the other's hand began to creep beneath
the sheets exactly what was going to happen. A nonent of electrification and
this time there was no enbarrassment, no inhibitions because he knew Hugh felt
t he sanme way.

It had never ever gone further than gentle nutual masturbation, had | asted for
over a year until Hugh graduated. Then Phil's |oneliness came seeping back
Now he had a worman and his fears were beginning all over again.

"I"'mPhil." He tapped his bare chest, w shed that he could keep her eyes
elevated. '"Phil. . . Phil . . .' "Jac,' she snmiled.

He wondered why they had not got around to introductions before. It was the
situation, of course. Names counted for nothing in a primtive classless
soci ety.

She crossed to the bed, |owered herself on to it, stretched herself out, eyes
closed, legs slightly apart. On Christ, nowit's nme who's doing the | ooking,
he thought, let his gaze sweep over her, cone to rest on that slit of pink
soft flesh. 1'd better | ook out some clothes, some pyjamas maybe.

Her eyes flickered open, caught himstaring at her; smiled softly. She had no
i nhibitions, only civilisation bred inhibitions. Society was gone, it was back
to the basics now He didn't need cl othes because it was stifling hot in here.
Ri ght now they didn't need anythi ng except each other

It was fully dark when Phil Wnder awoke, lay there and | et everything cone
back to himin its own tinme. H's parents, his capture and escape, the flight

Jac! He could hear her faint breathing, felt the warnth of her naked body
agai nst his own. So conforting.

Euphori a because they had made | ove. She had clung to him wanted him and now
they were together. He did not ever want things to change and spoil all this.
He didn't want his parents to cone back; they wouldn't, he knew that. They

m ght even be dead and he wasn't a bit sorry because they had made himlike he
was, given hima sheltered upbringing in every respect. They had sent himto a
private school, not for his benefit but as a boost to their own status,
weal t hy farners who bought only the best in life for thenmselves and their only
son. Bullshit! They scraped a living, spent their nmoney on building up a
facade for the benefit of this scattered comunity, went wi thout a |ot of
things that ordinary fol ks took for granted. And this is what they had done to
him God, he hated themfor it, but he'd had the last |augh. This place was
his now, every damed pi ece of stone, every field, every itemof machinery. No
bl oody good to himbut it was his and he still had his mnd and body intact

whi ch was nmore than either of themhad. It was bl oody funny. He | aughed to
hinself at the nmenory of his parents as he had | ast seen them two nindless
wretches fleeing fromtheir own son because he was the Master Species and they
knew it. He hoped they were dead, it would be better for themand for hinself.
That way a | ot of problens were sol ved.

That just left hinself and the girl who called herself Jac. They would live on
here, build their own life, cut thenselves off fromthe rest of the world and
the remmants of its festering exi stence. Keep away, we don't need you.

Phil's euphoria took a nosedive. It wouldn't be quite as easy as that because
he and Jac were the hunted, fugitives on the run. He had stol en another nman's
worman, enraged those awful creatures in human shape and they would track him
down. They woul dn't give up



Phil Wnder's sweat chilled on his body at the thought. If they found himit
woul d be a fight to the death. But he and Jac could not keep on running for
ever.

Up in the hills the wild dogs were how i ng agai n. They, too, scented death in
the sultry night air.

CHAPTER TWELVE

ERI C ATKI NSON had never been the gregarious type, as he had frequently sought
to inpress upon Sylvia. He didn't |ike parties, dancing, mxing with people.
And even in this reversion to his nost basic existence this trait had not
changed. He and Marlene had fled the town, headed for wild open countryside.
On the way others had joined them a mass exodus, but he had never envisaged
it being this way once they arrived at wherever they were going. Safety in
nunbers now but later they would all split up

He did not like community life, it was in contrast to his nature. A

dwel | i ng- pl ace sonewhere for hinself and Marl ene, away fromthe others. But
suddenly they were caught up in village life, expected to play their part. You
built houses, hunted gane, fished the river

He told Marlene that they should be moving on, was both surprised and angered
by her reluctance. She liked it here> she wanted to stay. The other nen |iked
her, too, and that worried him But there was sonething el se disturbing him
too. It came and went and once it was gone his linmted power of reasoning was
unable to recall it, creating an unease which unsettled him nade hi m noody,
truly the brooding | oner

But whilst the feeling lasted it was veFy strong. Up until now it had al ways
cone upon himat night, waking himout of the deepest slunber, already fully
aroused but Marlene by his side was ignored. Sliding out of the bed they
shared, a naked hairy being that smoothed his hands over his own body, felt
the pul sing that drove himlike pistons hamrering inside him Alert, sleep
forgotten, going outside and sniffing the night air with dilated. nostrils. He
snel |l ed her, oh how he snelled her, her nusky scent wafted to himon the
breeze, filling himwith a desire that transcended lust; the dog scenting a
bitch on heat, two or three mles away, maybe even further. | nexplicable but
conpelling, a calling stronger than anything else that the forces of Nature
could engender. One mate and one mate alone that mattered; and it was not
Mar | ene.

The first tinme he had foll owed the scent, left the settlenent and keeping the
wind in his face had gone where it |ed. Steep and treacherous sl opes, forced
to travel on hands and knees in places, wanting to answer the call but not
knowi ng whom or where, only that it was intended for himand none ot her

Runni ng, boundi ng, desperate for the mating. And then suddenly it was no nore!
The wi nd had swung round, taken it el sewhere. Frustrated, he circled the



knoll, tried to pick it up again but it was gone. Mad with desire, finally
giving vent to his feelings in the only way he knew how and even then he was
not satisfied.

The following night it did not cone. He waited, sniffed the air, but there was
not hi ng except the sour sweaty snell of the encanpnent. Eager to copul ate, he
i gnored once nore the wonan who was his mate, for her days were nunbered.

Sonewhere . . . sonmewhere . . . but where?

He went outside, listened. Far away in the deep woods dogs were how i ng, not
the frantic baying of hunting beasts but rather a frustrated wail. He knew how
the animals felt. They would, in all probability, get an answering call. He

would not. It was up to himto go out and find his mate.

He slunk away into the darkness, breathing heavily. H's skin burned, there was
aroaring in his ears. Travelling by instinct, stopping every so often and
sniffing the air. He was on the right trail. Alert to every sound, once
climbing up into the boughs of an oak tree because he heard one of the wild
dogs close by; usually they fled at the approach of humans unless it was a
hunti ng pack scenting bl ood, but one could never be sure. Down bel ow him he
saw t he animal cross a patch of faint noonlight, a huge shaggy beast that bore
a resenbl ance to an Al satian, slobbering mouth wide. It did not even pause
when it caught his snmell for its mnd was on other things. Just as his own
was.

A long night that seened an eternity, a |lost soul wandering in the Stygian

bl ackness of the forest, several tinmes losing the scent he was follow ng, then
picking it up again. \Wen eventually he emerged fromthe forest dawn had

al ready broken.

Eric Atkinson rested, sprawed in the soft heather, his urge tenporarily
over shadowed by the need to sleep. H's body cried out for rest; and
monentarily the trail had gone col d.

Sleep came with the warnth of the rising sun's rays; a deathlike slunber that
only the exhausted know but within hima dreamwas struggling to surface, a
fleeting i mage that cane and went in his dulled brain. A worman's naked body,
soft and hairless, her dark eyes sad, searching for him Finding him Calling
himto her.

H s arns reached out for her but she twisted tantalisingly away, those eyes
wet with tears. Wsps of nmenory, mists floated across her features, hid al
but the eyes. Watching him a mute plea. Conme back to me, Eric, | need you.
Eric? Eric?

The fam liarity of it all tortured him dragged himinto real ns beyond his
power of thinking. A creature so lovely, not his own kind but that did not
matt er because they had copul ated before. \Were? Wien? He didn't know, only
t hat she was desperate for himto cone back to her

And then she faded, drifted back into the darkness and the hot sun beating
down on himawoke him had himrighting his way back into the only world he
knew. He tried to renmenber but it hurt, |ike stones pounding on his skull. But
the scent was still there!

The sun was directly overhead when he canme to the small holding on the Hill
crouched down in the hedge bordering the field where four calves grazed, but
he had no interest in nmeat. Only . . . the bitch snell was very strong and he
knew t hat she was herel



It was difficult trying to fornulate a plan because his brain did not know
anyt hi ng except basic cunning. Stay hidden here until it gets dark then go in
to her, drag her out if necessary.

An hour passed and he could stand the waiting no | onger. The urge to mate was
driving himcrazy; twice his fingers had strayed to his pulsing erection
screaming at himfor relief. No, it was a waste when a willing mate lay inside
those four stone walls. She wanted him

Go to her, then!

A frightening thought, one that posed problenms beyond his comprehension. He
trenmbl ed, nausea churned his stomach. That face fromhis dreans canme back
again, still partly enshrouded by fingers of nmist. | need you, Eric!

He began a stealthy approach up the rutted track, kept close to the hedge,
wi cked thorns tearing at his rough hide clothing - go back, go back .
Ericl

He cane to the end of the |lane, saw the open yard, hard-baked clay that would
turn back to nmud with the first shower of rain. The house, a trickle of snoke
com ng fromthe chimey. He breathed in the sweet woodsnoke, sonething el se

whi ch was rmusky and did things to him had himstarting forward into the open

A door, he ran his fingers up and down the snooth woodwork, saw how the paint
flaked of f. He caught the latch accidentally; it clicked up, dropped back and
he | eaped away with a snarl in his throat. A strange place but she was indeed
a strange woman.

| knew you woul d cone, FEric.

He backed off; there had to be another entrance sonewhere, one that he could
just walk in through like his own house. Wndows; he touched the gl ass pane,
did not like the way they threw his own reflection back at himlike stil

wat er when you stooped to drink

A circuit of the cottage and he saw the outbuil di ngs. Perhaps she was in there
al t hough his instincts told himotherwise. This tine the door swung open at
his touch and he stared in disbelief at the interior. Along table cluttered
with all kinds of inplenments, sharp knives, knives with blunt spreading

bl ades, a curved spear; he tested the rusty blade with his finger. It was
sharp enough.

Weapons. He grabbed up an assortment of hammers, screwdrivers, chisels and the
rusted sickle. Wth these he could break into this place . . , no, it was
dangerous. Surely she had a mate. The thought was di sturbing, began to make
himangry. A nmale lurking in there, knowi ng that Eric was here, why he had
cone. You killed for such a reason, because if you didn't it was you who ended
up dead. No conmprom ses, a fight to the finish. It was the law of the wld.

Eric licked his bearded lips. He did not relish an encounter, had avoi ded such
skirm shes so far. His stomach did another flip. He was not strong enough to
take on a rival, it was not his way. He had not chall enged any of the other

mal es when they had mated with Marl ene, pretended he had not seen. Marlene did
not matter, they could have her, do what they |liked with her

| need you, Eric. |I'mwaiting.

He drew back into the building, did not want her to see hi mskul king |ike



this, smell his sweat of terror. Then, in gradual stages, an idea began to
formin his slow rmuzzy brain.

Wth help he could overcone his rival, take this woman for his own. He studied
the various inplenents. The nen back at the canp would relish the prospect of
owni ng such an array of hunting weapons. Sharp bl ades that woul d pi erce and
slash, blunt ones to club with and shatter stubborn bones. They would foll ow
hi m here, smash their way into the house for him kill anybody who tried to
stop

t hem

Do not harmthe worman, she is mine. That was the prom se. You have the
weapons, | have the female. But could they be trusted when the mating snell
hung so heavy in the air?

It was a chance he would have to take. He would put it to the others, weapons
and tools in return for the woman who was now taunti ng hi mday and ni ght,
sl eepi ng and waki ng.

Rel uctantly Eric Atkinson left the Quinn holding, heard her pleas echoing in
his brain, driving himcrazy.

Don't leave me, Eric. | need you. | shall be back, that | prom se. Warily he
set out on the return trip to the settlement beyond the HIl.

That night they were back, a dozen of them eager to get their hands on weapons
whi ch woul d gi ve them suprenacy over the other tribes in the hills. If they
snelled the bitch-snell then they gave no outward sign. There were plenty of
worren back in the canmp, nore than enough to satisfy their needs.

The house was still and dark, no smoke coming fromthe chi mey. Deserted, |ike
every other dwelling you canme upon, the occupants having answered the calling
and deserted civilisation. Except that Eric knew that she was in there and
this time he scented her nman, a sour, stronger aroma that was borne to himon
the soft sumer breeze, one that made hi m uneasy.

Eric |l aughed softly to hinmself; there were enough of them there would be no
pr obl em

They crowded into the workshop outbuilding, grunted and hissed their delight
at what they found in there. Tools and weapons beyond the realns of their
limted expectation, scrabbling for possession of whatever took their fancy,
examining themw th childish glee.

Eric watched them fromthe doorway, snelled the bitch-snmell again. In there
she's in there. Help nme break in, kill the male and take her. He clutched at
one of themin his frustration, was pushed away. They had forgotten the
bargain, were not interested in anything except what they found in this
treasure cave.

Anger. He grabbed up a hamrer, swung it above his head and as he did so a bl ow
from behind sent himreeling, catapulted himagainst the solid workbench, an
agonising blowin the snmall of his back. He fell, showered spanners and the
contents of a small tool-box over hinself, hit the floor. Sonebody kicked him
doubl ed hi mup, had himclutching at his stomach.

These primtive burglars had what they had cone for

If they had made a bargain then it did not exist any nore because they were



i ncapabl e of thinking beyond the initial haul. The one who had brought them
here had obstructed them so they had struck himdown. If he bothered them
further they would kill him

He lay there, watched them shuffle back out into the night, |aden with their
| oot; he was already forgotten as though he had not existed.

Sonetime later he followed them but only as far as the fir spinney, skulking
in the dark shadows and staring back at the outline of the house. She was in
there. He didn't know who she was, not even sure what she | ooked |ike, just a
shapely hairless body partly enshrouded by mst. Wanting him

Don't |eave nme, Eric.
He heard her cry in his brain, w nced because he had | et her down. Because
they had let himdown. Quilt and frustration. He would go to her whatever, he

did not need their help.

A plan, as far as his brain was capable of fornmng one. He would not return to
the canp, there was nothing there for himanyway. Those who wanted Marl ene

coul d have her. He would remain here, live in these fields and woods, watch
t he house day and night. Sooner or later either she or the male had to cone
outside. If it was the latter then he would kill him creep up on him and

strike himdown. If it was the wonan then he would grab her, carry her off
into the forest. She would not struggle for had she not called to himfor
hel p?

Eric Atkinson began to haul hinself up into the boughs of one of the big

pi nes, disturbed some roosting fow which squawked their protest at this
nocturnal disturbance, fluttered in alarm hit the ground below with a thunp
and ran off clucking angrily.

He settled down, his eyes fixed unwaveringly on that door which had barred his
entrance earlier. Before long it must surely open

CHAPTER THI RTEEN

IT WAS | ate July before Rod Savage finally reached the Wl sh borderl ands. The
goi ng had been sl ower than even he had anticipated, involving many detours to
avoid the settlements of wild tribes which had sprung up across the
countryside. No fixed pattern, that was the danger, you mght walk into them
in places you | east expected to find them Once he had lain up in a

di | api dated cowshed for three days because a nunber of travelling throwbacks
had set up canp all around himovernight. Just when he feared lest their site
m ght be a permanent one they had noved on,

You could not risk getting near them Sometines if they caught sight of you
they fled with howl s of anguish, other tines they stood and stared in
bewi | dernent, began to follow you. So you did your best to | ose them as



qui ckly as possible. Once you had been out of their sight for nore than a few
m nutes they seened to forget all about you. But you couldn't trust them so
you kept out of their way.

Thr oughout his travels Savage had continued to conpile his notes. He noted the
behavi our of the 'eneny', watched from cover as they killed livestock in the
fields, saw how they gathered wild fruit and rai ded vegetabl e gardens. Food
was plentiful for both themand hinmself. Deserted vill age shops, the shel ves

| aden with canned and conveni ence foodstuffs which these people had no idea
how to open or prepare. He carried a small supply with him replenished it
every few days.

He steered clear of survivors too. Fromtinme to time he found people who for a
variety of reasons had escaped the devastation of germwarfare, had barricaded
t hensel ves in their houses and were determ ned to repel any invaders.

Once he was fired at with an air-rifle, a .177 slug chipping the brickwork of
a low stone wall only a foot or so in front of him

' Keep novi ng, you bastard!’

Savage saw the face at the upper wi ndow of a cottage on the opposite side of
the road, an old man struggling to cock his weapon, trying to reload it with a
shaki ng hand. Senile, trusting nobody. He couldn't blame him

There were isolated troop nmovenents. Rod Savage |ay and watched themfrom a
steep hillside. Sporadic gunfire, driving the raiders out of a blazing tract
of suburbia, a couple of Green Goddesses noving in and playing their hoses on
the flames. Sone of the nmob cane back to within throw ng di stance, hurled
stones. Mdre shots. Two or three of them dropped, the rest ran. Guerrilla
warfare; Britain was likely to be this way for a long tine to cone.

Cccasionally Rod spied a helicopter or a light aircraft. Reconnai ssance craft,
maybe | ocating the novenments of the tribes, doing a count of nunbers. The
remmants of civilisation had the technology to fight this war, the eneny had

t he advant age of nunbers.

In Herefordshire he witnessed sone ruthless counterattacks, conmando-style,
that could only be SAS manoeuvres. Three or four attackers surprised an
encanprent, nowed the fleeing occupants down with submachi ne gunfire.

Rod Savage al nost threw up. Pointless slaughter. The area reeked of death.

It was early August, according to the calendar in his diary which he

nmeticul ously ticked off daily, when he finally reached his cottage outside the
smal | market town of Knighton. The building had its usual | ook of dereliction
whi ch wasn't surprising, the small garden a mass of |ush weeds.

He struggled with the I ock and eventually the key turned. At |east they had
not broken in. Funny, they seemed afraid of |ocked houses, only raided
out bui | di ngs and open sheds.

He spent the first day straightening the interior, preparing for a |long stay.
He coul d even be here for the rest of his life. He only wi shed he could find
out how the rest of the world had fared. Had the States reverted to
pre- Col unbus days, the redskins finally taking back their land fromthe

i nvadi ng white man? Europe overrun by prinmtive nan? Syria and Lebanon
fighting a neaningl ess war as they had done for years, the Soviet Union paying
the suprene penalty for their interference?



Questions that would possibly never be answered because survival was a
priority and you didn't give a damm about anybody el se.

He went outside, sensed a change in the atnosphere, the coolness of a late
sumer evening. Soon it would be autumm. Then winter

Wnter would be the big test for everybody. The hardi ness of the new race of
Britons would be put to the suprenme test. Wuld their change enable themto
wi thstand the rigours of winter?

Only tinme would tell

PART TWD

AUTUMN AND W NTER

CHAPTER FOURTEEN

PROFESSOR REI TZE adj usted his rim ess spectacl es, surveyed the human-1like
creature which was chained to the wall of the small brightly-lit cell. No
enotion showed on the Professor's features as he carefully checked the small
syringe, plunged the |Iong needl e deep into the skin bel ow the neck

The victimnouthed a nute scream tensed, but the manacles only allowed nuscle
nmoverent, expansi on and contraction. Reitze pressed the plunger, waited a
second or two, then withdrew the needl e, handed the instrunent to the

whi te-coated nman at his side

"W' |l have to check himevery hour.' He spoke flatly, a doctor perhaps
concerned with a hospital patient's high blood pressure.

"Ugly devil, isn't he?" The second man coul d not disguise the revul sion he
felt for the prisoner. 'The original missing link, if you ask ne.'

' Maybe you're not far wong.' Reitze stared into the throwback' s eyes, saw how
they rolled until the pupils virtually di sappeared, egg-white w thout the
yoke. The features were nongol oid, the body short and nuscul ar. Water sprayed
onto the tiled floor with force; the creature had enptied its bladder in its
terror. 'It's like a kind of partial stroke, the brain stupefied but the body
allowed full function. Just a change of skin texture, any surplus fat
solidifying into rmuscle.'



"You reckon we can do anything? Westcote's tone betrayed his own | ack of
confidence. He had spent five years at the animal research centre in Arizona.
You took a cage of nonkeys and injected themw th drugs which, in theory, were
supposed to give a certain reaction. They sel dom did.

Most of the tinme you ended up with dead nonkeys. The public protested so you
were forced to keep your experiments under cover; you coul dn't share success
or failure with them

*] don't know.' Reitze watched the eyes closely, saw the pupils click back
down into focus. 'But it's worth a try. Anything's worth a try. In theory this
shoul d soften the arteries to the brain. These nicro-organisns, and we stil
haven't been able to identify them produce a kind of angina. Not fatal but

sl owi ng the blood supply to the brain. If we can open the arteries up, let the
full flow of blood in, it should bring the brain al most back to normal. In

t heory! But of course we don't know what pernmanent damage has been done in the
nmeantinme.’

The victims face was screwed up into a bestial expression of pain and fear
froth bubbling on the thick Iips. Reitze winkled his nose. It was starting to
shit itself, too. In future all specinmens were to be given an enena before
they were brought into the |aboratories.

West cot e handed hi m anot her syringe and he noved on to where the femal e was
pi ni oned. She was unsuccessfully trying to squirny if she hadn't been given a
tranquilliser a short time ago she woul d have been screamning. Screans were
very distracting in such a confined space.

Reitze stood | ooking at her, alnost gloating. By no neans as hairy as her male
counterpart there was | ess of a physical change in the femal e of the species,
nore a kind of coarseness as though she bel onged to some hitherto undi scovered
Amazon tribe. A predom nation of the nipples, the vulva engorged |ike an

ani mal on heat. Facially she was al nost attractive, just a slight overal

squat ness of the features.

"It would be too nuch to experinent on both brain and body in the sane

speci men.' Reitze spoke expressionlessly, he might even have been talking to
hi nsel f rather than to his conpanion. 'The fenale stands a better chance of
body success. A skin softener and hair renover administered internally. It was
tried in Mexico a few years ago and there was one fuck of a stink when a
coupl e of wonen died. The drug was banned as a result. But | guess nobody's
goi ng to make too nuch of a shout if one or two of these died.'

This time he introduced the needle nore gently, just a surface prick, watching
her face the whole tine. Teeth bit the lower lip, trickles of blood showed,

dri pped down on to the breasts. The eyes dilated, filled with tears. Wy are
you doing this to nme?

You're the first of nmany. There'll be hundreds nore, men, wonen and children
as fast as the security forces can bring themin. Mst'11l die but we'll keep
on until we get sone kind of a result.

She was strangely placid now, beautifully noul ded features serene, a hint of

nobility in her bearing even when she was hanging fromthat stark wall. Proud.
Reitze stiffened, seemed to sense it and it made himangry. You scum we'll
kill you if we can't cure you. He turned away abruptly.

They' ve been hit pretty hard back hone,' Westcote said. 'Virtually the whole
of New York State is wecked, nobs on the ranpage the whole time. They even
had to defend the White House with heavy artillery.



This "change" is like a rebirth," Reitze told him 'At first they' re just
stupefied, virtually an unthinking species relying on basic instinct. Then
they start to get "acclimatised", for want of a better word, learn to use
their limted brains. At first they ran and hid in the woods and fields, now
they're saying to thensel ves, "Wiy the fuck shouldn't we have those fine
houses to live in instead of stone dwellings?" W don't even know how far
they' Il devel op. Anyway, we'd better go, |'ve got another meeting with the
Defence Mnister at three. Don't forget, check this pair every hour.'

West cot e nodded, | ocked the door behind themas they left. Reitze gave himthe
creeps, you got the inpression that he enjoyed injecting living things,
delighted in unforeseen conplications. These two wouldn't nake it, he was sure
of that. He only wi shed he didn't have to cone back and check them out because
he didn't |ike the thought of what he night find.

"It's going fine,'" Reitze told Rankine. 'W're now working on a series of
experiments on brain and skin tissue. W'Ill know in about an hour howit's

goi ng. '

"Don't forget,' the Defence Mnister tw tched unusually heavy brows, 'these
are our people. They're not aninmals, you know.'

e "Sure.' They're worse than fucking animals. 'But we've got to test 'em
Don't forget, winter's on the way, another couple of nonths or so and an awf ul
ot of "emcould well die fromexposure. W don't have rmuch tine.'

"Which brings me to our Energency Operations which are now being circulated to
the security forces.' Rankine glanced down, a hint of enbarrassnment. It
sounded cal | ous but probably Reitze would not see it that way; the Anerican
was devoid of enotions, conpassion. 'Qur forces are instructed to drive al
these . . . throwbacks out of the towns and cities, scatter themto the hills
and woods and keep 'emthere; a lot of 'emseemto be doing that of their own
accord anyway. Keep the popul ated areas free, stop the looting and burning and
well, after that we're relying on you to cone up with sonething.'

Reitze smled faintly, maybe a sign that he did have an ego and it had been
touched. 'Sounds OK in theory, but there's one point | was discussing with
Westcote only a few minutes ago. Are these peopl e equipped to stand the
rigours of a winter out of doors?

"Their ancestors did, and survived.' The Defence Mnister felt a little
flutter in his guts; damm these bl oody Yankee boffins, it would nean

"W'| ] have to carry out sone extensive tests on them' Reitze confirmed the
other's worst fears. I'll nmake a start within the next few days. In the
meanti me, get your guys catching a few nore of them W'Il need males, fenales
and children, in good health and poor. That way we'll be able to hazard a
rough guess at the survival rate.'

Ranki ne nodded and refrained fromrepeating hinself: They are our people, you
know.' Right now they were in the hands of the scientists.

Westcote glanced at his watch, saw it was tine to go back downstairs. He
shuffled his feet under the desk, wondered if there was any del aying tactic
whi ch woul d be acceptable to Reitze. He could not think of one, would have to
go whether he liked it or not. 'Wat the fuck were you playing at, can't you
even tell the time?' Scathing retribution that was ten times worse when issued
in the Professor's nmonotone; no raving or shouting, he just spoke the truth
and you knew he was right. Westcote would have to go and check the specinens.



He descended the flight of netal stairs as if he did not ever want to reach
the bottom a step at a time, pausing, hoping that he'd hear Reitze com ng,
the neeting over earlier than schedul ed. Passing himon the stairs, his own
key in his hand. "OK, 1'Il see for myself. You can cone if you want to.'
Westcote didn't want to but he woul d acconpany Reitze all the sane.

Anot her fuck-up but nobody would record it as a failure. Just a process, next
time woul d show sonet hing nore positive, or the time after that. One of the
nost i mportant qualities a scientist possesses, Reitze had once said, was
optimsm Positive thinking. But you reached a time when things aren't
positive any nore.

Westcote reached the bottom step, turned |l eft along the corridor, his feet
draggi ng, pulling back on him Don't go, for Christ's sake don't go, renenber
that time you injected those nonkeys to try and speed up their reflexes. They
were clinically dead but their nerves, their nmuscles were still hamering away
i ke fuck! Oh Jesus!

The door. He had the key. He could have | ooked through the tiny gl ass pane
first but he didn't because what he saw inside night stop himfromagoing in
there.

Don't | ook, just open the door

The key didn't seemto fit, that was because his hand was shaking, rattling
the casing of the lock. He forced it in, exerted nore pressure than was
necessary; his heart nissed a beat when he heard the tunblers fall. Ch CGod,
he'd got to go in now

He snelted them before he saw them Wstcote recoiled, would have fled back
out of that door had his | egs been capable of nmovenent; he felt |ike one of

t hose soft rubber 'bendy' toys they used to sell in the shops. He clung to the
open door, hung on to it for support, let it swing with his weight.

The wonman was clearly dead and it was from her corpse that the awful stench
cane; she sagged in her manacl es, head forward, |ong coarse wiry hair falling
out of her skull like feathers fluttering froma dead bird in a breeze,
bal di ng patches covered with red sores, oozing yellow fluid. Dripping treacly
pl ops on the floor tiles.

He threw up, couldn't stop himself, spew ng hal f-di gested canned stew across
the room Her entire skin was festered, soft red bl otches bulging with sone
kind of vile poison, visibly eating up the flesh, pulsing with its own venom
Instant putrefaction, malignhant cancers gone crazy, fighting one another to
devour the flesh on the bones!

Westcote gave a hal f-scream when he noticed the male, thought at first that
the other still lived. The man's franme was rigid as though rigor nortis had
clainmed himand yet not killed him ©Ch Jesus Christ Al mghty, that face, that
head! Possibly the skull had become engorged, it might have been an optica
illusion by the way the top pul sed, visibly throbbing, a football being
alternately inflated and deflated by a faulty foot-punp. The skin stretched
al nrost to bursting point, retracted. Expand . . . retract ... expand

retract . . . expand .

Morbi d fascination, horrific amazenment, spew trickling down the lab man's chin
and staining his white overalls. The prisoner's features were a fixed snarl
that depicted the ultinmate in pain and terror, a screamthat went on and on so
that you still heard it even though it was long finished. The eyes had



bl oated, burst, the dead sockets streaming white fluid like thick sour mlk
that was about to solidify into cheese; dilated nostrils discharging tw n
rivulets of nucus that still flowed fast.

Still screaming, the dead brain rebelling in awful palpitations, a creature
t hat fought agai nst what they had done to it even after life was gone fromit.

Westcote al nost fainted, wanted to | ook away but could not. Hypnotised. You
did this to ne; ook at ne, watch ne. No!

Suddenly he was aware that soneone el se had cone into the room the waft of a
white coat passing him swift footsteps. Keep away, they're not dead yet!

It was Reitze. Westcote saw the scientist through a haze of revul sion
despi sed hi m because he didn't back off and throw up. Kept watching him

Reitze pushed his face close to the vibrating skull, studied it intently for a
few seconds. Oh God, he touched it, ran his fingers lightly over it in the way
a GP mght have examined a patient with ague. Felt the pul se, the heart,
squeezed the penis and ejected a spurt of deep orange urine. Liquid excreta
splattered on to the floor at the sane tine.

Then he transferred his attention to the woman, plucked some hair from her
head as casually as though he was weedi ng couch grass from a herbaceous
border, pushed the head back. For fuck's sake, Reitze, | don't want to see her
face, too! He saw it all right, the expression simlar to that of her
conpani on except that the eyes had not burst. They seemed to see, a dead gaze
that focused on Reitze. See what you've done to me, you bastard! The jaw
clicked open, expelled a groan, a release of trapped wi nd coming out in one
final curse and even fromthe doorway you sneiled her fetid breath.

Reitze let the head fall, stepped back and turned towards Westcote. The latter
read sheer contenpt in his ook, his eyes saying, 'You're no use to nme if
you're going to shit yourself and throw up every |line an experiment goes
wrong. "'

It had gone wong all right. That was sonething you accepted, didn't get al
fired up about because there would be a next tinme. And a tinme after that. You
lost a lot, you just hoped that sonewhere along the line you m ght win one'
the | aw of averages.

Wat ching, waiting. That skull beat was increasing, speeding up, you could see
the flesh being stretched to its limt, starting to tear. Splitting!

Westcote threw up again as he saw the bone beneath the rent skin crack, a

j agged gash that heaved up grey and green sline, spat it out as though the
tortured body was rejecting it forcibly. And then the crani umvibrations
ceased i medi ately as though sonewhere they had been switched off. It was al
over. Finis.

"What . . . went wong?' Westcote spoke, maybe to see if he stil! had his
power of speech, perhaps as an instinctive apology to Reitze because he had
given way to his terror. Only Reitze was inpassive, inmovable; he expected
everybody el se to be the sane.

"Not hi ng went wong.' The sane nonotone, still staring at the hanging,
droopi ng corpses. 'That was a phase one experinment to find out how the brain
and the skin tissue reacted. We found out. Now we're ready for phase two.'

'"Phase . . . two!'



"W need to discover how these throwbacks will react in extrenme cold. They are
being driven fromthe towns into the countryside where there will be sparse
shelter. A few weeks and winter will be here. W don't have nuch tine.'

Westcote swal l owed. He'd seen a | ot of Reitze's experinents in the past,
probably the best man in the States; he knew that the Professor had been under
close surveillance in case he defected to the Soviet Union. Not just a talent,
a ruthlessness that put himat the top of his field. If sonebody or sonething
died as a result of an experinment it wasn't a failure, it was just a step
towards the goal he sought. Positive thinking. |Inhuman. These two who hung
horribly lifeless fromthe whitewashed wall, they were just 'specinens'. A few
weeks ago they had been nornmal human bei ngs, maybe a professional man, an
attractive housew fe

Now they were nutilated, festered corpses, no use to anybody. Not even a
mourner. No dignity.

'"Cet these two incinerated and the place cleaned out.' Reitze was scribbling a
few hurried pencil notes in his pocket notebook. Then tell Blaby that | shal
be requiring one of the deep-freeze conmpartnents for further experinents.

He'll have to shift the food out of it to make space. And when that's done
we'll see how many degrees bel ow t hese apes can survive at!’

West cot e nodded, swall owed, hated hinself for not protesting. But it wouldn't
have done any good. Like the CND protesters a few years ago, voices in the

wi | derness that went unheard. Wen you had worked with Professor Reitze |ong
enough you got to know that you either obeyed or you got your ass kicked right
out .

Reitze was watching the other carefully, guessed what he was thinking. He
heard Ranki ne's words agai n: These are our people, you know.' Not any fucking
nore, they aren't!

CHAPTER FI FTEEN

JON QUINN felt autum in the heavy rainshower. The difference between |ate
sumer and the beginning of fall, as suddenly as that. He'd |l ost track of the
days and weeks, regretted not having marked them off on that dog-eared

cal endar of Jackie's which hung fromthe knife rack over the working surface
in the kitchen. It was too late to start now but he judged that they were well
into Septenber. The | eaves would start to turn soon

That guy was still watching himfromthe patch of thorn bushes up on that
hillside opposite; even if you couldn't actually see himyou knew he was

there. He had noved well out of range since Jon had fired a barrel of the
shotgun in his direction, knew what to expect if he cane any cl oser

It was obviously the sane fell ow who had been noochi ng about after dark, one



of those who had conme that night and | ooted the tool shed. Hell, there were

pl enty of other places, deserted farms, why did he have to stick around here?
Just having himin the vicinity sent little shivers up and down Jon Quinn's
back. He couldn't understand it, the bastard wasn't out to steal anything now
because he had had the opportunity; he'd been in the buil dings again and
hadn' t taken anyt hi ng.

Jon had stopped himfor a tine, used the electric fence which worked of f an
old car battery, heard himhow wth pain and shock the first night after it
was set up. But the battery had run down and he hadn't got another one. So he
had taken to padl ocking the tool shed but the bugger still came. Maybe he was
harm ess, just curious, but he was getting on Jon's nerves. No good goi ng up
there after himbecause he was gone the noment you set foot in the field,
boundi ng up towards the forest skyline, hiding out

there. Still watching you. Wll, he'd better keep his distance because Jon
never went anywhere wi thout the twelve-bore these days.

Sylvia had had her trip into the village and she had not pestered himto go
anywhere since. The place had been deserted, everybody gone, or perhaps nobody
had ever lived there in the first place. It was getting difficult trying to

i magi ne a world where there was any kind of normality. Jon was getting used to
it, accepting it now.

The manual petrol punp at the garage wasn't working. He had given up trying in
the end, decided that he would have to keep his half tank of fuel for
energenci es. They had called at the shop, found the door sw nging open, and
gone inside. The shel ves had been raided, bread and cakes taken, cooked neat
trodden into the floor, putrefying. The raiders obviously didn't |ike
processed neats but the flies were enjoying a banquet.

Jon filled the back of the Land Rover with as nmuch canned and packeted foods
as he could find, enptied the biscuit rack. Then on down the narrow street to
the hardware store. He had to smash his way in, found an abundance of tools,
nore than enough to replace the ones that he had had stolen. The | aw of the
jungle, steal and steal again. He had often wondered idly what it would be
like if law and order broke down; now he knew.

He t hought about taking another vehicle, there were anple cars parked down the
street, but he had deci ded he needed a Land Rover nore than anything. Funny
how so often you kick yourself for not thinking of sonething at the tinme; he
coul d have syphoned sonme petrol out of one of them Mybe next tine, if they
ever went to the village again. Since that day he had not had any reason to
use the Land Rover. They were safer on the Hi!!

The wild hill-dwellers knew that he and Sylvia were here all right but only
that one up on the slope had persistently watched them Doubtless, a spy.
Maybe t hey thought the electric fence was some kind of magi c and were keeping
their distance but surely they had cottoned on that it wasn't working any

| onger. That guy gave himthe creeps.

Jon had a harvest to get in and even though a lot of it would be wasted he
decided to occupy his time reaping the rewards of work done during the days
before all this happened. The peas they could dry, the potatoes could be
stored in the old barn. He made a clanp for parsnips and carrots. The swedes
could stop in the ground, he'd |lift the remainder towards Christmas to feed
the goats on. Christmas? How the hell would you know when it was Christnmas?

Syl via was co-operating now because she did not have any choice. There was
nowhere to go and he was satisfied that she would not take her own life. If



there was a type then she certainly wasn't it. She was adapting slowy.

The cal ves had vani shed one ni ght about a fortnight ago; Jon had found where
they had been killed, driven into a corner of the field and probably been
clubbed to death. It didn't matter much because he did not have enough fodder
to see themthrough the coming winter, and as he did not eat red neat hinself
there was no point in slaughtering them All the sane, he felt sorry for them
that they had to die so brutally.

The winter was going to be the big test for all of them nostly for the

t hrowbacks. If they were going to attack the holding they would do it then
when they were short of food and their crude houses were proving inadequate
against the blizzards. In the meantine they just lived fromday to day, tried
not to think about tonorrow. He just w shed he knew what had happened to
Jacki e t hough.

He found hinself | ooking up towards the thorn bushes again. There was no sign
of that guy and for some reason he felt nore uneasy than usual

Sylvia had finished her routine chores, put another boiling of beetroot on the
Rayburn. Surely there wasn't much point in pickling any nore; there was a
[imt to how nuch beetroot you could eat even in a tinme of food shortage.
There wasn't and woul dn't be a shortage, though; eating would just becone

bori ng. Jesus, what would she give for a nmeal at a restaurant, served for her
and the washi ng-up done by sonebody el se afterwards!

She crossed to the wi ndow fromwhere she had a partial view of the
smal | hol ding and on up to those steep fields beyond, the rough one dotted wth
t horn bushes where they had spied that lurking figure day in, day out. He
wasn't in view now but she shivered all the sanme, could al nost feel his eyes
burning into her.

Her train of thinking flipped back to Eric. For sonme reason lately they were
much cl oser, closer than they had ever been. Wich had to be a fignent of the
i magi nati on because they had not seen each other since early sumer. And were
not likely to see each other again. Ever

A feeling of sadness had her searching the hillsides with msted vision, felt
atear trickling slowy down her cheek. Oh Eric, come back, please, | need
you. I'mso sorry for everything.

She couldn't see Jon any |onger, he was sonewhere up the far end of the
hol di ng working on that strip of Jerusalem artichokes. He coul d bl oody well
stop there for all she cared, Christ, she couldn't stick this for the rest of
her life, chained to the kitchen. Gve nme a hand with this, give me a lift

with that. We'll be glad of it when winter comes. Live for the bl oody w nter
because it's going to be hell. Never nmind the summer, winter's on the way.
Bang your head on the wall because it'll be Iovely when you stop.

The weat her had certainly turned nuch nore showery and Syl via was keeping the
Rayburn in all day. Jon had promi sed to |ug another |oad of wood soon. (They'd
need it because winter was com ng.) Raining again, slanting spots on the

wi ndow; just a shower because she could see a patch of blue sky behind the
dark grey cloud formation

Eric again. The best tinmes had been the early days before they were married.
Her parents had not liked him they didn't |ike anybody who m ght just take
advant age of their sixteen-year-old virginal daughter. You take a tip fromus
Sylvia, don't get tied up with one boy, have plenty on the go. Safety in
nunbers. Sure, nother, |'d like plenty of boyfriends. Good girl!



Sylvia was sixteen and a half when she got pregnant. It had happened at the
Jam esons' twenty-first party, at |east that was what she told her parents.
True, it mght have. She'd named Roy Patterson as the father. Again, it just

m ght have been, and to be fair to himhe hadn't cut and run, had stood like a
man and owned up to it. Except that the odds were that it was Eric Atkinson
who had put her in the famly way.

The Jam esons had gone away for the weekend which was why the party turned out
the way it had. By 10.30 there were coupl es snogging all over the place
fromthe conservatory up to the sixth bedroom Slow smoochy nusic fromthe
stereo and if you were a boy you grabbed the nearest girl and tried your |uck
and if it was out you tried another. Sylvia reckoned Sue Ballon was the first
one to get laid because she was al ways boasti ng about having it off with
somebody and judgi ng by the way she was squealing and giggling it wasn't just
one of the lads having a bit of finger on the Chesterfield.

Anyway, that was none of Sylvia's business and it wasn't |ong before Roy
Patterson was doing his best to have a feel at her under the guise of doing a
very sl ow sanmba, a new version that you had to be slightly drunk even to
contenmplate. A circuitous tour of the corridors, up the stairs, and then they
found thenselves in Jerry Jani eson's bedroom the bed was enpty, still warm
and there was a danp patch on the bottom sheet.

By this time Sylvia was wanting it very badly, still remenbering the |oss of
her virginity only ten days ago (with Billy Farr) and desperate to relive the
experience all over again. Roy was al nbst too drunk to get aroused properly
and she had to give hima hel ping hand. Then he funbl ed and dropped his French
letters on the floor and it took himfive mnutes on his hands and knees with
his trousers round his ankles, striking endless matches and threatening to set
the pile carpet on fire, before he finally found them

She told himnot to bother with one, even tried to roll it off himwhen she
got really randy but he was adanant. Damm him That was why it hadn't been
such a good screw, that and the fact that he couldn't keep his hard-on

So later, her appetite already whetted, Sylvia had gone in search of another
screw, and stunbling about in the darkened house that now resenbled a Soho
brot hel she had found Eric. CGood old Ek

He had confessed years later that a bird had gone cold on himand he was off
to find a nice quiet place to jerk off and sod the birds! Sylvia had taken him
upstairs and on the way they had passed a still-drunk Roy who had dropped
somet hi ng el se and was striking mat ches again.

Eric had thought his luck was in when she told himnot to bother using
anything, didn't even ask if the time of the nonth was OK. God, he'd really
pounded her that night, managed it twice, and it had been four in the norning
when she'd got home. Her nother was up waiting for her. Grls who stop out
till this time end up pregnant before very long! Not with Roy Patterson

t hough. Hi s nane threw a better light on the scene; she didn't nention Eric.

Roy had stood by her but the baby had been adopted so it was really acadenic.
She didn't want to go out with himagain, just biding her tinme to produce Eric
out of the conjurer's hat. Cone back Eric, | need you.

Those early days had been really good. They coul d have kept themgoing if they
had both worked at it. She could see his face now as clearly as though it was
only yesterday, that cheeky smle, a quip when you expected a lazy draw. A
good | over, the best she had ever had. Jon Qinn didn't anmount to nuch, he



fucked when he was in the nmood but nostly he was too tired at nights to do
anything other than fall fast asleep the monment he got into bed. Ch, FEric,

wi sh you were here, we mssed out on such a lot. W were damed fools, both of
us.

She saw his face again; she had to | ook hard to make sure it really was him
because he'd grown a beard, his hair was long and matted and his features were
much nore squat. But it was Eric all right, the old flame of desire lighting
up his eyes the way they used to. She closed her eyes. (Opened t hem agai n.

He was stilt there, head and squat shoulders framed in the window like a 3-D
pai nting, nose flattened agai nst the glass. That was when she screaned and

al nost fainted, recoiled against the table, knocked over a jar of beetroot so
that it ran bl ood-red across the scrubbed pine.

Her m nd boomeranged, cane back and hit her with stunning force. Realisation
so wonderful and yet so awful. Staring back at an enpty w ndow, only

hal f-praying that it had been a trick of the m nd; hearing the door click
open, thud back against the wall.

Eric, | need you, but God I'm scared to hell!

He was in the kitchen. She could hear his stertorous breathing, snmell him a
ki nd of indoor canine odour like a dog that has been curled up on its mat for
nost of the day. She closed her eyes, wanted to renenber himas he had been
that night of the Jami esons' twenty-first party. You don't need to use
anything, Eric, 1'll be OK Mybe we could invite Alan round agai n one
evening. O perhaps we could go | ook up the Joneses again.

She felt her eyes opening, couldn't stop them It wasn't a shock because she
knew what to expect, braced herself for it. He was kneeling over her, his face
only inches fromhers so that she snmelled his breath. Spring onions, you've
been pinching fromJon's garden at night, haven't you? Ch Christ, that's
really funny. You always |oved onions, Ek, even when we were courting. If |
close nmy eyes | can go right back there only I can't get them shut.

She read a lot in his eyes, things that his brain was incapabl e of
transmitting into words. Hal f-nenories, recognition. He was struggling with it
all but it was too rmuch for himso he had to resort to a | anguage he knew.

Fi ngers explored her clothing, unfamliar with how a bl ouse and skirt cane

of f.

['"lI'l help you, Ek. She funbled, her fingers shaking so much that the buttons
twisted in their holes and she tore at themin her frustration. You don't have
to use anything, I'll be OK |f anything goes wong we'll blanme Roy Patter-son
agai n, K?

He couldn't wait, was helping her to tear off her remaining garments, grunting
his delight as he fingered her, hurt her, but she did not cry out. Ch God, it
was too wonderful to be true. You' ve been searching for nme all these nonths,
Eric. How did you find nme here . . .?

@Quilt; he'd known all along, guessed where she went to get screwed whilst he
was away peddling his wares. She dropped her gaze, spread her |egs w de, edged
back on the hard quarries of the kitchen floor but they had the softness of a
French quilt. | didn't want to come here, Eric, please believe ne. Can't

t hi ngs be as they once were between us?

He wanted her from behind, lifted her bodily, turned her over, pulled her up
into a kneeling position. Hs thrust took her by surprise, threw her forward



so that she hit her head hard on the table |l eg. Bl ackness and pain, then he
was in her, shuddering her whole body with the lust of weeks of waiting.

M nd- bl owi ng, an erotic dream soaring her to unbelievable heights and then
| eaving her withing on the floor. Her strength was gone, her groping arns
droppi ng back down. Don't |eave me, Eric, | need you. Take me with you
wherever you're going. Don't |eave ne!

And in those few nmonents of silence they both heard the sound of approaching
f oot st eps, studded working boots on the yard outside scraping on pebbles. And
in that nonent Eric Atkinson was a beast of the wild again, primtive nman
obeying the strongest instinct of all - survival

One bound took himto the open door. Sylvia glinpsed himfromthe rear
unfam liar now, the hairy flesh rippling with muscle, short |egs bracing him
for the rush to freedom

"Eric . . . don't |eave ne, please.’

He ran, low and fast, a direct course for the gap in the straggling hawthorn
hedge. Aware of the man he had watched for so long fromthe hills above, the
pal e hairless features and strange colourful clothing, the stick he carried
t hat made | oud bangs and dropped birds dead in flight.

For a second, maybe two, Jon Quinn's reflexes froze, a snippet of tine that
meant the difference between |ife and death for Eric Atkinson. Seeing but not
whol Iy believing, the terrible fear of what he mght find back in the cottage.

Anger climbing into fury, remenbering his gun and what it could do. He threw
it to his shoulder, pulled tw ce, cursed because there was no nore than a
faint futile click fromeach trigger. The safety-catch was on! Val uabl e
seconds consunmed as he hal f-lowered the weapon, forced the serrated sliding
catch forward; back to his shoul der, searching for his target.

The other was already in the hedge, scranbling through |ike a dog-fox to whom
its escape route was second nature; screened fromview Right or left? He
hedged his bets, fired 6ne barrel a yard to the right of the gap, the other a
yard to the left. No answering cry of pain. He could have killed the bastard
stone dead. O he coul d have nissed.

Runni ng, still carrying the smoking shotgun, in through the door. Ch ny God!

At first he thought Sylvia was dead, the way her naked body was stretched out
across the quarries, those weals on her flesh, the rape bl ood sneared on the
i nsides of her thighs. My fault, oh Jesus, ny fault, | shouldn't have left
her. | killed her!

Then her head noved and her eyes opened, insistently asking questions as he
knelt to examine her. 'You didn't kill him did you? Di dyouT Starting to
scream hysterically.

'"No.' He knew he spoke the truth, knew only too well that the fleeing

t hrowback had flung hinself flat once he was through the hedge; was now on his
way back up to those thorn bushes where he could sit and watch themin safety,
pr obabl y wanki ng hinmsel f and renmenbering what he'd done in that cottage. The
filthy fucking bastard! Next tine

"You're sure?" Sylvia was crying, clutching at him 'You're sure you didn't
kill hin®

"I mssed.' Jon was shaking. God, I'mglad | never told her what happened to



Gwt her. 'What happened?l It was obvious but he had to ask just the sane.

"I left the door open,' she said, calmer now, 'and before | knew it he was in
here. He didn't hurt ne, he . . .’

"It doesn't bloody look like it." He winced at the sight of those nail gouges,
the brui se on her forehead, pictured the intruder whipping hinself up into a
fury of lust, stabbing at her until he found the way in. 'In a civilised
society they'd put a guy away for ten years for a rape like that.' Only we
don't have a civilised society anynore.

"I. . . don't want you to kill anybody,' she sobbed, knew he couldn't see her
expression at that noment because she was pulling her bl ouse back over her
head. 'Whatever you do, Jon, you mustn't kill anybody. Now that you've shot at
himand frightened himl don't expect he'll cone back.'

"He won't go far,' Jon grinaced. 'He's been up there watching us for weeks,
nmoochi ng about the place after dark. He's a threat to both of us and now
you're asking ne not to hurt him Are you crazy?

"I can't stand killing.' She turned her head away fromhim 'I'm K, there's
no harm done, and in future I'll keep the door |ocked. |'m asking you is not
to kill anybody."

"So if they rush us one night we just open the doors and let them cone in?
Wuld you like me to arrange di sarmanent talks with them wunilateral, of
course,' he sneered, regretted his sarcasma nonent |ater

She | eaped to her feet, ran for the stairs. He heard her sobs, the banging of

t he bedroom door. Jesus Harry Christ, this took some beating! He sighed, noved
across to the doorway. It was raining again, splattering on the yard, nelting

t he sun-baked sumer clay into thick sticky nud. It was cold, too.

He found hinself | ooking back up towards the hillside opposite, his eyes
searching through the scattered thorn bushes. A hare was bounding up the
slope, its powerful backlegs thrusting it upwards with an air of urgency;
because sonething had disturbed it.

Jon Quinn narrowed his eyes, squinted, but he could not find what he was
| ooking for, a hairy human shape squatting on its haunches, inmmbile as it
gazed down on the cottage.

Jon coul d not see himbut he knew he was there all right. Wiiting again. He
rel oaded the gun, propped it up in the porch. I'"'mgoing to kill you, you
bastard. She won't stop ne because it's not because of her |1'm going to bl ow
your fucking head off like | did Gwther's. It's because there s only room for
one of us in these hills.

Autumm. The rutting season had begun when nal es fought to the death for their
pl ace at the stand. And Jon Qui nn had made up his mind that he wasn't going to
be t he vanqui shed.



CHAPTER SI XTEEN

PH L W NDER was aware that |arge nunbers of these wild tribes were noving into
the hills. He had spied themin the distance fromthe Knoll, the highest point
on the farm whol e packs of them trekking purposefully, urgently. They nust be
crazy nmoving up on to high ground for the winter, he thought.

He was worried about Jackie, too. It was like taking a dog that had lived in
an outside kennel all its Iife and expecting it to adapt inmediately to a life
i ndoors. She was constantly goi ng outside; once he awke in the niddle of the
ni ght and found her gone. Panicking, fearing | est she had gone back to the
wild he had run downstairs, seen the back door w de open.

A starlit autumm night with no nmoon, a distinct chill creeping into the
at nosphere, sonme of the | eaves beginning to turn now. He shivered, called
softly, 'Jac.'

He heard a novenent, saw sonething materialising out of the clunp of cupressus
firs which served as a w ndbreak across the front of the farnmhouse. It was
Jacki e, shaking her head and smling weakly in her own kind of apol ogy. She
couldn't sleep, she needed fresh air. Day by day she was beconi ng nore
restless. He wondered if the call of the wild was proving too much for her and
one norni ng he woul d wake up and she woul d be gone for good.

"We'd better go back inside and keep the door |ocked.' He used sign | anguage
still, let her pick up her own scraps of vocabulary; if he didn't talk to
somebody he woul d go mad. These hills are full of your . . . people. W can't
take risks.1

She nodded, followed himback into the house. How the hell did you ask a woman
who had virtually stepped straight out of the Stone Age if something was
troubling her? It was a miracle that the throwbacks had not attacked the
house. Perhaps they were afraid, although he doubted it. Mre likely all their
time was taken up preparing new dwel | ing-places for thensel ves and when t hat
task was conpl eted .

Jacki e was certainly disturbed. Uppernost in her mnd was the fear that one
day Kuz and his followers fromthe village m ght appear on the scene. She
ought to persuade Phil to nove on; they had not run far enough. Perhaps Kuz
had anot her woman, had al ready forgotten her. Sonehow her primtive pride
refused to allow her to believe this. He would not let up until he found her

And then there was this strange calling, sonething which she did not
understand. The man called Phil was not truly her mate. They |ived together
copul ated frequently but . . . sonmething was not quite right. She could not
think of himin the sane way as ... no, not Kuz . . . she struggled to cone to
terms with her problem A ha If-re nembe red face that slipped from her
menory just when she thought she had grasped it, left her with a frustrating
bl ank. Who?

Who?

Searching her mind, going out into the garden at night and just standing there
listening. She heard the others in | the hills, noises from encanpnents
borne to her on the I wind. The urge was becomni ng stronger, soon she woul d
have to go out into the hills and , . . and what? She didn't know.



Phil Wnder w shed that he had a weapon of sonme kind, one that would give him
superiority in the event of an attack on the farm A shotgun, for instance.

But his father was not a believer in guns, abhorred killing; he even refused
to let the local hunt draw his land. He did have an old .410 though, one that
had been his father's and had been used for shooting rats around the hayricks
in the old days. Phil renmenbered it, determned to search for it and in due
course found it hidden away on a shelf in the cowhouse. He grimaced when he
saw it; the barrel was rusted, had a dent in it, the stock was split, and both
hamrer and trigger springs were broken. So he settled for the big wood axe,
took it upstairs with themat night. Maybe, if the need arose, he could defend
the Ianding in much the same way that Horatio had defended the bridge.

He did not go far fromthe farmthese days, his furthest point the Knoll where
he lay and watched the activity on the hillsides all around. There were nore
canp-fires than ever now, people conming in all day |long, groups and singles,
many of them hurrying as if there was sone urgency to reach high ground.

Fl eei ng from somet hi ng per haps

Once he thought he heard gunfire in the distance, a sporadic burst of firing.
If it was the arny then they did not come this way. Phil half-considered

t aki ng Jacki e and going in search of nore survivors but discarded the idea. It
was too dangerous, they were safer here.

It was inevitable that the throwbacks would cone to the house one day. Phi
just kept hoping that it would not be each today or tonight, for you did not
plan as far as tonorrow. But sonme day or sonme night they would cone.

He heard themthat blustery autum night down in the yard below It was Jackie
who gave himhis first warning, a tensing of her body against his, her hand
gripping his owm. They are here!

He slid out of bed and crossed to the wi ndow. There was enough noonlight to
see by, a weird scene below, furtive shapes that were barely human, slinking
in the shadows; a dozen, maybe nore, noving with a sinister stealth that left
no doubt in his mnd what they had cone for

He picked up the axe. Suddenly it felt puny, useless. The eneny woul d be
suitably arnmed with whatever weapons they had stolen fromfarnms and houses. He
was one agai nst many; his only advantage was the narrow | anding with barely
room for two people to pass. They could only come at himone at a tine.

He heard them smash down the front door, a splintering and tearing of
woodwor k, a heavy beam crashing. Low snuffling noises, a snarl. Then silence
except for their heavy breat hing.

They were in the hall, waiting whilst their eyesight adjusted to the darkness,
Phil Wnder could hear the beating of his own heart, his pul ses punping bl ood
as hard as they could go. Hs mouth was dry and he understood where the
proverbial |ikeness to the bottomof a parrot's cage came from He tasted his
ow terror, the fetid flavour of fear

There was no sound from Jackie, she was lying on the bed, listening just like
he was. There was no way out; they had lived for today too | ong and now
tonmorrow had caught up with them He heard the first soft footfall on the
stairs. Phil sweated, rested the axe on his shoulder, gripped the stail wth
sticky hands, pressed hinmself back into the shadows. He wanted the first bl ow
to take them by surprise; the advantage was his for anyone approachi ng him
woul d be sil houetted against the faint light of the small |andi ng wi ndow.
First up, first to die!



Suddenly he saw them shaggy | ong-haired creatures which m ght have been
werewol f i mages depicted in sone macabre shadow show, the first one taller
than the second, striking his head against a | ow beam ducki ng.

And that was then Phil Wnder drove in the first blow He felt the inpact,
felt his stomach heave up. Like splitting logs, if you hit them properly they
fell apart; inaccuracy or knotted wood resulted in the axe-head sticking so
that you had to tug it free. This was one of the latter

No scream just a dull thud, the other's arns going up instinctively to pul

at the axe then falling away linply. Dead, tottering, falling, alnmost pulling
Phil with him Wnder took the strain, used a foot on the stair-rail as a

| ever and then the corpse pulled free, staggered, slunped backwards taking the
man directly behind himdown with himon to those bel ow

Christ, if only somebody woul d screami But nobody did; sonebody grunted with
surprise and it sounded like water was trickling somewhere except that it was
too thick and sluggish for water, dripping steadily off the stair-head down
into the well of the hall bel ow

Phil swung his axe, saw them coming again, warier this tinme, a long pitchfork
being thrust up ahead of them He struck, snapped it in two, sent the

twi n- pronged head spinning. A second blow just in tine to catch the next man
who rushed him a devastating shoul der wound. The man dropped with a groan

bl ocked the stairs, but they were clanbering over him an arny who seened not
to know t he neani ng of death! A gathering tide which would surely sweep him
down.

One of themlost half his face to a downwards sweep of the axe, the bl ade
scraping the forehead, biting deep and gougi ng out an eye, taking out the
cheekbone on its downward journey, slicing the nouth through and com ng out at
the jaw, showering teeth and bone splinters as it cane free. A hand grabbed
the handle, jerked on it, two or three nore hands securing a grip. And in
those few seconds Phil Wnder was rendered defencel ess, his axe wested from
his grip. ,

Mental ly he surrendered. Perhaps he could have lifted the narrow mirror off
the picture-rail above his head, wielded it until the glass was all smashed
and gone. O run back into the bedroom forced the ancient lock to turn, given
hi nsel f and Jackie a minute or two nore of life. But in the end it would not
have made nuch difference and he knew it,

He retreated until his back touched the wall, his head brushed a | ow beam on
the slanted roof. His guts were twi sted up and he tasted blood in his nouth.

He hal f-raised his arms, dropped them again, gave an hysterical |augh. This

bl oody Jot didn't know the nmeani ng of surrender -you fought until you dropped.
No quarter asked nor given, he had killed and nained two or three of them Now
it was their turn!

He renenbered the pit; he'd sooner be dead, so long as they killed him

qui ckly. Their hands reached out for him scraped his face and chest I|ike
claws, gripped his arms. The man with the nutilated face mracul ously stil
lived; it was inpossible! Stream ng blood, head thrust forward, blazing

mal evol ence at Phil with his remaining eye. You did this to me and now | want
nmy revenge!

Phil screamed, struggled with those who held himas the pain-nmaddened

t hrowback clawed at his face, scraped, dug deep and raked. An eye for an eye .
Bl i nded, bl ood stream ng everywhere, pinioned whilst that pain-crazed

bastard shredded himto bl oody ribbons! Withing. Strong fingers forced his



nmout h open, gripped his cheek flesh, tore in opposite directions.
Kill me, you fuckers. Kill ne!

He was dyi ng but not fast enough; not even the strength to withe now. He

t hought about Jackie, this was all his fault. If she hadn't hel ped hi m escape
in the first place she would still be the chiefs woman back at the settlemnent.
Now t hey woul d take their vengeance, had waited weeks to catch up with the
fugitives.

They rel eased their hold and Phil Wnder slunped to the floor. Feet kicked him
but it didn't matter any nore. They were slashing at the | ower half of his
body with a knife, machete-style. But it doesn't fucking matter, |'m beyond
the pain barrier, | just want to diel

Frenzi ed, the peak of their fury, jostling one another to get in a blowor a
stab at the body on the floor. Standing on him tranpolining him ball ooning
his belly until the stretched skin split and showered out yards of sliny,

bl oody intestines.

It was sone time before the killers realised that their victimwas dead. The
cessation of their vicious attack was gradual. They stood there | ooking at one
anot her and only then did they renenber the woman, the reason they had cone.
Kuz's wonman, the unfaithful bitch who had freed this man, deprived themof a
slave, run off with himand even now mi ght be carrying his young.

Kuz was dead, they had no | eader. But every one of themwanted the worman, a
shanbl i ng bl oodi ed and wounded throng milling about on the landing until they
found the open bedroom door, crowding in through it.

They sniffed the stuffy air, knew instantly that the roomwas enpty, but she
was not | ong gone for her snell still hung heavy in the air, a stench of fear
mngling with that of a fermal e on heat.

The bed was enpty. One of them approached it, |eaned over and snelled at the
bl ankets, grunted. An odour of mating, this had been the rutting stand!

Snarling, |ooking about them seeing the wi ndow wi de open. A chorus of
frustrated cries as they rushed towards it, |ooked out, saw where she had
escaped; down the thick ivy which grew on the stonework.

They followed, one at a tinme, their dead forgotten, descending with the ease
of jungl e nonkeys, hitting the ground below at a run, giving voice to their
cries of lust, a hunting pack that would run down its prey. Ten of them
howl i ng their anger and lust. They would follow the trail until they dropped
from exhausti on.

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN



THE SECURI TY patrol was systematically scouring a section of suburbia, a
convoy of arnoured trucks infiltrating a pedestriani sed shoppi ng precinct,
weaving its way between piles of debris, powdering broken glass beneath its
wheels. Alert to any novenent ampongst the heaped w eckage.

Most of the eneny had gone, fled to the open spaces. Just a few renained,
stubborn guerrilla fighters without a cause, the old and the young. The
wounded. And the dead. The air was thick with the stench of deconposing
corpses but the conmandos were unaware of this behind their sterilised
air-filters. Raiders fromanother planet in the aftermath of a terrible war,
the victors of Arnageddon cone to loot. And to take prisoners!

Private Kenny King did not like it at all, neither did he tike Sergeant

Wal ters. The young rookie had been regretting his decision to join the

Regul ars fromthe very first posting to Wiittington Barracks in the Mdl ands.
At eighteen he was 'gawky' (the sergeant's description of him, his features a
mass of acne, possibly because he had been late going into puberty. He was a
bl oody fool, he repeatedly told hinself, signing on for this when he could
have enjoyed a nore leisurely life on the dole. And like an even bi gger bl oody
fool he had signed on for a further two years following his return from
Northern Ireland. On the other hand, he consoled hinself, if he had not opted
for arny life he wouid have been 'one of themout there' undoubtedly. O dead.

Walters was a fucking bastard, enjoyed being that way, and with admi nistration
handi ng out responsibility way above the status of junped up bleedin'
sergeants because officers were al nbst an extinct species, a parade-ground
bawl er found hinself elevated to the role of captain. It was the Year of the
Bul ly but nost of all Kenny found hinself feeling sorry for these wetches
trying to hide out in the remants of suburbia. They were scared to hell, they
didn't want to fight; the arnmy was pushing theminto corners.

Their instructions were to take prisoners, transport them back to that place

in Hertfordshire. Fill the big prison van up until you couldn't get any nore
in, like Nazis taking Jews to the gas chanber. There wasn't a | ot of
di fference. The buggers were hunman after all, well. . . sort of.

The arnoured cars were parked at strategic points, a cordon that took in the
multi-storey car park, an ugly high-rise edifice that suddenly resenbled a
nmedi eval castle. If you | ooked up you saw faces peering over the ranparts; the
occupants were ready to defend their castle with their lives. They were under
si ege.

"There's a good twenty of the fuckers up there.' Walters clinbed dowmn fromthe
Land Rover, riot shield in his left hand, automatic pistol in his right. 'They
can't go anywhere.' There was a leer on his swarthy face, his small eyes
seeki ng out Kenny as they usually did, making himflinch. 'W need to take
another ten.' He | aughed.

Kenny woul d | ove to have had the courage to enable himto ask, 'And what about
the other ten, Sergeant? Or are we just going to slaughter the bloody |ot?

That's up to them boy. Qur orders are to drive 'emout of the towns but
there's only one way up and one way down fromthe multi-storey. It's a long
way down fromthe top, the choice'll be theirs.

"Look out!' The shout came fromover to the left, triggering trained soldiers
into instant evasive action; a line of riot shields form ng a seni-circular
barricade, rifles at the ready. Looking up

A maroon Marina with a black vinyl roof was mounting the concrete wall of the



top storey, the underside of the chassis scraping and screeching on the
concrete bl ocks. Front wheels spinning in space. A jerk; it rested level for a
second then began to tip downwards. The back wheels caught, held it like a fly
on a wall. Then it was free, airborne, an aeroplane w thout w ngs, a clunsy
usel ess thing yielding to the I aw of gravity. A weapon of death.

Maybe in ot her circunmstances Kenny woul d have screaned but he had got used to
not doing a lot of things that came naturally when Walters was around. The
rookie's nmouth opened in terror and he would have run had he not been henmed
in by riot shields. Something inside himsaid in a calm matter-of-fact voice,
"You're OK, son, it won't reach us fromthere.'

The car fell vertically, a straight drop down, once catching a jutting parapet
that dented and spun it, seened to slow it up, a circus acrobat falling from

the high wire; a trick, he did it twice a day, got some kind of sadistic

pl easure from maki ng hi s audi ence throw up, kids scream ng and crying, hiding
their faces.

The car hit the concrete pad adjacent to the park, a crash of buckling neta
and showering glass, |eaped up a good six feet as its suspension found enough
bounce for a spectacul ar swan song; came down on its roof, a heap of scrap
that gave it anonymty.

"Cet in there, up the ramp,1 Walters roared, led the charge forward, a
habi tual zi g-zag that would have made hima difficult target for any marksman.
" Shoot at will.'

Sonme of the soldiers were already firing, a hail of rifle bullets ained at the
radi ator of a Datsun which was just appearing over the rampart where the
Marina had conme from ripping into highly polished netal work.

Then they were on the ranp, safe froman overhead attack. Another car snashed
on the forecourt outside. The throwbacks had not forgotten the battle
techni ques of their ancestors; repel all boarders.

The ground and first storey were deserted. Systematically the soldiers
searched every parking | ot, checked vehicles; nost of themwere |ocked.
Shoppers and busi nessnmen had parked their cars and never returned to them
Probably sone of those very people were up above now engaged in a last-ditch
defence. Innocent victins of a vile unspeakabl e node of warfare who woul d be
over-run by the very soldiers who should have been protecting them agai nst a
foreign foe. Kenny King hated hinmsel f al nost as much as he hated his junped-up
commander .

Sergeant Walters fired. It was a worman, darting out fromthe open back of a
van, sprinting for the second el evati on. She screamed, bow ed over |ike a shot
rabbit, a conplete sonersault, and cane to rest hard against a Cortina 2000,
spottling its grey finish with crimson. She sat bolt upright, cursing them

wi th dead eyes; somewhere behind her blood was pouring out, seeping round her
body and following the fall of the floor

Wal ters approached her, pushed her with his foot so that she slid slowy
si deways. Now the wound was visible, a jagged hole at the nape of the neck
where the dumdum bull et had struck her. That was good shooti ng.

Kenny King swall owed, his eyes misting up and distorting the scene. She was
young, maybe not quite seventeen yet, and her features could have been
Asiatic; apart fromthe straggling hair and rough skin, dressed in nodern

cl ot hes she m ght not even have attracted a second gl ance, except for the
obvi ous reasons. He had dated a girl up in Wakefield before he joined up who



had | ooked very simlar to this one. It night even have been her lying there
in that spreadi ng pool of blood. A chance in several mllions. He hoped it
wasn't. You bastard, Walters, you didn't have to kill her

"Aren't we supposed to be taking prisoners, Sarge? A tall sallowfaced
sol di er asked the question that everybody was thinking.'l nmean . . .'w shing
suddenly that he hadn't voiced his thoughts, '"that is . '

'You take your orders fromne, Private.' Walters wheeled and for a second the
swi nging barrel of the pistol took in all of them Il said fire at wll
because those fucking animals up there are fighting backV They don't have any
busi ness trying to drop cars on us. They should run the nonent they see us
com ng. ' Anybody not obeying orders will be court-martialied when we get back
to base. Get it, all of you lousy fuckers?' They all nodded because they
didn't have any option.

Up there, above themon the top el evation, was a group of very frightened
peopl e, people who had once been ordi nary peace-loving folks now horrifically
transformed into prinmtive Man by terrible gerns rel eased into the atnosphere,
were now trapped like rabbits in a dead-end burrow. They could be taken alive
but Walters didn't want it that way. He was glorying in a one-sided battle,
lusting for a massacre. In a way perhaps the poor wetches would be better off
dead. Kenny King was sure he would throw up before it was all over. Afterwards
he m ght even desert at the first opportunity.

The second and third storeys were devoid of life. So was the fourth. Only the
fifth remai ned now and they were up there all right. The soldiers could hear
them as they fanned out into an arrow shaped formati on and began to ascend the
steep sl oping concrete ranp. Textbook perfection in their approach, ready to
unl eash a hail of fire at the first sign of trouble.

Kenny's eyes focused on the sergeant's broad green and brown bl ot ched
canouf | aged back. You bastard!

A crash fromfar below, nuffled, lingering |ike the sound of a coin tossed
into a deep wi shing-well. Another car had gone over the wall. And then the
floor levelled out on to a giant sunlit balcony, a line of cars on either
side. The top elevation and the throwbacks were right here.

Seven or eight of themwere struggling to |ift a Ford Escort up on to the
ranpart, powerful nuscles bulging as they took the strain. Sone nore were
draggi ng out a Metro. Al had their backs towards the oncom ng sol di ers except
a bunch of children who huddl ed t oget her beneath an awni ng.

No! Kenny King felt every scrap of decency and fair play in himrebel.
Hel pl ess youngsters ranging fromfive to possibly ten; they could have been

m st aken for trained chi npanzees at a cursory glance, hairy creatures who were
busily filling an enpty ice-creamtub with sand and unsuccessfully trying to
make a castle fromit on the concrete floor. Each tinme it crunbl ed, powdered,
and they tried again.

Kenny didn't care any nore, didn't want to be any part of this. Something

i nside himtook over, had himrushing forward with pistol raised,

mar ksman-styl e, trained on the back of Sergeant Walters. 'No, you're not going
to murder them | won't let you. I. '

A shot rang out. Walters should have died instantly because the young rookie
was already taking a trigger pressure, hesitating at the | ast second because
t hat same spark of decency which had hurled himforward was al so quavering, a
fleeting flash of conscience that said, *You can't shoot a man in the back



You can't take hunman life!’

The slug fired by the corporal close behind took Kenny in the back of the
head, tore a jagged hole through his skull and spewed brains and bl ood out of
his forehead; threw himforward so that when his own pistol exploded the
bullet flew harmessly into the air.

Walters dropped to his knees. A glance behind himtold himthe whole story; he
had seen it before, it would happen again, a boy's nerve giving out, an ani nal
gone berserk and having to be put down.

The t hrowbacks turned, the Escort started to slip. One of themwasn't quick
enough, screamed as it rolled over on to him The others scattered, found

t hensel ves caught up in a hail of pistol and rifle fire. A blonde bearded nal e
crunmpl ed up, clutching at his stomach, was dead before he rolled over. Another
had his throat torn out as though it had been savaged by a fierce dog.

The sol di ers al ongsi de Sergeant Walters were lying on their stomachs firing,
those directly behind himkneeling, the rear ones shooting froma standing
posi tion.

Seven or eight dead lay in the foreground, the rest |eaping up on to the
ranpart, running agilely along it. Myre shooting, a fairground game now, you
coll ect your prize when they're all down.

Only three left, stopping because there was nowhere else to run. Sitting
ducks. A single shot and the far one crunpled. Two to go. It was target
practi ce now.

The last two junped, defiance in their wild shrieks as they | eaped into space.
You found yourself listening, counting, wincing in anticipation of the crunch
far bel ow

Sergeant Walters rose to his feet, dusted hinself down, a half-smile on those
swarthy features. 'l guess that about waps it up, Corporal.'’

' The kids, Sarge . . .°

Walters turned slowy, saw how the youngsters were bunched under that awning,
hal f-rai sed his pistol

"W still need nore prisoners, Sarge.' The other's tone was nervous, his voice
gquavering, staring at the bl oodied shot-up corpse of Kenny King, the lad from
Wakefiel d. He had ended up that way because he coul dn't stomach massacring
worren and kids. And you were the one who shot him Corporal! They said they
needed kids as well. To experinent on.'

What experinments? Oh, Jesus Christ Alive!

' Yeah, they do need kids.' Walters | owered his weapon. 'Round em

down and put 'emin the van with the others.'

em up. Take

The sergeant noted with contenpt the way some of the rookies nmoved to carry
out his orders. Fuck '"em they weren't paid to think, to reason. Just to obey.
He watched the way they took the children down the ranp, alnost reluctantly.
W don't want to do this to you but if we don't then we'll be
court-martialled. They're the eneny, you fuckers, prisoners-of-war. And when
we get 'em back to base in Hertfordshire they' re going to be gui nea pigs,
injected with Christ-knows-what. They'll either live or die, they' ve got two
choices, 'Hurry along there, you lot. W don't have all day.'



The sergeant's stomach knotted, felt like he'd got an appendicitis com ng on
He coul dn't have, though, because he'd had his appendi x out, peritonitis when
he was a rookie, like this rabble, on the Rhine. That kid had cone close to
chopping him a matter of a second, nmaybe two. He'd buy the corporal a drink
in the Mess tonight. O maybe he wouldn't, the others might see it as a sign
of weakness. You saved a col | eague because it was your duty, and for no other
reason. He'd do the same for any of them and not feel anything personal, just
see that it went down on record

On the drive back he would scribble out his report Just a brief encounter
attacked by the eneny hurling cars off a rooftop, fought to the last. The
corporal would countersign it. And if any of those fucking rookies had
anything to say they would be court-nmartialled. The country was in a State of
Emer gency, you couldn't afford to be squeani sh. Soldiers were trained for
battle, and in battle you killed the eneny.

CHAPTER EI GHTEEN

DON' T TOUCH ne, Jon, please!

Sylvia tensed, every nerve in her body rigid, tried to think of a plausible

reason which she could put into words. |'ve got a headache. Husbands had gi ven
up believing that one twenty years ago. It's the wong time of the nonth; he
knew already that it wasn't. I'mtoo tired. She'd once told himthat sex was

better when you were tired because you were nore rel axed.

She bit her lip, resisted the urge to knock his hand away. Pl ease don't touch
me. | don't want you, | want ny own husband back because he's out there in the
dark and cold. Alive. Oh God, Eric's alive.'

Jon wanted her tonight and there was no way short of a determ ned physica
resi stance that she was going to stop him She groaned, eased her |egs apart.
Shut your eyes and think of England. No, think of Eric.

It was Eric in the darkness of her bed. It had to be; everything el se had just
been a bad dream No, it wasn't Eric's feel, not his way. Her nind flipped
back to the other norning and suddenly her whol e body began to prickle and
tingle. There had been no fear because it was Eric ail right. Not even rape
because she had been nore than willing. So strong, so fierce, every thrust so
meani ngf ul .

Jon was lying with his full weight on top of her now Hi s naked flesh was
repul sively snooth, his strength barely that of a callow youth. She turned her
head away, tried to avoid his lips. Screw ne then and get it over with; let ne
be back with Eric.

No way was she going to nmake it to an orgasm She let himride her, her
feelings beginning to slip away |like a piece of driftwood going out with an



ebbing tide. Sobbing softly to herself. Ch, Eric, | want you. | don't care
what they've done to you, | just want to be with you.

j3imMy she was aware that they were no | onger coupled, that he was |ying
facing away fromher. Ch how | hate you, Jon Quinn. This is all your fault. If
it wasn't for you | wouldn't be here now, | would be out there with Eric; like
hi m

Her mi nd was made up. She would go to her husband. Not now, maybe not
tomorrow. But before the winter set in and trapped her here with this man who
only wanted her body.

Day after day Eric Atkinson had squatted up on that slope watching the
smal | hol ding below him virtually an aerial view, the cottage a mat chbox
house, the two peopl e dots which he scarcely recognised. Only the woman.

He had noved further back up the slope alnpbst to the fringe of the big forest.
Fear ate into himday by day, the know edge that the hairless male had the
means to kill himinstantly if he got close enough, indeed he had al nost done
so already. He saw himshoot a rabbit on the edge of the patch of ground where
he grew his vegetabl es. Unbelievable, terrifying.

The coney had been grazing a row of cabbages, had not heard the man's
approach. Its ears went up and it bounded away, a blur of grey at full speed.

Bang!

The report echoed, the hills taking it up, magnifying it. Atkinson started,
al nrost fell back, clutched at his ears trying to shut it out.

Bang. Ba..ng...ba..aaa...ng. Like thunder rolling before a storm But he could
not take his eyes off the scene below. The rabbit stopped as surely as if it
had run into an invisible barrier, rolled over on to its back, the white of
its belly uppernost, |egs kicking, the notions growi ng weaker and weaker unti
finally it was still.

The man wal ked forward, not hurrying”® confident, the death-stick cradl ed under
one arm reached down and retrieved the dead creature by its back | egs,
carried it back towards the house.

Eric watched himuntil he disappeared inside. Still heard the killing sound.
Bang.. .baa-ng..

The sane woul d happen to himif he ventured too close to the building. The
other had already tried to kill himonce. He could run now, escape, |leave this
pl ace. He woul d have done so had it not been for the worman. H s woman.

I nstead he would watch and wait fromup here. Incapable of form ng any ot her
pl an, he could think of nothing else.

The days were shorter, colder. The | eaves had begun to fall fromthe trees

| eaving the branches stark, no |longer a protection against the chill westerly
wi nds, and the dense bracken lay brown and flattened by the rain and sl eet

st or is.

Eric had attenpted to nake hinmself a shelter out of dead branches and bracken
because the thorn bushes no | onger shielded himfromthe elements. He had

worked on it for a whole day and that night a gale had denolished it. He would
have to nove on up to the forest, find hinself a place anbngst the thick firs.



The idea did not appeal to him The forest was alive at night, wild dogs that
how ed and bayed as they hunted their prey. And people who had nmoved up here
crept stealthily through the trees and fled at the first sign of a stranger
He did not seek any conpany other than his own and that of the woman down

bel ow.

He was permanently hungry too. The wild fruit was becom ng m | dewed and sour
and he was having to rely alnost solely on rowan berries. He had |ong since
given up setting deadfall rock traps for rabbits because it was a waste of
ti me. He never caught anything.

Grey skies stretched to the furthernmost hills and beyond, |ow cloud that
brought hill-fog and fine drizzle. He shivered, knew that he would have to go
into the forest. First, though, he had to find some food of a nore substanti al
nat ur e.

During the sumer nonths he had feasted ravenously on the small tubers which
grew at the base of the |long-stemmed plants with the white flower. They were
scarce now, harder to find because the flowers had died dowmn. Arned with a
kni fe, one he had taken fromthe Quinn workshop, he enbarked upon anot her
nore desperate, hunt for the bulbs.

It was painstaking work, his stomach urging himon. Scrabbling with his
fingers, hacking until he broke the knife blade; finding one or two, cramm ng
theminto his nouth, spitting out the soil, obsessed with his task.

So obsessed that he did not see the snake until it was too |ate! The adder had
burrowed deep into a pile of dead | eaves, its hibernation already begun, its
colouring rendering it alnmost invisible. Sonmething awke it, a sharp pain as
the jagged knife nicked its body. It turned, spat, struck blindly and

i nstinctively.

Eric Atkinson screaned, dropped the knife, stared in horror at the wiggling
reptile which was now visible, a black zig-zag on its back. Excruciating pain
and terror, revulsion. Hs fear of snakes went back further than his nmenory;

to that day when his parents had taken himto Whi psnade Zoo. He had virtually
had a fit in the reptile house, gone hysterical, angered his parents because
they did not understand, had tried to force himto overcone his phobia, had

held himthere, pinioned his arms, dragged himfrom gl ass cage to gl ass cage.

And now, thirty years later, that fear came to its peak. He stunbled, fell,
craw ed, could not put his full weight on his poi soned hand. G bbering
sobbing, blind to direction. Flee. Anywhere.

A dimrealisation that he was in the forest. It had to be night because it was
dark. Crawling until he collapsed from exhaustion, edging hinself up against
the bole of a huge fir, its branches dripping condensation steadily. Drip

drip . . . trickling . . . the kind of sound a pursuing snake woul d nake

W de-eyed, staring into the blackness, seeing innumerabl e nmoving things,
pushi ng his back hard against the tree trunk. Eyes; green ones, red ones,
t hi ngs movi ng about, twi gs crackling. G rcling him Watching.

Waiting for himto die!
H s hand throbbed. He held it up before his face, tried to see it, could just

discern its outline. It was huge, throbbing with pain, so swollen that he
could not Iift it for nore than a few seconds.



You're going to diel
VWhi npering. He heard those aninmals snuffling again. They weren't in any hurry.

The darkness was streaked with red, brightening, dulling. H s head pounded,
but uppernost in his nmind was the basic will to survive. He wasn't going to
die, he would be all right when daylight came, find a streamor a pool and
bat he his wound. He thought he could hear the rushing of water sonmewhere far
away; it mght just have been the rain.

Exhaustion was taking its toll, stronger than the pain; his arm seened nunb
right up to his shoulder. He shifted his position, nmade hinself as confortable
as he could. Those creatures had gone away; they were frightened of himafter
all.

Peopl e. Lots of them frightening because they did not have | ong hair, nor
were they dressed in crudely fashi oned ani mal hides. Snooth flesh,
tight-fitting clothing, sitting in a brightly lit room eating strange food
of f the tables.

And he was with them one of them the sane as thenl

He held out his hand, exami ned it. There was no sign of the snake bite, the
swel I i ng had gone down, not even the puncture to be seen. Those cl ot hes, he
was wearing themtoo

"What's the matter, Eric?" The woman sitting at his table eyed himwth
concern. 'You're acting very strangely.'’

He stared at her, fought to renenber her nane, finally cane up with it.
Mar |l ene. He coul d understand what she said, wondered if he could converse in
t he sanme | anguage.

He took his tine, got the words out, 'I'mOK Really | am'

"You're certainly acting very strangely then. Or are you trying to avoid the
i ssue?'

"What issue?" What's an issue? Ch yes, | renmenber. | don't renmenber what this
particul ar issue is, though. So strange, a kind of faraway feeling |ike he was
si ckening for sonething, a spectator to his own actions.

"Ch, you're inmpossible!" She was twirling the stemof her enpty w ne-glass
angrily, it mght snap at any second. 'AH you want nme for is to screw, Eric.
Now answer ne straight, do you or do you not want to go back to your w fe?
Cone on, let's have it straight.'

‘M ... wife?

'Yes, your wi fe. The wonan you are legally married to. Sylvia.'

Sylvia . . . Sylvia. . . Sylvia. Hs armwas starting to throb again, his

vi sion had darkened or else they had .dimmed the lighting in the restaurant.
Whi sperings, like those creatures moving about in the wood. \Wat creatures?
What wood? Sylvia. . .Sylvia. . . Sylvia. SYLVIA Oh CGod, he could hear her

calling himsomewhere. He staggered to his feet, clutched at the table and
sl opped a carafe of water

"You' ve been taking ne for a ride, haven't you, Eric?" Marlene spat out her
venomin a shriek. She hurled her w ne-glass; he felt the rush of air as it



ski mmed his face, smashed sonewhere behind him 'Well, if you want your w fe
that bad, you go to her, and she's welconme to you. You're a wastrel. You go
back to Sylvial'

Syl vi a.

He turned away, Marlene already forgotten. He had to find Sylvia. She could be
anywhere, he had to search for her. Pushing his way past people who seened
oblivious of his presence, staggering out into a street that was brightly lit
wi th orange | anps. Crowds everywhere, having to fight his way through them
Have any of you seen ny wife? Her name's Sylvia. Nobody even glanced in his
direction. He was a nan al one.

Constant traffic, horns blaring. He gave up trying to cross the road,
continued on his way al ong the packed pavenent, lurching fromside to side,
woul d have fallen if the throng had not kept hi mupright.

Has anybody seen my wi fe? Her nane's Sylvia. |'ve been unfaithful to her and
now | need her nore than |I've ever needed anybody in ny life. Please, sonebody
find her for ne.

Featurel ess hairl ess faces everywhere, trying to scrutinise thembut they were
gone too quickly. Al hurrying, all searching for sonebody. They've all | ost
someone! This is hell, purgatory wi thout the promi sed flanes. You repent for
your sins, want to say sorry to sonebody but that sonebody isn't there.

The town was gone. Where there had been |ight there was darkness now, tal
trees instead of buildings. Everybody gone, nobody to buffet or |ean on any
nore. The pain was back again, a liquid fire that burned its way right up into
hi s shoul der and was beginning to dip into his chest. He couldn't keep going
much | onger, he would have to rest soon

Eric Atkinson | eaned against a tree, clutched at its gnarled trunk for
support. Then his | egs weakened, refused to hold hi mupright any |onger, a
si nki ng sensation like vertigo; that tinme he had gone on a tour of the
cathedral with the choir, and the head verger had taken themup the main
spire. A steel |adder, one slip and you would fall several hundred feet.
You'll see the countryside for mles around when we get to the top. | don't
want to go to the top. Hi s senses were sw nmm ng

At |east he was |ying on the ground where he could not fall anywhere. The
pain! Sylvia . . . Sylvia ... he could snell her, that unm stakabl e nmusky
odour. She was around somewhere. Why didn't she cone to hin? Ch God, |I'm
sorry, my darling, it's you |l want. | didn't really want Alan to fuck you, it
made ne jealous. | didn't enjoy going with Marie either. | wanted you all the
time. I've told Marlene to get lost, | wasn't going to | eave you. Don't |eave
me, please. Sylvia, can you hear ne?

Sonebody was out there in the darkness. Sylvia? Shuffling sounds as though
whoever it was came and had a | ook at him went away again. Cone back, Sylvia.

It was daylight when he awoke, a sort of daylight. Gey drizzly fog pervaded
the danp forest, dripped steadily off the branches. A crow was calling harshly
a short distance away.

Eric's pain was worse, his armthick and swollen, red with poison. He didn't
want to look at it. He wouldn't, he would go and find ... he couldn't renmenber
her name, the woman who was his mate. She woul d soothe him bathe his
infection with cool fresh water



He tried to get to his feet, alnost made it then fell back again, al nost
bl acked out. He grunted, tried to shout but only a hoarse whi sper cane from
hi s parched throat.

And that was when his fear really hit him Fear of the unknown, a dark forest
worl d where fierce tribes hunted and animals roaned in search of easy prey.
Wrse than that, the |Ioner was afraid of being al one.

You 're going to die!

The will to survive was weaker, nothing left to fight with. It had been a | ong
gruelling search and it had proved futile. The woman was not far away, even
now he scented her, but his strength was failing. He whinpered softly, closed
his eyes.

He was going to die.

Sylvia had made up her nmind to go to Eric. Tonight. She could not |eave him
out there any longer. For two whol e days now she had not caught sight of him
because the tops of the hills had been shrouded by | ow cloud. He m ght not
still be up there. On the other hand he might. She had to go and see.

For once Jon did not fall asleep the nonment he got into bed. Damm him tonight
of all'nights he would choose to be restless. She thought for one awful nonent
that he might be in the mood for |ove, would have yielded to himjust to get
it over with and then perhaps he would go to sleep. But no, he was in a

tal kati ve nood.

"There's an awful ot of themnmoved up into the hills.' He had renenbered to
bring the shotgun upstairs tonight. 'I counted one lot of at least fifty.
Funny thing, they didn't all seemto be together, rather small groups which
had met up, just happened to be travelling the sanme route. It | ooks to nme |ike

they're going to winter in the forest. Wll, there certainly won't be rmuch in
the way of food up there for them | heard some shooting, too, sounded in the
direction of the village. 1'mjust wondering if the arnmy's constantly novi ng

themon, trying to drive themto outlying areas whilst they try and get things
back to normal .’

Things will never be normal again.' She |aughed bitterly. 'How can they?'" Just
| ook what they've done to ny Eric. Christ, | wish they'd done it to ne, too.
It would solve a lot of problens.

"I reckon there've got to be nore survivors than we think,' he answered her
"Dam it, it would take hundreds of germ bonbs to destroy a whole country the
size of Britain. The Continent, the States, you've got an even better chance
of dodging the gernms there. All we can do is sit tight, hold on and wait.'

You can, Jon. Me, |I'mgoing out there and even if | don't find Eric I'd sooner
die than go on living like a prisoner, not know ng when you're going to be
attacked.

H s conversation dw ndled and she could tell he was becom ng drowsy. At length
hi s breat hi ng becane regul ar and she knew he was asl eep

Cautiously she slid off the bed, crawl ed on her hands and knees towards the
bedr oom door, stopped every time a floorboard creaked. But he didn't waken.
Down the stairs, dressing in the living-room She wouldn't need anything
except a torch. Eric would surely have sone food and if not then perhaps she
coul d persuade himto acconpany her to a deserted cottage or farmhouse where
there was sure to be an abundance; these throwbacks didn't understand what



packaged food was.
She let herself out into the night, clicked the door softly shut behind her
And that was when she saw them And they had seen her, too!

The t hrowbacks were in the yard, ten or fifteen of them an oni nous

sem -circle of themstealthily closing in on the cottage, surrounding it.
St ooped creatures that would have seened nore natural wal king on all-fours,
every one of them carrying sone kind of inprovised weapon, scythes,

pi t chf orks, cl ubs.

Sylvia froze, cringed. Searching their bearded squat faces; they all |ooked
the sane in the faint starlight, mght all have been cast fromthe sanme noul d.
They stopped, watching her

She fought to make her vocal cords work, struggling to get words out and when
finally she succeeded all that she managed was a hoarse fri ghtened whi sper
"Eric . . . are you there, Eric?

No answer. No novenent. Staring at her, eyes narrowed as though they suspected
atrap. Shuffling forward a few paces, stopping again.

Sylvia screaned, a long shriek of sheer terror, and in that instant novenent
returned to her |inbs. Panicking, turning back, her fingers struggling with
t he heavy door handl e, slipping, unable to secure a grip and turn it. Pulling,
pushi ng, knowi ng that they were com ng for her, snmelling their rancid anim
odour. Eric wasn't anongst them he wasn't like this', he would not hurt her

She screaned again, an inarticulate yell, tugging at the door. Don't touch ne,
you brutes. "Jon . . . Jon!'

And then she felt their grip, clawlike fingers digging into her arns and
shoul ders, draggi ng her out of the porch, lifting her up, carrying her. She
struggl ed, kicked until they grabbed her |egs, grunted their surprise and | ust
at finding one so unlike thenselves. Curiosity, others crowding round,
proddi ng at her, hurting her, starting to tear her cl othes.

She al nost passed out. They woul d rape her, maybe kill her when they had
finished with her. Perhaps they had already nurdered Eric; he would not I|et
themdo this to her.

Sobbi ng softly, her eyes closed because she could not bear to | ook, wanted to
die now and get it all over; there was nothing left to live for. Kill ne,
pl easel.

Suddenly there was a deafeni ng expl osion, an ear-splitting report that ripped
t hrough her, a vivid flash that she saw even with her eyes closed. A sensation
of falling, hitting the ground, lying there, not understandi ng, not wanting
to. Ch God, | want to die, please |let nme be dead.

A second expl osion and then she heard her captors screanming, primtive cries
of pain and fear. Opened her eyes, saw but did not understand. One of them was
lying on the ground, a still, crunpled formfrom which bl ood poured out of

i nnurrer abl e wounds. Surely he was dead. Two others, bleeding but stil

upri ght, whinpering, pawi ng at their bodies in shocked anmazenent. The rest
wer e running, how ing.

"Sylvia . . . Sylvia are you all right?



She recogni sed Jon's voice, got to her knees. A sliver of orange |light played
on her, monentarily dazzled her. A torch, comng froman upstairs w ndow.

Two nore |loud reports. She recognised the stabbing flanes of a shotgun bl ast,
screamed as she saw the two wounded t hrowbacks stagger, clutch at their faces.
Oh Jesus God, they didn't have faces any longer, just scarlet bloody nulch
their screans drowned by the blood that spouted from where their nouths had
been seconds before. They hit the ground, did not nove again.

Sylvia knelt there, tried not to think, heard the door opening, Jon's bare
feet running across the yard. Snelled the sharp tang of burned gunpowder,
coughed and was al nost sick

"Sylvia. . .Sylvia. . ."Still holding the gun, helping her to her feet with
his free hand. 'Are you CK?

"I"'mall right." The words came instinctively, a habit of civilised society.
Sonebody asked you how you were and you said you were OK even if you were ill.
Polite conversati on because nobody was really interested in your health.

This was neither the tinme nor the place for formalities, though

He was hel pi ng her back to the house, supporting her weight, noving backwards
so that he did not have to turn his back on the dark night, holding the heavy
t wel ve- bor e one-handed.

He ki cked open the door, bundl ed her through, slanmed it behind himand forced
the key to turn. Then he shone the torchlight on her, ran the beam anxi ously
over her, breathed an audi ble sigh of relief when he saw nothing nore serious
t han scratches on her face and arns,

"What the hell were you doing out there? Angry now, demandi ng an answer,
"You're fully dressed. \Where were you goi ng?'

She bit her lip and in that one instant nmade up her mind to tell him Better
now than later, tell himthe truth. She had not got the ingenuity right nowto
think up a plausible lie.

"I was leaving.' She was surprised how calmy she spoke. *I was going to find
Eric because he's out there. It was Eric who cane here for ne that tinme. My
husband, alive and . . . one of them

He stared. Disbelief on his pale features. 'You' re nistaken,' he said, alnpst
said, 'You're crazy,' but checked it just in tinme. 'You imagined it.'

"No, | didn't,' she screaned, suddenly sensed a wave of hysteria threatening
to engulf her. "It was Eric. He's been out there watching the house for weeks
now. He needs ne!’

Jon Quinn closed his eyes for a second or two. | don't believe it, | won't. |
do, it's feasible. Jackie's out there somewhere too. She's got to be.

"If it's Eric,' he swallowed, hated hinself for saying it, didn't quite know
how to put it, '"then, . . then it won't really be him | nean, not the Eric
you once knew.' Just as Jackie won't be the Jackie | once knew.

"It's still Eric though.1l Her voice was subdued, she wanted to cry but
couldn't. "My Eric.'

They' ve surrounded the house,' he muttered. 'W've got a fight on our hands.



There are hundreds of themin the hills, starving and wi thout adequate hones.
It's themor us, I'mafraid."'

She nodded dumbly. | still want to go to Eric though. If we've got to die then
| want to be with him But she nmade no nove towards the door, just asked,
"What are we going to do, then?

" Not hi ng much we can do except fight.' He tried to smle. 'They're frightened
of guns, |'ve proved that. It all depends on how determ ned they are. W'd
better get back upstairs, the bedroom w ndow is the best place to hold them
off from'

They went back upstairs and Jon returned to the w ndow, |ooked out. There was
nobody in sight, just those three bloody corpses in the yard. He felt
physically sick, Christ, it was bl oody murder whichever way you | ooked at it;
t hey had been ordinary people like hinself once.

And if Eric Atkinson was out there somewhere then the chances were... his
heart threatened to stop then speeded up ... so was Jackie.
He rested the shotgun on the windowsill and waited for daylight.

CHAPTER NI NETEEN

JACKIE KNEW by the tinme she reached the forest that she had thrown off her
pursuers, tenporarily at least. But the dog was still on her trail.

She had been aware of it about a mile back. On the slopes bel ow her she had
caught a glinpse of it as it darted from gorse bush to gorse bush snuffling on
her scent, a huge bl ack shaggy thing which she recognised. Kuz's hound, the
hellish creature he had trained to run down deer, take themin full flight and
tear their throats out. It had been a stray, an outcast fromone of the wild
packs that inhabited these hills but Kuz had taken it into the village and now
it knew only one master. It had had its orders - run down the wonan! And it
would run until its heart burst.

It could have caught up with her earlier but possibly it hesitated, hung back
because it knew her and was uncertain. But nowits nmind was made up and it had
her scent. It had adapted to hunting humans.

Jacki e could not go much further. Her |egs had gone soft and if she did not
give thema respite they would take it. A pain in her side, a stitch that had
her doubling up. She could not outrun the creature, neither could she destroy
her scent and hide fromit. There was only one possible chance . . . she saw
the trees, their | ow branches, so easy to clinb .

Even as she reached for a bough and was about to haul herself up she heard the
| ow moans, groans of pain and hopel essness, physical and mental agony.
Del irium



She hesitated, |ooked behind her once nore. There was no sign of the dog but
it could not be far away. Safety lay within her grasp

A cry, a hoarse whispered shout of pain as though whoever it was had | ost the
strength to give full voice. She peered into the darkness, a mass of dark
shapes that were tree trunks and branches, could have been anything. The noi se
cane again, nearer than she had at first thought. Cinb up into the boughs
whilst there is still tine. No, sonebody needs help. The fenale protective

i nstinct prevail ed.

She wal ked forward, outstretched arnms warding off | ow branches, protecting her
face. That dog could not be far away now. She ought not to linger. It m ght be
atrap. It mght

Sonet hi ng grabbed her ankle, a tightening grip that would have thrown her off
bal ance had she not clutched at a branch. She gasped, tried to drag herself
away but the hold on her was too strong to break. A groan but there was
nothing threatening in it. Pain, despair.

Jacki e | ooked down, could just make out the shape of a man on the
pi ne- needl es, one who was incapabl e of doing anything nore than hold on to
her. He was either ill or injured.

"What is the matter?' she whispered, thought about the dog again. There was
not nuch time, there couldn't be.

' Snake,' he grunted, held up his other armfor a second but its weight was too
much for him 'I amdying.'

H s hold on her rel axed; she dropped to her knees, felt at his arm The hairy
fl esh was very swollen, throbbing, so hot. His whole body was | athered in
sweat. She could see his eyes in the bl ackness, the whites show ng starkly.

"Sylvia.'" His voice altered to a tongue which she did not understand. 'Were
is Sylvia? They haven't taken her, have they? | nust see Sylvia but | amtoo
weak. Too weak.'

"I do not understand,' she answered him This strange | anguage frightened her
Wrds |ike Phil Wnder had used but this nman was not one of the snooth-skinned
race. So why did he talk |Iike one?

She listened intently for a second. Twi gs cracked sonewhere not far away. That
dog . . . She wondered if she could lift this man up into the trees.

"Adog is following ne,' she breathed. *A fierce one that will kill us both.
If | help you can you clinb up into the branches of this tree?

There was silence for a nmonment. Those eyes dulled, brightened again. 'Where is

Syl vi a?

Jacki e grasped his uninjured arm pulled with all her strength. Perhaps she
coul d make hi munderstand. He groaned, began to .push with his legs. That's
it, nowtry and hold on to this branch. A slow process and at any second t hat
| oat hsome hound m ght show up.

He gripped the branch and she lifted his feet up on to a | ower one. Pull and
wi || push. The bough creaked but sonehow she got himup there. Pushed agai n.

Now he was |ying across a hammock of interlaced fir branches; they sagged but
held. It would have to do, she could not get himany further



Jacki e had just taken the weight of her body on another thick branch when she
heard the dog conming. A fast trot now, panting heavily, the need for caution
gone. The beast knew its prey could not outrun it now.

Her sweat went cold, she could snell its stale sweaty odour, heard the | ow
killing grow in its throat. She gripped the branch, kicked her |egs and swung
her body at the sane tine, a trapeze artist getting early nomentum a hunman
pendul um gat heri ng speed.

Just in time! She was aware of the dog's spring, its snapping slavering jaws,
mad eyes glinting in the forest blackness. Had it anticipated her swing it
woul d have hit her, instead it |eaped behind, nissed and fell back. It snarled
its fury, head upturned, waiting for her to fall, tensed and ready, hackles
rai sed.

Jacki e grabbed anot her bough, forced her protesting nuscles into one | ast
tremendous effort. She made it, haul ed herself up and gave a sob of relief as
she lay across the branches, a couple of feet above her unknown conpani on

The dog barked, how ed, jumnped at the tree trunk, its vicious claws shredding
the bark, trying for a hold but failing. It snarled, sat back on its haunches,
stared at the two humans w th sheer nal evol ence.

Jacki e | ooked down at the man. H's body was linp but with luck the branches
woul d hold. If they didn't

She could snell the aninmal's breath, foul vapours that drifted up to her
reeked of putrid flesh. A scavenger. Jaws that had killed, nutilated. A
raveni ng beast whose only thought was to rip human flesh to bl oody shreds,
devour it raw. Cani ne madness.

She trenbl ed, wi shed she had sone water. The stream she had spl ashed through
earlier, its icy cold current serving to revive her, cane back to taunt her
She shoul d have paused to slake her thirst but there had not been tine.

Li kewi se she had not eaten for several hours. Hungry, thirsty, exhausted, and
afraid to sl eep.

The dog's jaws opened. Not a snarl, sonething nuch nore sinister. A yawn, a
noi sy slow rel axation that posed the worst threat of all. The creature had
overcome its initial fury and frustration, nowit was resorting to patience
and cunning. It was in no hurry. Its prey was trapped in the tree above it and
there was no way of escape. It could rest and watch. Sleep if necessary,
because its senses were so alert that the slightest novenent would wake it
instantly. Tinme was on its side.

Jacki e shivered, noved slightly and di sl odged a shower of icy raindrops out of
the foliage above. Staring at that shape below, the wolf-like silhouette with
eyes that glowed green fire

She transferred her gaze to the man i mredi ately bel ow her. He was desperately
ill, he mght die before norning, but better that he died peacefully than fel
and was savaged by the waiting aninmal.

He noved and her heart threatened to stop as the big branch creaked. He was
restless, changing position. H's head turned to one side, craning his neck
until he could see her, his eyes unnaturally bright and shiny.

'Have you seen . . . Sylvia?" Soft tones, chilling. Tell me, have you seen
her ?



Jacki e did not understand, just shook her head and tried to smle. He went
into a fit of coughing; the fever inside himwas raging, building up to a
peak. He had not |ong to go-

"Lie still or you might fall. Perhaps the dog will get tired and go away.' She
knew it wouldn't. It had the cunning and cruelty of its naster

'She knows it is ne even though | have changed |ike everybody el se.' He was
tal king fast now 'She's with that Quinn fellow, that's what hurts nme nost.
Sonehow she escaped, just as he did. |I've been turned into an aninmal but |
still want to see her before | die. Everybody's going to die before long.'

H s voice tailed off and she could hear him shivering, his teeth banging

toget her. A glance downwards; the dog's eyes flickered open for a second,

cl osed again. It wasn't going anywhere in a hurry. She stretched out, mnade
sure her grip was secure. She wouldn't fall. How | ong before it got |ight? Not
that it would make any difference.

She was aware of sleep claimng her, a soft soothing blanket that numbed her
terror, gave her a sensation of warmh, a bed that was confortable.

It was light. O rather it wasn't quite so dark, a foggy greyness that created
its own weird shapes. Trees becane grotesque nonsters, changed back to trees
again. There was only one nonster, a shaggy one with permanently erect pointed
ears, lying with its head on its paws, its eyes w de and staring upwards.
Wi ti ng.

Jackie tried to ease her stiff linbs, felt excruciating pins and needl es as
the trapped bl ood began to flow again. The man was still there on the bed of
branches beneath her, a still formw th one armthat was tw ce the thickness
of the other. For a noment she thought that he was dead, that the cold danp
night air had put an end to his suffering. And then his head noved, his eyes
comng round to nmeet hers, filmed but clearing slowy.

' Per haps sonmebody will cone before long,' she said. If sonebody did cone it
woul d undoubtedly be Kuz and his foll owers. She would be rescued to neet a
wor se fate.

They would kill her conpani on because they had no use for the sick or the
mai med. Only the fittest survived.

He nodded, shifted his position, and began to convul se! And she knew t hen t hat
he was going to fall!

A conbi nation of weakness and pins and needl es robbed hi m of any chance of

hol ding on. In his own fevered mi nd Eric Atkinson surrendered, had given up
all hope of ever seeing Sylvia again. That single gl ow ng enmber, the spark
that had kept himgoing, was dying. His fingers did not even attenpt to grasp
the interwoven fir boughs as he started to slip.

Jacki e watched in horror. The branches bent, held himup for a final second or
two but his sliding weight was too nmuch for them and then they catapul ted him
down.

The dog had himthe nonent he struck the ground, Eric Atkinson's final scream
of agony torn fromhis throat in a mass of bloody flesh, a jagged open wound

t hat pumped scarlet fluid, saturating the crazed beast as it bit and tore, its
fangs crunching on brittle bones. The man's head sagged to one side, the
vertebrae snapped so that the body twi sted round as it was dragged. C othing



tore, exposed nore flesh for mutilation; an open groin wound, intestines being
pul I ed, unravell ed.

It was several minutes before the creature's frenzy subsided, and only then
did it begin to feast on the carnage, masticating noisily, ravenously,

gl ancing round as though it feared lest its nmaster might suddenly appear and
deprive it of its prize.

Jacki e cl osed her eyes but could not shut out the horror bel ow her. Sooner or
| ater she too woul d weaken.

The dog's hunger appeased, it |lay down by the remains of the man it had
savaged, turned its attention once nore to the wonan in the trees above it;
wat ched her steadily. It gave a contented, threatening yawn. It would wait
until tonmorrow, the day after, next week if need be. It had food; she did not.

The fal se warnmth inside Jackie's body had | ong since evaporated. Her skin was

goose pinmpled, the cold and danp begi nning to penetrate deep. A feeling of

drowsi ness, a fight to keep awake. |If she slept again she nmight nove, roll
fall! She would not nmake it through another night, she knew that.

Weak sunlight slanted down through the forest ceiling, a vain attenpt because
shortly afterward the hill-fog rolled back again as though it had sonmething to
hi de. Strange thoughts, frightening ones, plagued Jackie Quinn's tortured

m nd. Phil Wnder, a hairless race of weaklings; a face she half-knew flitting
in, then disappearing and | eaving her with a blurred i mage. A man, his
features would be fanmiliar if only she could visualise them reaching out for
her. But he could not hel p her, nobody coul d.

Her mouth was dry. She noi stened her fingers on the wet foliage, sucked them
They tasted of resin, nade her want to spit. Hunger gnawed, brought with it
nausea. Once the | ower branch creaked al arm ngly, and she grabbed the overhead
one but it did not crack. And bel ow her the dog appeared to sleep but if she
wat ched it | ong enough she saw an eye flicker open. It was playing a crue

gane with her, savouring every second of it.

Dozing, hearing in her mnd the baying of the brute as it picked up a fresh
scent, the killing urge strong. A baying that grew | ouder. And | ouder.

Until at last it jerked her awake in a cold shivering sweat. She gripped the
bough tightly for surely what she saw was an hal | uci nati on brought on by
exposure to the el enents

There nust have been a dozen dogs down bel ow her! An assortment of mangy

| ong- haired ani mals, nongrels of various strains, collies, Alsatians,

deer hounds, a mi xed ancestry with one overriding common factor - ferocity!
They bunched together, their tongues dwindling to a | ow warning grow. The big
dog stood its ground, spread-|legged across the remants of its Man-kill, its
coat bl oodsoaked and dried, its slobbering jaws challenging themto take its
rightful prey if they dared.

They hung back, cowed. G ow ed again. An encounter, a cowardly hunting pack
warily eyeing a King Beast, a chanpion. Weighing up their chances. They could
conquer it but sone of themwould be killed and none wanted to be anongst the
unl ucky ones. Threateni ng barks but the big dog did not back off. If they
wanted his food they would have to kill himfor it.

Suddenl y, wi thout warning, they charged. A nelee, a fighting tearing throng,
fang and claw ripping deep into hide and flesh. A collie was airborne, the
first one in tossed high by the beast at bay, its neck broken, dead before it



t hudded down on to the soft ground. Bl ood spouted and sprayed, ruby aeroso
tinsel on Christrmas tree branches, a mass of fighting fury so that the
spect at or above was unable to follow bl ow by bl ow. The wounded squeal ed,

| eaped cl ear, cane back into the fray.

The big dog was eventually pulled down. Jackie thought that they had got him
because she could not see himany nore. A pile of dead, a carpet for the
living, the low cloud drifting in even thicker than before, a curtain to hide
cani ne shane.

Now the aninmals were fighting each other, two of the snaller ones being driven
off. Finally only five remained, two of them unscathed, tearing flesh fromthe
dead human body, gnawi ng at the bones. Finally they lay down, belched wth
contentnent. The pack had hunted and killed, were satisfied for the noment.

And up in the fir branches Jacki e Qui nn wondered how much | onger she could
hol d on. She contenpl ated | eapi ng down, offering herself to the wild dogs and
hopi ng that the end woul d be quick

Today or tonorrow, the outcone would be the sane. Every torturous mnute was
only del ayi ng the awful nmonent when she nust face death in its nost horrible
form There could only be one outcone.

CHAPTER TVENTY

REI TZE HAD regul ated the tenperature in the cold store conpartnent to m nus
20°C. That represented the col dest winter you were likely to get in Britain.
It might not even drop that |ow this year but he always worked on extremties;
gi ve your specinens the severest of tests and you proved sonet hi ng
conclusively. Oherwise it was a waste of tine and you finished up with shit
in your face.

He it a Canel, inhaled deeply, rechecked his Progress Chart:

November 21-2 adults (1 male, 1 ferale both aged approx. 30)

1 male child aged approx. 10

1 ditto aged approx. 5

The youngster had died the first night, the ten-year-old the next day. The
mal e adult had made it until 23 Novenber. The wonman lasted up until 25
Novenber .

Concl usion: they couldn't live at that tenperature. The whol e throwback
speci es woul d be wi ped out before the spring. That would solve a | ot of

pr obl ens.

Novemnber 28-2 adults (1 male, 1 female both aged



approx. 20/ 25)
1 femal e child aged approx. 12 1 male child aged approx. 7
Tenperature 28°F.

The two children died on 30 Novenber, the adult male on 3 Decenber, the female
lasted up until 7 Decenber. Conclusion: the female of the species is nore
resilient.

But overall the throwbacks would be wiped out in a nonth at the nost if the
weat her wor sened.

Reitze had a neeting that afternoon with the Prine Mnister, only their second
in three nonths so it had to be sonething pretty inportant. For once the
Professor felt slightly uneasy. He got the feeling that these guys were

| ooking to throw the book at sonebody; they needed a scapegoat. They were
starting to panic.

In the nmeantime he had better go and check the 'natural environment
experiments; the PMwuld want a full report. He wouldn't take Westcote
because the latter was becom ng squeam sh. Reitze had al ways suspected t hat
woul d happen once their experinents went beyond aninals. He was the kind who
woul d opt out if things ever returned to normal, defect to the 'anmis' and use
as a weapon all the information he had collected over the years. Build an
enpire then destroy it. He needed careful watching. Barnes would be glad of a
trip out; he was anot her who needed watching but for a different reason. He
would go to any lengths to gain another step up the | adder, knife you in the
back if it was to his advantage and he thought he could get away with it. But
he was dedi cated and that counted for a |lot.

Reitze permitted hinself a smile as he left the | aboratory. Ed Barnes woul dn't
step out of line, not where Reitze was concerned anyway. Because he knew t hat
t he Professor knew all about him You didn't take a guy on at this |evel

wi t hout conpiling a very personal dossier on him If the Wite House found out
then Barnes would be out faster than a rat out of a hole, but sonetines it was
prudent to have an enployee with a skeleton in the cupboard because you had

hi m where you wanted himand he did as he was told. Blackmail, but the end
justified the neans.

Reitze had singled Barnes out shortly after the latter had graduated, had mnet
himsocially on a couple of occasions. lIdeally you needed a team of eunuchs
for this type of work, 24-hours-a-day nen w thout any distractions. The next
best thing was guys who wanted to shut thensel ves away because they were
shit-scared of the outside world. Not crimnals, that was too nuch of a risk.

Barnes fitted and the Agency had set himup. A relationship with a male
prostitute. The whol e saga had been bugged and they had even got a few
i nti mate photographs. A Watergate-type operation - and Barnes was their nan.

Ed Barnes | ooked up fromhis desk as Reitze walked in. Small, no nore than 5
feet 4 inches tall, cropped dark hair. Eyes set a shade too cl ose together
gave hima furtive look |like that of a nan permanently on the run. Barnes was
on the run - fromhis past. He was maki ng sone notes on a pad in his tiny

spi dery handwriting, further proof of a w thdrawn personality.

"I want to check the environnent conmpound,' Reitze said.

Bar nes nodded, closed his pad as though he had witten sonething which he did



not want the boss to see. He hadn't, it was just a natural reaction. If you
wat ched himclosely he blinked fast, had a slight twitch too. "OK I'IlIl be
right with you.'

They took one of the Land Rovers, up the sloping ramp and out into the world
above. Reitze switched on the wipers; it was raining fast and there were
splats of sleet on the windscreen. Good, this would put the outside
experiments to the test. Wnter had arrived virtually overnight.

They had | ess than a quarter of a mle to drive before they reached the
conmpound. Once it had been a well-fenced paddock bel onging to somebody who had
kept ponies. So handy to the | aboratory, so little adaptati on needed. A

rei nforcement of barbed wire, the fenced extension a good 8 feet high, backed
up with a double-strand electric fence. A |ocked gate was guarded by two

sol diers. At the approach of the Land Rover they energed fromthe shelter of
their hut, kept their backs to the driving rain.

They knew Reitze, did not even ask for his pass. The Professor pulled the Land
Rover off the track, clinbed down, followed by Barnes.

"W need to exam ne the specinmens,’ he told the guard. 'One of you better cone
with us. The other can |l ock the gate after us.'

It was a routine precaution. The throwbacks had never shown viol ence, only
fear of their hairless overlords, but when you were experimnmenting you never
knew how t hi ngs would turn out.

Barnes shivered, turned up the collar of his wi ndcheater. This sleet was
turning to snow. You felt the cold worse when you spent nost of your life

bel ow ground in a centrally heated building. He wi shed he had put on an extra
sweat er.

They wal ked across the uneven ground, the soldier a couple of yards ahead of
them unslinging his rifle as they approached the dil api dated tin-sheet
structure. At the nmonent there was no sign of life; the occupants of this
conmpound woul d all be huddl ed inside that three-sided shelter with the open
front. You couldn't blane 'emfor that.

Surprise and fear, a dozen squat shapes | eaping up fromthe piles of blankets
on whi ch they had been sitting or lying, huddling in the far corner, pressing
agai nst each other. They remnminded Reitze of those cages of rats in the lab in
Arizona. No matter how many tines a day you went near themthey always
squeal ed and ran to a corner. Because they were intelligent enough to know
that you were experinenting on them that you didn't give a shit whether they
lived or died so long as you got the results you were after

Reitze stood in the wi de doorway and regarded the throwbacks carefully, saw
the fear in their faces. Totally denoralised, they had given up, maybe they
were even willing thenselves to die. His eyes narrowed. One of them was dead,
the rest crowding and standing on the corpse, treading it into the nuddy

fl oor.

"W'd better take a | ook at that one,' he said, and noved forward a pace.

The captives huddl ed cl oser together, spilled away along the wall, crowded
into the other corner. The Professor knelt down, had to extricate the body
fromthe nud before he could roll it over. It was a girl, in her late 'teens

or early twenties. She was stiff and cold, had probably died during the night.

' Pneunoni a,' he said | ooking up at Barnes, 'but you'll have to take sone



tests. We can send over for the body later. In the meantine we'd better check
the others.’

Jt wasn't easy because they kept backing away, furtively follow ng the wall
round, only the soldier at the entrance preventing themfromfleeing out into
the open. Qutside the sleet had turned to pure snow, the paddock beginning to
whi ten over already.

The t hrowbacks bunched and suddenly one of themfell, a young man toppling
forward on to his face, hitting the ground with a thud and lying still. The
rest tranpled on himin their haste to keep their distance fromtheir captors.

Reitze let themgo, he was only interested in the unconscious one. He knelt
down and Barnes helped himto roll the body over. The man was still breathing,
shal | ow breat hs that m ght peter out at any second. H s bearded face was
flushed, the flesh hot with a high tenperature.

"What is it?" Barnes whispered, lifted one of the unconscious man's eyelids,
let it slip back.

"Afever.' Reitze's voice was tense, suddenly that dull mnonotone gone. 'We'd
better get himback for checks.' Not for attention, for checks. Because it
| ooks interesting.

Between the two of themthey lifted the sick man. Reitze supporting the head
and shoul ders, Barnes taking the |egs. The sol dier was eyeing the rest of the
t hrowbacks, rifle barrel half-raised. They were scared to hell and there was
no knowi ng what they might do if they panicked. You couldn't say to them
"This man's sick, we're taking himfor treatnment.' You were taking one of
their kind away to harm himand they were incapabl e of understandi ng anyt hi ng
beyond that. In a way they were right because the scientists didn't care

whet her he died, were only curious what he died of.

They | oaded hi m uncerenoniously into the back of the Land Rover, and Reitze
took the wheel. It was snowi ng hard now, the ground slippery with white slush.
If it kept up it could be deep by nightfall. The Professor engaged four-whee
drive and even then the wheels slipped a little, the vehicle slewing then
righting itself.

"That bunch are in a bad way.' Barnes watched the w pers building up a bl ock
of packed snow on the wi ndscreen. They can't stand the winter. They'll all be
dead by the end of the week if we don't do sonething.'

'Li ke what?' There was a touch of sarcasmin Reitze's reply.
' House 'em better.'
They' re undergoing tests. It would be defeating the object.’

They' Il all die. You can see that for yourself.' Then so will the thousands,
mllions, living in the wild. W can't do anything about them

Nei t her of them spoke again until they arrived back at HQ Reitze called two
assistants, had them stretcher the 'patient' up to the end |lab, the closed one
with the operating table in it. Newran was in there, his features serious when
he saw t he newconer.

"Christ, what's the matter with hin?' he snapped. He had al ready done
post-nortens on Reitze's victinms fromthe freezer bl ock. Exposure. This was
somet hing different, though. Even a layman could tell that.



"I"ll have to leave you to it.' Reitze nade for the door. 'I've got a neeting
inten mnutes. Check this guy out thoroughly.'

'He needs a heavy dose of antibiotics.' '"No!' Reitze whirled, his cheeks
flushed slightly. 'You'll fuck the whole experinent up if you start punping
drugs into him Do all the usual tests first. Ed will help you.'

Newnan checked a retort. If they didn't do something drastic quickly this
fellow could die. It wasn't just exposure he was suffering fromand that was
what worried him 1'Ill have a report ready in an hour,' he said tight-Iipped.
Reitze cl osed the door behind him Suddenly they weren't maki ng any headway at
all and Cal decott and Ranki ne were going to ask an awful |ot of questions.

"You mean that tough as they seemthey can't stand exposure to the el enments!’
The Prime Mnister was incredulous. 'My God, and our security forces have
driven thousands of themout of the towns into the hills and woods!'

Reitze got the inpression he was supposed to say sonething. |I'msorry, |
shoul d have told you before that they would not be able to withstand the col d.
Per haps we can round themup again. It's too fucking |late because it's
blizzarding out there now He said nothing, just waited. Put the ball in their
court.

"Are you absolutely sure they're not resilient? Rankine was clutching at
straws. 'l nean . . . you could be wong . . . couldn't you.'

Reitze hoped his contenpt for themdidn't show You lot ballsed it up. You
woul dn't wait for nmy tests. Drive "emout of the towns into the wilds, get rid
of "em W don't nean 'em any harm because they are our people; we just don't
want 'em around. Now you're shitting yoursel ves because you mght've got rid
of "em for good. Please help us. Professor, or else we'll blane you.

"I"'mnot wong.' Reitze's voice was as enpotionless as ever. 'My tests have
proved beyond doubt that the throw backs can't stand the winter.'

"Did you really have to ... to kill those fewto prove that?' Caldecott's
eyebrows knitted, accusing.

They died.' A politician's answer, avoid replying to a direct question. 'If
you want me to do tests then there are bound to be casualties.'

The Defence Mnister and the Prime M nister exchanged gl ances. Both were
uneasy. They gave up blanming the Anericans, |ooked for another outlet; there
weren't many left.

"But we've got to do sonething.' Caldecott spread his hands in despair. 'If
only it wasn't winter.

There's nothing we can do.' Reitze took his time selecting and lighting a
Canel, 'The way the snow s blowi ng up right now we won't be able to get out of
here oursel ves before long. Even if we could, even if the weather was nmild, it
woul d be an inpossibility rounding these people up again. They've dispersed,
are trying to adapt to a new environnent. Towns and cities are foreign to
their primtive nature so no way will they be com ng back. W' ve just got to
face up to it - by the spring there won't be many of 'em/|left.’

Silence. The battery clock on the wall sounded deafeningly |oud. Tinme was
everybody's eneny right now.



"\What about these . . . these latest tests you' re doing? Caldecott asked
hesitantly. 'The ones in the ... outdoor shelter.'

"I"ve just come back fromthere.' Reitze took his time replying. Damm them
t hey woul d ask about that. There was no point in lying; the truth could be
known in a matter of hours. Just don't try blam ng ne. 'W've got a problem'

"What sort of a probl en?

"At the monent |'mnot sure. Newran and Barnes are conducting tests right now
on a man who coll apsed | ess than an hour ago. It isn't fromexposure to the
elements, |I'mvirtually certain of that.' 'Wat then?

"I"'mnot sure. I'lIl let you know the mnute I am' That should break the
meeting up if anything could.

"Al'l right,' Caldecott nodded, 'we'll be waiting to hear from you, Professor

| just hope it isn't bad news. It seenms that tinme is on the side of the eneny
who did this awful thing to us. They have only to sit and wait and within a
matter of nonths the unpopul ated western world will be theirs for the taking!
| just hope you're wong.'

"It's bad.' Brian Newran's features were devoid of colour. He sat on a chair
in the corner of the |aboratory. There was no sign of Barnes and Reitze didn't
ask after him On the operating table a sheet covered the body of the man they
had brought in earlier. There was no novenent from beneath it and Reitze did
not enquire if he was dead because he never wasted his time on futile

guesti ons.

' How bad?' Don't rush him let himtake his time giving the facts.

"Avirus,' Newran replied. 'An off-shoot of the m croorgani smthat worked on
the skin tissues, doubtless. It affects the lungs |ike the fastest cancer

you' ve ever known and the heart can't stand the strain. Triggered off by a
drop in body tenperature. If those we deep froze hadn't died so quick
they'd' ve got it alnost certainly. Cold and wet brings it on. Wether it wll
af fect every single one of the mllions of throwback Britons is anybody's
guess, but 1'd say you'd have to be bl oody |ucky to survive out there. Another
thing, and I'mnot absolutely sure about this, but I'd say it's contagious.'

The hell it is!'" Reitze instinctively noved back a pace. 'In that case we'd
better start work with some antibiotics, inject all that lot up in the
envi ronnent conpound. Right now | can't think of anything else.’

They took the Land Rover again. The blizzard had increased to gale force,
restricted visibility to less than fifteen yards. The snow was begi nning to
drift and several tines they had wheel -spin but they scarcely noticed it.

The sane sentry unl ocked the gate, clinbed on the tailboard. It wasn't going
to be easy injecting a crowd of primtive men and wonen who had a terror of
civilisation.

Reitze drove right up to the hut, parked the Land Rover across the entrance
and killed the engine.

"Jesus H Christ!' was all he said.

H s conpani ons stared where he was | ooking. There was limted vision through
the driving white flakes but it was enough. Mre than enough



Newnan wanted to say 'Maybe they're just sleeping, huddl ed together for
warnth.' It would have been a pointless lie. The soldier had junmped down from
the rear, was pressed up against the side of the vehicle, his rifle stil

slung on his shoul der because he woul dn't be needing it.

Two of the hut's occupants squatted against the far walls, heads forward,
noddi ng as though they were on the verge of slunmber. They did nof |ook up even
t hough they had surely heard the Land Rover's approach. Two children lay just

i nside, arnms entw ned around each ot her

The rest were strewn across the entire floor space, lying in various poses,
some on their backs, others face upwards. Not noving.

The snow was cutting a virgin white path inside as far as the centre, creating
a fluffy shroud which was fast covering the bodies in the foreground. Maybe in
a few hours it would fill the whole shed, hide the horror of it all. Nature's
final apol ogy before the world died.

Reitze pushed the starter-button, began to reverse back out into the paddock

Test Number Three was concl usive enough w thout further exam nation of the
specimens - the new virus was fatal within a matter of hours*.

CHAPTER TWENTY- ONE

THE THROWBACKS woul d not be attacking again, Jon Quinn was optimstic about
that. They would not face guns; they had | earned their |esson

He had spent the renainder of that awful night at the bedroom wi ndow, but

t here had been no sign of the eneny out there in the darkness. They had

wi t hdrawn, were doubtl ess watching fromthe hills around. But they had no
answer to the sudden death that firearms were capable of. They would not risk
another raid, would rely on stealth, maybe an anbush if they got the chance.

Dawn cane gradually, a slow greyness, a creeping hill-fog that reduced
visibility to a few yards. He could make out the gate, the tall hedge that
bordered the | ane, but only because he knew what and where they were. Detai
was obscured in a still danmp world. If you listened hard enough you heard the.
steady dripping of condensation. Not even the harsh squawki ng of a crow in the
fir spinney. Nothing.

Syl via was sl eeping heavily. He bent over her, for one awful nonent thought
she had stopped breathing. Her breasts scarcely rose and fell. A conbination
of shock and exhaustion. She woul d probably sleep the clock round.

As he turned away fromthe bed an awful feeling of |oneliness assailed him He
didn't even have Sylvia any nore. Physically she was here in the cottage but
her | ove, her thoughts, were out there up in the hills. Eric Atkinson was a
terrible sight to behold but everything in her had gone back to him She m ght



even go to himnow and if that was her wi sh then he would | et her go. There
was no point in trying to stop her

Anot her awful thought; out there in the yard were three dead bodi es.
Mur der er!

He wi nced, did not even try to convince his conscience that it was

sel f-defence, that he had shot themto save Sylvia; just accepted that he had
killed them The corpses had to be buried, there was no question about that,
and there was only one person to do it. It was a task that could not be

del ayed,

He went downstairs and outside, took the gun with him The sooner he got it
done, the better. Funerals were therapy, a sort of climax to grief, and once
they were over and done with tinme could begin to heal; perhaps his conscience
woul d be easier when the dead were bel ow ground.

The cultivation patch was the obvious choice; the soil there was soft and the
digging would be relatively easy. AH the sane, it would take himnost of the
day.

He fetched a spade fromthe outbuilding and propping the | oaded shotgun up
agai nst the fence he began marking out the first oblong. He would not need to
cultivate the whole area again, all he would need woul d be a few rows of
essential basic crops for hinself (Sylvia would not be here then). He m ght
not even bother to grow vegetabl es again. He wasn't thinking positively any
nor e.

The di ggi ng was soft and easy, rhythnmic notions, taking his tine, piling up a
mound of soil, some of it sliding back into the shall ow rectangul ar hol e.

The fog had rolled back as far as the base of the steep hillside. Every so
of ten he paused and gl anced around but there was no sign of anybody. The
t hr owbacks had returned to the hills, maybe now they woul d | eave hi m al one.

H s eyes smarted with tears that woul d not conme; he could not renenber the
last tinme he had cried. Probably when he was a young boy. He had not even
cried when his parents had died and God knows he had tried hard enough
Burning grief inside himthat could not escape, knotting himup. The only two
funeral s he had ever attended.

Mor bi d, so unnecessary. A grave like this one only nuch, nuch deeper, a rol

of artificial grass hiding the nound of earth for sone obscure reason
Cvilisation went to a |ot of needless trouble. A coffin that had cost a
hundred quid in those days, high-quality polished oak that would only rot away
in the ground. Pointless in the extrene.

H's mother's wi sh had been to be buried in the sane grave so they had to dig
it all out again. The sane rigmarole, plastic grass and a neani ngl ess cerenony
because nobody except hinself really cared. That night he had al nost cried.

Al nmost, but not quite.

He paused. He was sweating heavily. The sides of the grave were up to his
thighs. It would do, it would have to. So |ong as he got the corpses
underground that was all that mattered. He debated going and fetching one of
them no, he would dig the other graves first, try and get finished before
dark. Filling themin would not take |ong.

He worked right through until nid-afternoon. The fog was beginning to creep in



again and he could only just make out the outline of the cottage. Probably
Sylvia still slept. He wouldn't be | ong now.

There was no way Jon could carry the bodies across to the graves, he would
have to drag them by the | egs, uncerenoniously. Ignomnious. Like the tine he
had buried Nita, the old milking goat. He had put a piece of rope on her back
l egs, pulled her in stages out of the shed, across the yard and into the
field. He would have to do the same now

He took the nearest first, |ooped the rope over the man's ankles, pulled it
tight, took the strain. Stiff and resisting, a rigid arm becomn ng caught on
t he gatepost. He sweated, had to go and free it. Dam it, the eyes had cone
open, were staring balefully at him

Mur der er !

No, | didn't want to kill you, please believe ne. I'msorry. Ch God, I'm
sorry!

It took himten mnutes to lug the corpse to the graveside, turned his head
away as he funmbled to undo the knots. Don't |ook at nme please. I'msorry.

He pushed, the corpse slid, took a small aval anche of soil and stones with it,
fell awkwardly, face downwards. No, |'m not going down there to turn you over.
It doesn't matter anyway because you're dead.

Maybe he shoul d have dug deeper, one big grave, buried all three together
Funny how you t hought of these things when it was too | ate.

It was dusk by the tine he had all three of themin their graves, took the
spade again and began to shovel the earth back in with dull thunmps. Finality.
Dust to dust, ashes to ashes. The Lord has given and the Lord has taken away,
He coul d hear that young curate's voice at his nother's graveside, rushing

t hrough the words as though he had to get it all over as soon as possible.
Maybe he had been scared too. Secretly everybody was frightened of death
because no matter what you did in life you ended up like this. Al efforts
were in vain.

He finished, snoothed the slight nmounds over with the flat of the spade and
stood back. It was al nost dark now, the fog seening to have nelted with the
com ng of night. The sweat was chilling fast on his body, an icy shirt
clinging danply to his flesh. It felt like there could be a frost tonight.

Jon Quinn retrieved his gun, headed back to the cottage. He kicked his boots
off in the porch, went inside and | ocked the door behind him Silence. No
nmoverent, no faint glow of a candle burning.

He grabbed a stormlantern, lit it and waited for the flame to settle. The
wi ck needed renewi ng; he would see to it tonorrow. Al ways tomnorrow but deep
down you found yourself hoping that tonorrow never cane.

Upstairs, alnost afraid to go into the bedroom Maybe Sylvia had gone, crept
out whilst he was engrossed in his gruesone task, had just wal ked away into
the fog and woul dn't be comi ng back. O else she was dead. Last night m ght
have proved too nmuch for her; there was a bottle of aspirins by the bed.

Nausea compressed his stomach, tried to force himto vonmit. Don't go in there,
don't |ook. That way you won't ever know. If she's dead then you'll have to
bury her too.



He ki cked open the door, held the lamp at arm s length, the yellow circle of
[ight quivering and casting weird shadows. The bed, a still form beneath the
crunpl ed sheets. Alive or dead?

Then the bedcl ot hes noved and Sylvia cane into view, propped herself up on an
el bow, blinked in the sudden wan |light. He scarcely recogni sed her, she seened
to have aged a decade, her eyes bl ack-ringed and sunken, deep contours etched
i nto her skin. Sheer hopel essness, and sonething else - grief.

'*Jon?'
"Are you CK?'
"Eric's dead, Jon.'

A junmble of replies crammed his confused brain. Don't be silly. How could you
possi bly know? He's OK, I'mcertain of it. But they all sounded holl ow so he
sai d nothing, just stood there | ooking at her

'He's dead,' she repeated

Jon noved into the room set the |lantern down on the dresser. She noved again,
sat up, and he saw that she was still fully dressed.

"I know he is.' She spoke flatly, not even a trenmor in her voice. 'I wsh I
could have seen himone nore tine though. Just to say |I'msorry.

He | owered hinself down on to the edge of the bed, suddenly saw how she had
changed during these | ast few hours, alnobst drew away in horror. The texture
of her skin was different, blotched, coarser, her hair wiry, the soft
sil ki ness gone out of it. The pertness of her features was gone too; |ips

t hi cker, nose | ess pointed. An unni stakable resenblance to those corpses which
he had interred today!

"You're ill." He had to say something, nust not alarm her unduly. He hoped the
revul si on, the shock, did not showin his expression. He tried to tell hinself
that it was a trick of the light, that if he went and fetched a torch and
shone it on her she would be all right. In the end he accepted what he saw,

let his brain go nunmb, didn't try to find reasons, or hope. Somehow Sylvia was
under goi ng the physical change whi ch had thrown back the popul ati on of the
rest of the world thousands of years. Mentally she seened to have all her
faculties. At the nonent anyway.

"I know he's dead.' Her voice was a dull whisper now. 'I just know.'

Panic hit himas he sat there. Like the tinme Jackie (oh God, how 1 need her
now ) had been suddenly ill in the mddle of the night soon after they were
married. It had turned out to be an allergy to a drug which the doctor had
prescri bed but he did not know that at the tine, was certain she was having a
heart attack. Wanting to rush downstairs and phone the doctor but he was
afraid to | eave her. Sure that she was going to die. If she did then he would
kill hinmself because he couldn't bear to be without her. He couldn't bear
bei ng wi t hout Jackie now. But he hadn't killed hinself because she had been
al! right.

There was no doctor to phone, no help of any kind. Nothing. He just had to
stay with Sylvia.

"I"lIl get you a drink.' H's voice seemed far away, a faint echo conming from
downstairs. He stood up and his legs felt weak. He swayed, had to hold on to



t he dresser.

He groped his way downstairs, found a torch; the battery was going and he
didn't know whether there were any spares left but it would do for now A
glass, holding it under the tap, |eaning on the sink

Sylvia groped for the tunbler, slopped some of it down herself, drank the
remai nder in one gulp. She stared at him did not seemto recognise him, her
eyes vacant.

He took the enpty glass fromher, backed towards the door. Til be back in a
bit." A munbl ed excuse for leaving. You visited a senile patient in hospital
were grateful to take your |eave, told themyou' d see them again. You hoped
you woul dn't but you did not want to be cruel

Downstairs he woul d have thrown up had his stonmach not been enpty. He didn't
want to eat; couldn't. H s head was spinning, a wave of dizziness had him
staggering towards the frayed sofa in the kitchen, flinging hinself
full-length on to it. Exhaustion was an illness, you had to sleep it off. A
rel ease valve to stop you from goi ng nad; you reached a point where you didn't
care any nore. So you slept.

Morni ng; not early, conparatively late by the way the weak sunshi ne was
patterning |l atticed diamonds on the wall. Mich colder too. Jon Quinn shivered,
lay there and let his recollections of the previous day cone back in their own
time. He listened, couldn't hear anything, didn't want to. He wi shed he could
go back to sleep, divorce hinmself fromreality. Hide.

In the end he swung his legs to the floor and nade his way to the sink. A
gl ass of water, not the sane glass that Sylvia had used, he made sure of that.
There was a sour taste in his nouth, the taste of danp earth. Gave soil?

He woul d have to go upstairs, it was his duty. Better now, get it over wth;

if he put it off any | onger he wouldn't go. He would wal k right out of that
door and up the steep hillside opposite. | can't beat you so |'ve cone to join
you. Maybe the change will take ne, too, and then | won't know any different.

He nounted the stairs a step at a time. In the cold Iight of nmorning there
woul d be no shadows to hide the awful facial details. You' re not Sylvia,
you' re sonething el se

Just |ike Jackie is.

He stood on the | andi ng, al nbst turned back. How could it have happened? That
storm nont hs ago had cl eared the atnosphere of any remnaining mcro-organi sns,
bl own them on westwards. Wiat danage was done was done, there wouldn't be any
nmore. You were just left to live with what remained. In theory.

The mating, the rape . . . That was it, he was sure. Eric had passed the
change on in his senen, given Sylvia newlife in a different way. Ch Jesus
God! A husband's revenge on his unfaithful wi fe and her |over!

No, | don't want to go near you, Sylvia. Thank God our relationship has been
pl atoni c these | ast few weeks. O el se

He hit the bedroomat a rush otherw se he woul d never have gone through that
door. Revulsion, curiosity. Al right, let's get it over, let me |look at you
and .

The room was enpty!



He stood there just inside the door, his brain trying to accept that there was
no horror lying there on the bed, no disfiguration, no creature that m ght
have been four thousand years old. Nothing but a pile of crunpled sheets and
bl ankets, an enpty bed in a roomthat stank of stale sweat and urine.

Instinctively, dazed, he checked the wardrobe, |ooked under the bed. Just to
satisfy hinmself that she wasn't there. She wasn't, he didn't expect her to be.

She had gone because the call of the wild was too strong for her to resist;
she had returned to her own Kind.

It was sonme tine |later when Jon Qui nn went outside. The sun had been

obliterated by a bank of dark clouds and the tenperature had dropped severa
degrees. He grinmaced. Wnter had replaced autum overni ght; those were snow
cl ouds, maybe only a shower, a |ight ground covering but neverthel ess snow.

He filled the hayracks in the goat shed. The animals were becom ng accustoned

to being shut in now, didn't stanmpede round the building in an attenpt to get

out of his way. The young billy was ready to be slaughtered for meat but there
wasn't any point anynore. In all probability he would just turn himloose, |et
himgo to the hills. He could have his freedomfor what it was worth.

As he cane out of the buildings a flock of rooks suddenly rose into the air,
cawing loudly, circling, wanting to drop back down on to whatever they had
been feedi ng on.

Jon stared in amazenent. Something on the cultivation patch had attracted
them he couldn't think what; there were few growi ng crops to interest
corvines at this tinme of the year. He picked up the gun, changed his mnd. He
did not have cartridges to waste. Ali the sane he would go and take a | ook

They were probably scratching in the soil after wire-wornms ... He stopped,
al nost turned and ran. Cod, no, not that.

Two of the new y-dug graves had been di sturbed, the | oose soil scratched out,
scattered all around. And lying there, partly out of the ground, exposed to
their waists, were two of the corpses! They stared fixedly in his direction
out of bl oody eyel ess sockets, flesh hanging fromtheir faces in scarl et
ribbons. Rigidinrigor nortis, stiff arnms pointing in his direction

Mur der er !

If his linbs had responded Jon Qui nn woul d have turned and run. Instead he was
forced to stand there, cringe before the nute accusations of the partly
exhuned dead.

Murderer! You cannot be rid of us so easily.

Gradual ly logic, cold reasoning infiltrated his sheer terror. Those .

things . . . were dead, they could not harmhim repulsive as they were. This
was not Haiti where the witch-doctors sumoned the dead fromtheir graves to
ensl avenent as zonbies. It was Britain and things |ike that did not happen
You just got poisoned and thrown back into your ancestry.

Nevert hel ess, sonebody or something had dug the bodies up. He noved a few
paces nearer, ran his eye over the dispersed soil. Footprints, |arge aninal
ones with claw inprints. Dogs!

He | aughed his sheer relief aloud. The starving wild dogs fromthe hills had



scented death and cone during the night hours, had scratched up the human
corpses fromtheir shallow graves, had feasted on the dead neat. And when the
canines left at daybreak the crows had flown in to a banquet of carnage,
pecked out the eyes, scraped the flesh off with their talons. And now the
sinister birds were wheeling overhead, denmanding a return to their feast
before flying back to their roost. Jon turned away. Let the bastards conme back
and feed.

That was the role scavengers played in the world of death, preventing
putrefaction and di sease. After dark the dogs m ght come again, foxes too. It
was the | aw of Nature when things got out of control

One last look up at the dark forest on the skyline before he went back
i ndoors. The first few snowfl akes were starting to drift down. Sylvia was
somewhere up there.

Maybe Jacki e, too.

CHAPTER TWVENTY- TWD

I T WAS norning again. Jackie stirred, instinctively clutched at the tree
branches, experienced a dizzy bout of vertigo. Sickness; fear, and the fact
t hat she had neither eaten nor drunk for al nmost two days.

She was goi ng down there today, down below to where death awaited her. She
either died up here slowly of starvation or gave herself up to the pack. The
latter would be relatively quick. Her mind was nmade up

A flap of huge wings close by, a huge brown bird taking off, gliding and
settling again in a tree further away, A buzzard. It was waiting for her to
die so that it could feast; it wasn't in any hurry.

She rel eased her hold on the big bough, felt the branches beneath her starting
to bow, yielding to her full weight.

Sliding, slippery .

She tensed as she felt herself go, closed her eyes, braced every nerve in her
body for the inmpact. Seconds seened an eternity. A brief flash of inexplicable
menory: that face again, so snooth like Phil Wnder's, eyes that were filled

with sorrow, lips noving. Please don't die. Then it was gone.

She hit sonmething soft, rolled, sprawl ed. A cushioned | anding, she had fallen

on the wild dogs, anongst them She closed her eyes tightly. I"mnot going to
l ook, | don't want to see them Kill ne quickly.
Jacki e could feel the rough hair of the dog underneath her, a still formthat

did not nmove. One of the dead ones. She was lying there waiting to die but
death did not cone.



It was the silence that had her opening her eyes in bew | dernment. The snarling
pack shoul d have been on her by now but there was not so much as a warning
grow . She shoul d have been dragged to and fro like a rag doll caught up in a
cani ne tug-o' -war, pulled one way then the other, teeth biting and tearing as
t hey savaged her.

It took several seconds for understanding to filter through to her confused
brain, rejecting the fact that she was not going to die. @ ancing from one
animal to another. She lay on the big one, the one which had hunted her, had
killed her conpanion. Two nore close by, a third by the human corpse. Another
some yards away. Al of them dead. The rest had gone.

For sone reason the dogs had left. They had fought and feasted on hunman
carrion, satisfied their hunger. Become bored. It didn't matter why they had
left, just that they had.

Jacki e sat there staring about her, noticed for the first tine that it was
snowi ng, odd patches of open ground beneath the trees already sprinkled with a

soft white covering. She shook herself, sat up, still listening in case the
dogs were close by but there was no sound. An enpty forest, devoid of all life
except that buzzard still perched in the tree.

She tried to stand but her |egs were weak and she fell, craw ed a few yards

away fromthe scene of the bl oody carnage. She couldn't stop here, the aninals
m ght conme back or el se others scenting death mi ght appear. She had resigned
herself to dying but instead she lived and now she had the will to fight

agai n.

After sone tine she found she could stand, wal k a few paces, holding on to | ow
branches to support herself. It was bitterly cold and she was hungry, thirsty.
Al so she was a fugitive. Those who hunted her woul d not have given up the
trail.

She followed a well-trodden path through the trees. The thick overhead
evergreen foliage was preventing the ground from being covered with snow and
it made travelling easier. Al the sane she could not remain in the forest.
She had to keep noving.

It was mi dday when she finally energed fromthe big wood, stood and | ooked
across at snowcovered hills and valleys. It was still snowing lightly but the
clouds to the west were breaking up. She knew that she had to find food and
shelter before nightfall.

She headed across the ridge of hills, wary, hiding in the bushes whenever she
spi ed other people. Once a group of five nen and a woman passed wi thin yards
of her. The nen were struggling to support the woman, two of them carrying her
a few yards, setting her down to rest. She was coughi ng badly, her breath
wheezing and rasping its way out of her lungs. A conference between the other
three nen; they were worried and Jacki e thought that they | ooked ill, too.
Eventual | y they noved on and once they were out of sight Jackie continued on
her way. But overall she sensed that sonething was dreadfully w ong.

Sone tine later her foot caught against sonething, alnpst caused her to fall
Wth a start she saw that it was the body of a man that the snow had covered.
She saw his face, stepped back in horror. Sunken eyes, the flesh blotched as
t hough sone di sease had ravaged him a trickle of dried blood fromthe open
nout h.

Deat h was common enough, she had cone to accept it as an everyday occurrence



but there was sonething about this corpse that alarned her. Had he been
savaged by wild animals or nmutilated by the fierce roving tribes then she
woul d hardly have given him a second gl ance. But he had died from sone

i nexplicable cause that had left its owm mark on hinm he renm nded her of that
woman she had seen earlier, the emaciation, the sheer hopel essness in the
features. And it frightened her.

Jacki e' s body was warmer now but shelter and food were priorities. She
renenbered the confort of the Wnder farnmhouse, foreign to her instincts then
but she needed such a place now. And when she spied the stone cottage set back

agai nst the side of the hill bel ow her she knew that that was where she nust
t ake refuge. She would be warm and safe in there, she had | earned that certain
packages and jars contai ned nourishing food and, above all, the tribes nostly

avoi ded these strange dwel | i ng-pl aces.

She approached the cottage cautiously. A small tunbl edown stone-built two-up,
two-down that had fallen into a state of disrepair, the covering of snow
hi di ng nost of its structural faults. Wndow franes had rotted, a couple of
br oken panes had been repaired with brown tape. Several slates were m ssing
of f the roof and jackdaws had chi pped nost of the nortar out of the chi mey
stack. The garden gate had come off its hinges, was lying on its side.

Jackie took a direct course for the front door; it was |ocked. Follow ng the
wal I, she peeped in at the first window she cane to. The usual furniture she
had come to accept, a couple of easy chairs, a sofa and a table. A firepl ace
with just crunpled newspapers in the grate. A table was strewn with sheets of
paper and sone kind of squat nachi ne which she did not recogni se; she had
never seen a typewiter before. She noved on, skirted a lean-to, canme to the
back door. It was open an inch or two so that it creaked in the wind and the
snow sl anted in.

She pushed it wi de, stepped over the threshold. A wave of dizziness passed
over her and she flung herself on to the sofa. Sheer bliss, rolling back
stretching out. She would rest awhile and then she would find sonmething to eat
and drink. Qutside the snow was thickening, beginning to plaster the w ndows,
dar keni ng the roons.

In her dreans Jackie saw that nan again. He was in the sane room as her but
somehow he al ways succeeded in keeping his back to her. Cccasionally she
glinpsed his profile but it was always in shadow.

And when finally he cane to her the |ight was gone and she could not see him
only feel him Strong snooth flesh that rubbed agai nst her own, kissing her
passionately and thrusting his tongue into her mouth. Sensuous fingertips
doing things to her that Kuz had never done. Domi nant yet gentle, |oving her

She sobbed al oud when finally he rolled in between her |egs and even then he
took his time entering her. She soared, drifted along in an ecstatic flight.
And still she did not see his face clearly. She clung to him tried to stop

hi m | eaving her, determned to go wherever he went. But, as usual, he slipped
fromher grasp and then he was gone into the shadows of her nind, |eaving only
a dimmenory behind. But he would cone again surely, he always did. And next
tine .

Jacki e was vaguely aware that she was not alone in the room her senses

pi cki ng up nmovenents, conscious of them even as she slept. Stirring, trying to
recol l ect. He had conme back! Her pul ses raced but she did not open her eyes

i medi ately because she would not see himclearly. He woul d be standing in a
shadowy corner or el se | ooking out of the window with his back to her



Her sl eep receded and now every sense was alert. Positive novenents,
footsteps, he was attending to sone chore or other. Perhaps if she squinted

t hrough hal f-cl osed eyes she would surprise him catch hi munawares before he
had a chance to hide his features from her again.

She trenbl ed, tensed, experienced a sense of guilt. She was not meant to see
and yet she was determ ned. Candl elight; she had slept |onger than she had

t hought and it was already dark outside. Her slitted eyes foll owed the wan
circle of yellow light - saw him

She suppressed a groan of di sappoi ntnent; he had his back to her as usual, was
kneeling before the fireplace with an arnful of kindling wood, |aying sticks
on the newspaper. He wore a blue anorak and the hood was still pulled up, the
wet snow on it nelting and dripping on to the floor. Middy Wellington boots
had left a trail of footprints fromthe back door

A matchbox rattled, a rasping noise, and a bright flame was applied to the
paper, hungrily devouring it, the sticks crackling and hissing, A puff of
snoke bill owed back, made hi mcough. A fit of coupling, a handkerchi ef
clutched to his mouth. A sound that frightened Jacki e because it was
rem ni scent of that woman's coughi ng earlier

Her al arm bl ended into di sappointnment as the man. turned away fromthe fire
and she saw his features clearly for the first tinme. It was not him Too old,
so gaunt, no way was it the [over who haunted her dreans and fantasies.

"Hallo,' he nodded, not in the |east surprised, as though he had quite
expected to find her lying there on the sofa. He pushed his hood back and she
noted the receding hairline, the balding crowm. 'Now that |'ve found sonme wood
we can have a fire. We'll soon get warm

She sm | ed, hoped her anguish didn't show. She al so hoped that he woul d not
make any demands on her al though she woul d have traded anythi ng and everything
she had to offer for food and shelter

"Rod.' He tapped his chest, gave another deep runbling cough. 'Rod Savage. 1

"Jac.' She pointed to herself, smled again. They woul d have to overcone the
| anguage barrier. She had coped with Phil Wnder. Sonmehow her vocal chords
wer e i ncapabl e of producing this new | anguage and even when she under st ood
certain sounds she was unable to repeat themexcept in a barely articulate
nasal tone.

'Pleased to neet you, Jac.' Rod Savage obviously wel comed the opportunity to
talk to somebody even if they did not understand. Tal king to oneself got
exceedi ngly boring after several weeks. 'l expect you'd like sone tea.' He
took of f his anorak, began openi ng sonme cans, sardi nes and spaghetti. A packet
of Ryvita that was no longer crisp, spread with peanut butter. He boiled the
kettl e, made some tea.

Jacki e ate ravenously, gave up trying to naster the art of using a fork. Her
conpani on did not seemto notice.

She watched himcarefully as she ate. Certainly he was not well, his features
shiny with sweat even though the blazing fire had not yet had a chance to warm
the room Periodically his eyes seemed to filmover, cleared again. And al ways
t hat hacki ng cough

'Damed typewiter's broken.' He pushed his enpty plate away. 'Carriage
spring, | think. No chance of getting it repaired and I'mnot nechanically



mnded so I'lIl have to wite the rest of ny "History of the New Britain" in
| onghand. Don't expect it will ever get published anyway because there's
nobody left to publish it.' He tried to | augh, surrendered to another fit of
coughi ng.

Jacki e noticed that when the handkerchi ef cane away fromhis mouth it was
spottled with scarlet.

"I"'mill, y' know' dipped hurried speech as though he had got an awful lot to
say and was afraid he would not get tine to finish speaking. '"Had it a
fortnight now Sone days it's not too bad, |ike today, other days it's pretty

chroni c. Pneunoni a probably, cane on when the weat her changed. Maybe 1'lIl rest
up for a few days.' He spread his arms, spoke nore directly. 'You' re wel cone
to stay here as long as you like. Get it? You... stay... here ...’

She nodded. Phil Wnder had taught her how to wash di shes and she woul d repay
this strange man for his hospitality. He wouldn't expect anything el se, he was
too ill.

'Say, that's cute, real cute.' He watched her at the sink fromthe arnchair.
"Never thought you lot would be able to master househol d chores. Have to make
a note of that. I'll sub-title it "How | lived with a trained throwback".' He
| aughed and coughed agai n.

"CGot you lot all worked out.' Rod Savage tal ked incessantly in spite of the
fact that it was a strain. 'For weeks now you' ve been gathering in the hills.
Couldn't understand it, anybody with any sense would stick to the valleys and
|l owl ands with winter coming on. Then | hit on it. The old Iron Age trade route
starts fromhere, | found an old book about it, the route marked on a map.
Through these hills, heading south. Not that you' ve got anything to trade or
anybody to trade with but old instincts die hard. You' re massing for the great
trek south. You need a warmer climate and that's where you're going, but if
you ask ne you've left it too damed | ate\’

Jacki e slept on the sofa that night, lay and listened to the wind how i ng,
buffeting the cottage, driving the snow against the walls, building up deep
drifts. And hour after hour Rod Savage | ay and coughed. She heard hi mturning
restlessly in his bed directly above the tiny |living-room renenbered that
worman who had had to be carried, and the body in the snow.

She dozed uneasily. Tonight her |over did not come; she called out for him
willed himto join her, but he never canme. Strange dreans of a |and where
everybody except herself was dead, the hills and forests littered with bodies

where the fevered coughing illness had taken its toll
Only she remained, alone in a dead hell, wanting to die but living, forced to
wal k the silent land in search of a will-0'-the-wisp that no | onger cane to

taunt her. A land of cold and hunger and thirst.

When finally she awoke she was not sure whether it was light or not, went to
t he wi ndow and rubbed a patch in the condensation. A virgin white curtain of
snow covered the outside of the glass pane. She turned back in despair,
wondered if she could find sticks and paper with which to light a fire.

The wi nd had dropped. Suddenly she was aware of the total stillness, the
cloying silence. And with it cane a feeling bordering on panic. Rod Savage was
no longer turning restlessly in his bed upstairs and coughing i ncessantly. No
sound came from above



And that was when Jackie's dream cane back to her, of a |and where everybody
except hersel f was dead.

CHAPTER TWENTY- THREE

SYLVI A HAD found the village within an hour or so of |eaving the cottage, had
cone upon it suddenly in the thick hill-fog. She could have drawn back, fled
bef ore the occupants caught sight of her. But she didn't.

She wal ked slowy, dazedly into the settlenent. The snow was falling steadily,
a refreshing wind threatening to whip it into a blizzard. A strange atnosphere
whi ch she sensed i medi ately, a kind of bustle of activity which had suddenly
cone to a stop. Loaded litters, the snow al ready beginning to cover themwth
a white film a cluster of men who eyed her with a mixture of curiosity and
apathy. We were about to | eave but we've changed our ninds. Wio are you and
what are you doi ng here?

They were all packed up and ready to go. Were to? Sylvia cane to a halt
before the group, eyed them question-ingly, felt she had to say sonething.
They woul d not understand, but it didn't matter. Thinking, talking, was
becom ng increasingly difficult, her brain fogged and sl uggi sh.

"My nanme's Sylvia. My husband's dead.' Gief that had been threatening |like
t hunder heads on the horizon suddenly hit her. Unrestricted sobs. One of them
pointed to the nearest dwelling-place. Go in there, woman, out of the cold.

She wal ked shakily towards it, paused in the entrance. The interior was dark
had a sharp unpl easant odour about it. She waited for her vision to adjust to
the gloom saw through a liquid msty flood, distorted shapes; sonebody |ay on
a bed in the corner, not moving. A woman was stretched out on sone hides by
the wall, and it was quite obvious that she was dead. A fit of uncontrollable
coughing attracted her attention and she turned her head and nmade out a boy of
perhaps ten years of age squatting beyond the dying enbers of the fire. Tiny
rivulets of blood trickled down his chin. He saw her but his expression did
not register surprise, just acceptance.

"You're all ill." She spoke al oud. 'You need help, a doctor.' Now that was a
silly thing to say because there weren't any doctors left. They were all out
there, any one of these menfol k m ght have been a doctor once. Before al
this. What was a doctor? She could not really renmenber; somebody who hel ped
you, perhaps.

She stood just inside the open doorway, | ooked back outside. Several nore
peopl e were energing fromthe other huts bearing litters on which |ay prone
bodi es wapped in ani nal hides, scarcely seeming able to lift the weight of
them A conference. They were pointing, arguing. Sylvia did not need an
interpreter to understand what they were saying.

W nust go even though we are ill and dying. The snow is here, winter is upon



us. If we stay here we shall starve. Go now whilst there is still alittle
tinme left.

A woman appeared from sonewhere, cane into the hut and with sone difficulty
lifted up the sick boy. He began to cry, coughed sone nore bl ood. Sylvia nmade
as if to help but sone inhibition checked her. She was a stranger here, an
intruder in-a different way of life; they m ght resent her interference. She
felt self-conscious.

The child was taken out, room made for himon one of the stretchers al ongside
the still formof a red-headed man who m ght al ready have been dead. They were
hurrying now, seenming to have to force their linbs into jerky novenents.

Syl via was ignored, perhaps they had forgotten her. Very soon they would al

be gone and she would be left here in this deserted place of death.

Panic, almst running out to them the snow coning faster now. For God's sake
don't go without ne, don't |eave me here. Please! |I'mone of you now - | ook at
me!

The litter on to which they had just placed the boy was | owered back on to the
ground, two of themwere straining to lift the nan off. He was dead, there was
no point in taking himwith them They dragged himfree, laid himdow in the
snow. You did not bury your dead, you left themfor the wild dogs and foxes.

"I want to go with you,' Sylvia cried, clutched at one of them Til walk,
prom se | won't be a nuisance, but don't |eave ne behind!' A flash of lucid
speech and then it was gone again and words were neani ngless to her

They | ooked at one another, grunted. Arguing again. They had no room for
passengers, anybody who went on the trek had a part to play. You nust help to
carry the sick, woman. And if you fail then you will be abandoned. Nobody wil I
hel p you.

Sylvia took the handl es of the stretcher, the boy's nmother going in front.
Bet ween them t hey coul d nanage now that the weight of the adult corpse had
been renoved. A slow procession, the nen in front, the wonmen bringing up the
rear.

The snow eased off a little and away to her right Sylvia saw and recogni sed

the outline of the Quinn smallholding, like a mniature toy farmset out on an
uneven white sheet. One brief wave of nostalgia but she pushed it forcibly
away. Jon was nothing to her, never had been, only sonebody to fill a gap

while Eric was away. A lunp caught in her throat. Poor Eric, this didn't have
to happen to him But it had. If only she hadn't been one of the unl ucky
survivors. But she would not survive |ong now, none of themwould. Eric? Wo
was Eric? Her nmind slipped again, becane a vacuum

The descent was steep and slippery. Once the woman in front |ost her footing
and sormehow Syl via managed to prevent the stretcher fromtipping over,
steadied it down on to the snow The hide blankets slid to one side and she
saw t he boy. Oh God, his body shook with the fever, he was delirious, nouthing
nmeani ngl ess ani mal noises. H's bright eyes saw her, weak arns tried to reach
out for her but they had not the strength; he thought she was his nother.

Syl vi a hel ped the di straught wonman wap hi mup again and then they had to
hurry to catch up with the others. Once they reached the floor of the narrow
val l ey their pace was slowed, the snow nmuch deeper here, wading up to their

t hi ghs.

Sylvia wi shed she coul d ask them where they were going. There was a definite



pur posef ul ness about their route, an urgency driving them on, keeping them
goi ng when their physical strength was failing. She glanced up at the sky,
judged that it was well into the afternoon, the sun a fiery red ball now that
t he cl ouds had di spersed. Tonight there would be a hard frost.

They paused for a spell and she was handed sonme strips of dried neat, bit on
it hungrily but had difficulty in chewing it. It had a snoky flavour where it
had been dried over a smouldering fire. Revolting, but she knew she had to eat
it. Then, wearily, they set off again.

She heard the approaching helicopter Iong before it came into sight over a
strip of woodland in front. The whining, chainsawlike noise getting | ouder
and | ouder, her conpani ons | ooking at one another in alarm setting down their
| oads. Frightened, wanting to run but not knowi ng in which direction to flee.
It seened to kick-start her menory, jerked her back to civilised thinking.

"It's all right, it's a helicopter,' she shouted. They would not have
understood even if they had been able to hear her above the din.

A helicopter! Her brain reeled, a shipwecked mariner suddenly seeing the
snoke from an approachi ng steaner on the skyline after nonths of waiting in
vai n. Nunbed, funbling for some garnent to wave madly, reflexes stalling. It
m ght go away, it mght not see you. Hurry!

And just as the whirling blades canme into sight Sylvia flung herself headl ong
into the snow, pressed herself flat. Please God it doesn't see nme. | don't
want to be picked up, | don't want to be rescued! Crazy, she knew it was, but
all the same she buried her face in the snow, clasped her hands over her eyes.
Don't stop, please don't stop

Deaf eni ng, directly overhead, seemng to hover. If they land then I'lIl refuse
to go with them they can't make ne.

| don't want to go back. | want to be out here with Eric. He's dead, | know
it, but I still want to be with him

Real i sation that the noi se was receding. Sylvia turned her head, glanced
upwards. A huge unwi el dy nmechani cal bird droning on up the valley, its dark
bl ue paintwork in stark contrast to the dazzling whiteness of the hills and
fields. Going away. If it had seen her then it wasn't stopping. She felt
slightly dizzy, afraid.

The ot her woman was scream ng hysterically, the linp formof her son clutched
to her, his arns and |l egs dangling linply. Shaking him slapping him but his
head lolled to one side.

Two of the men had conme across to her, were grunting and gesticul ating
angrily. The boy is dead, we cannot take himw th us. We cannot delay. The
worman shouted back at them stepped away, spat when one of themreached out an
arm She was not giving himup, refused to cast his body to one side for the
creatures of the night hours to feed on

The procession was noving on again. Sylvia glanced down at the stretcher; it
woul d not be needed any | onger. The woman was standi ng back waiting. Either
she was going to stay behind or else follow at a discreet distance. Sylvia
didn't know which, only that the other spurned comnpany.

Sylvia followed the others, did not attenpt to catch up with them They were
on a road of sone kind now, the going nmuch easier. Houses, scattered farms and
cottages, she saw a sign but the letters had been blotted out by drifted snow



It didn't matter, names had ceased to nean anything; one place was nuch the
sane as anot her.

Anot her hour and it would be dark. Sylvia wondered where they were going to
spend the night. There were always deserted houses to be used but she guessed
t hat her conpani ons woul d spurn habitation beyond the status of crude stone
dwel | i ngs, suspecting a trap, claustrophobic because the chill night air was
shut out. She had lived in one once; she half-renenbered it.

The wonman carrying her dead child was stilt followi ng, a hundred yards or so
behi nd them wailing her grief, staggering under the weight of her burden. She
woul d not be able to keep up much |l onger. Once she stopped she would die
because she did not have the will to live. In all probability she woul d not
survive the com ng night.

Dusk, a saffron sky streaked with the last reflections fromthe sun which had
di pped behind the distant jagged nmountain peaks. On the left was a village,
its church spire rigid and defiant in this white wilderness. But the party was
veering off, taking a narrow | ane bordered by high snow capped hedger ows.
Barely nore than a crawl i ng pace now, the journey having sapped their weakened
bodi es.

It was al nost dark when they saw the ruined castle, skeletal remains of an

i sol ated bastion which had once w thstood the onslaught of Wl sh raiders
across the border, an inpression of top-heaviness as it perched on a hillock
still on guard in spite of its crunbling stonework.

One of the party had slunped to the ground, the others clustering round him
They made no attenpt to pick himup. The sick nust be left to die. They
staggered on, came to the foot of the knoll, the small castle sinister and
forbidding in the failing light. Sylvia shuddered, she could al nost feel the
aura of death that had surrounded this place for centuries. In the distance
somebody was wailing, grief-stricken cries that hung in the still frosty air.
It was probably the woman who cradl ed her dead of fspring, unable to continue
any further. Eventually the noise died away.

The ruins were already occupi ed, another group of a dozen or nore tribesnen
engaged in building a fire with dead wood whi ch they had dug out of the
drifts. There was neither aninosity nor friendship shown towards the
newconers, just an acceptance of their presence.

Wth some difficulty they managed to ignite the woodpile, the yellow fl ames
having to fight for a hold on the wet kindling, hissing angrily, determ ned to
conquer, giving off a strange eerie gl ow.

Sylvia found herself scrutinising the faces of the strangers, peering at each
in turn; hope, despair, still hoping.

Eric was dead, he would not be here. She tried to renenber what he | ooked |ike
but her nenory failed her.

Her reasoni ng was beconing dull ed, even she realised it, knew vaguely what was
happening to her. Very soon | shall be one of you. She felt at her face, her
cheeks were rough and coarse and that line of fluffy hair along her upper I|ip,
whi ch she had creaned for years, had grown strong and prickly. Her arnpits
wer e bushes of coarse hair, her breasts full as though they were in mlk.

She did not feel the cold as she had done earlier, huddling now with the
others in the danp pit which had once been a prison fromwhich captured eneny
soldiers rarely energed alive. No | onger an outcast, she mngled with the



ot hers, sought the warnmth of their bodies. They were her people, always had
been.

A long cold night, the condensation on the stone walls a sheet of ice.

Sl eepi ng; dreanms whi ch were beyond her conprehensi on now, of strange places
where the elenents did not penetrate, where there was food in abundance.
Fearful of this unfamliar environment, shying away fromit. Running to the
hills in search of her own kind.

In search of a man who had once been her nmte.

And with the com ng of daylight she no | onger questioned her presence here,

hel ped the others to search for firewod anongst the frozen snowdrifts. The

cl ouds were building up again and they all knew that it was going to snow once
nore, that further travel was inadvisable. They had a supply of dried neat but
they needed to keep the fire going. They would have to hole up here until the
weat her changed.

When Syl via went back inside she noticed that two of the nen had not risen
fromtheir sleeping positions of the previous night. She knew they were dead,
the others realised it, too. Everybody accepted it; later the corpses would be
dragged outside and that would be the end of it. Wiere there was life there
was al ways deat h.

By mid-norning it had begun to snow and the wind had risen, driving it agai nst
the north-west face of the castle, buffeting the ancient walls nercilessly as
t hough it sought to break through to those sheltering inside. A ceaseless

onsl aught .

Syl vi a hel ped the wonen prepare the food, noticed how two nore of them coughed
and spat blood. Her head ached, she felt unnaturally hot, her forehead danp
when she wiped it with the back of her hand. A soreness in her lungs, but
there was no bl ood when she coughed.

And each ni ght she dreanmed of one who had once been her mate. She saw his
face, heard himcalling her. She knew she had to go to him that she nust
| eave this place

On the fourth day she left the castle, took her opportunity when she and two
of the other wonen had gone out to search for firewdod. The snow was deep
travelli ng was not easy, and every novenent required a determ ned effort. If
her | over had not been constantly calling her she would not have gone. She
woul d have stayed and died in that underground place; sonebody di ed every day.

She had to rest every hundred yards or so and now when she coughed there was a
tinge of red on the snow. A desperation that overcanme her waning strength, an
i nexplicable instinct urging her to retrace her steps of the |ast few days.
She must return to the hills, she should never have |left them

And all the time she heard her mate calling her, a call which could not be
deni ed. Fl oundering, falling, dragging herself through deep snowdrifts.
Crawl i ng when she could no | onger wal k, sobbing her frustration

Until finally she could go no further, lying there in the frozen snow and
listening to the voice of her |over vibrating in her pain-crazed brain.
Waiting for nightfall, for surely then he would come to her, carry her back to
the hills which would be their rightful Kingdomnow that everybody el se had
left.

But he did not cone. And eventually he stopped calling her



CHAPTER TVENTY- FOUR

JACKIE DI D not go upstairs to check on Rod Savage. She knew he was dead and
there was nothing to be gained by going to look at him Secretly she was aware
of her fear of death. It had not always been like that, she had seen plenty of
it these last few nonths and had accepted it. But now it was different, she
did not know why.

The snowstorm petered out |ater the next day, but the drifts were piled high
up against the walls of the small cottage. Travelling was out of the question
she had no choice other than to remain where she was.

Yet her instinct to | eave was strong. Very strong. Like the wild geese
experiencing the urge to fly south with the onset of winter, so she becane
restless. Pacing the |iving-roomhour after hour, staring out of the w ndows
at the drifted snow, contenpl ating digging herself out of the garden. But it
woul d not end there; mles of deep snow | ay between herself and the freedom
she craved. In the end she resigned herself to staying, remaining in the
cottage, a corpse on the bed upstairs for conpany.

Two nights later the dreans began, weird frightening dreans as though a
hitherto cl osed door of her subconsci ous had opened up, a conputer that had
been given an extra key and processed data which had previously been denied
it.

Del any' s again, her surroundings so fanmiliar that it m ght have been only
yesterday that she had staggered in there. You're not well, you need to rest.
"It's the Russians that have done this to us.' She ignored the man loitering
in the craft centre, pushed past himand went on into the restaurant. Enpty,
as she knew it would be. The ovens still steaned, gave off an appetising aroma
of vegetarian dishes. I'mnot well, there's sonething wong with ny skin, it's
smarting and | can't think properly. Yes, you can. Fight it, don't succunb to
it.

Seated at a table, a cup of steam ng herb tea before her, inhaling the vapour
it seemed to clear her head a little. Think, girl, think it all out carefully.
You nade the wong decision last time; this is your final chance.

The steam quell ed the feeling of dizziness, her brain shuttered like an old
pl ate canera, cane back to reality. People were shouting outside, sirens

bl aring, police and anbul ances stuck in the traffic jam Wat the hell was
goi ng on? A nucl ear attack?

Forget them concentrate on yourself, you' ve got to get back home. Don't go to
Paul ine's nother's house this tinme because that was where you went wong

bef ore. Maybe now she could drive the Dyane except she woul d never get out of
town in it. Whatever her decision she would have to go on foot. Head south.
Remenber that, keep going south.



She drank the herb tea thirstily, poured herself some nore. Don't forget to
fill your carrier bags with food before you go because you'll need it. Then
with a jolt she remenbered Jon. Jon! She could picture his face clearly now,
the m sty profile which had been el uding her for so | ong. Her husband. A pang
of bitterness because he had another wonan, probably that Atkinson girl was
with himright now Jeal ousy, then guilt. She had had other men too but now it
was tinme for a reconciliation. She and Jon could both work at sonething they
had let slip, a marriage that had slid for years and was nearly at the bottom
of the slope. But she had to get home, that was a priority. Her one chance to
put things right.

She | oaded her bags with food and went back outside into the street. Anmlling
throng, the traffic all snarled up, people hurrying, clanmbering over abandoned
vehicles in their haste.

Jacki e fought her way through, joined a stream going the other way. Don't go
to First Terrace this time. Ignore everybody el se. You' re on your own. Head
sout h.

She kept going, recognised | andmarks, |ost them again but knew she was goi ng

inthe right direction. People lay in the road, on the pavenents, sone of them

dead, not because of their awful affliction but sinply because they had been

tranpled by the crowds. A crying child cane towards her, its features

begi nning to peel and harden but she ignored it. Don't stop for anybody, you

can't help them Head for hone whilst you still know where hone is. South .
south . . . south .

Days of burning sunshine, cool nights that brought relief. Sleeping in |ong
grass, heather, the air filled with strange grunts and cries, people

i ncessantly on the nove. She hid; they nmust not find her, this time there nust
be no Kuz.

Wal ki ng, sleeping, eating wild fruit and herbs after her own food had run out,
raiding the larders of deserted cottages whenever she cane upon an i sol at ed
dwelling. Mle after mle each day but never seeming to arrive anywhere,
knowi ng that she was heading in the right direction

A long trek throughout a sunmer that waned and eased into autumm. Al ways on
the nove. The hills were full of restless people, sone of them congregating
into groups which built stone structures, prepared for the onset of w nter

Fools, you will not survive when the cold cones, head south whilst there is
still time or else seek the protection of proper dwellings built to resist the
bl i zzards.

And that was how she had arrived at this cottage in the hills, alive and warm
whi | st everybody el se was either dead or gone. Waking, only the fignents of

t hose strange dreans lingering on, frightening her because she was all al one.
She shoul d be dead |i ke everybody el se who had been caught out by the w nter
Perhaps it would have been better that way. But she still had the will to
fight and live.

No | onger did that face evade her. Now she knew it, sawits every detail as
clearly as though she had only gazed upon it yesterday. Jon! And only the snow
was preventing her fromgoing to him

Endl ess days spent in keeping the fire going; fortunately the shed at the
bottom of the garden was well stocked with coal. Surviving.

And at nights the dreans cane again. Always Jon, how it had once been between



them and how it woul d be when they were together again.

A bright sunny norning, the snow crisped by a severe overnight frost. Jackie
had stoked up the fire, opened the door and | ooked out upon an arctic world.
She tested the drift that snmothered the lean-to and it bore her weight. The

snow was wal kabl e.

Jubilation, fears crowding in on her. If she left would she find her way in
this white wilderness? If she did not then she faced certain death once night
fell and the tenperature dropped. She shivered, her skin goose pimpling. And
then she heard t he approachi ng helicopter

She was fanmiliar with the big sky-birds, the way they flew deafeningly across
t he countryside, hovered, sonetimes |anded and nen got out. Men with guns,
searchi ng. For what?

She fl ed back inside, forced the warped door closed. The helicopter would pass
over, soon be gone. Its roar vibrated some ornanents on the mantel shel f and
she knew that it was directly overhead, maybe barely higher than the roof.

Whi ning angrily, sending a stab of stark fear into her palpitating heart. As
if it scented her.

It wasn't going away! Even |ouder. She cl asped her hands to her ears, stunbled
for the cover of the old sofa which had been her bed for so long, flung

herself full-length behind it, could not shut out the noise.

Louder and still louder, the glass in the rotted wi ndow frames rattling,
threatening to fall out. Wnd gusting, icy unnatural blasts finding their way
in under the ill-fitting door. Then silence.

Jacki e cringed, nmoaned softly to herself, aware that the nachi ne had | anded as
she had seen others do fromtine to tine when she had been living in the

settl enent. Noi ses, sonething slanmed, echoed nechanically. Voices. The awful
realisation that the nen were coning here, that they had spied the snoke from
t he chi mey and had put down to investigate.

Foot steps. She heard the door being forced back, curled herself up into a
ball, shut her eyes tightly. Please don't see nme, don't take ne away. If that
happened she woul d never ever see Jon again, nonths of hoping and surviving
all for nothing.

There's gotta be sonebody around.' The man who entered was dressed in thick
flying clothes, still wore his goggles which hid nost of his rather weak
features and gave hima sinister appearance. 'It's like they say, there's no
snoke without fire.'

"And there's a fire all right.' The second man pointed to the fireplace with
the barrel of his .357 Magnum 'Let's check upstairs.'

Jacki e heard their heavy footsteps on the stairs, across the snmall |anding and
into the bedroomdirectly above. A nonent's silence and then they were comi ng
back downstairs. That bugger's been dead for sonme time.' The speaker winkl ed
his nose beneath his goggles. 'So there's gotta be sonebody around to have |it
that fire. Hey . . . look there!’

Jacki e's brain spun as the sofa was dragged roughly to one side, found herself
| ooking up into the barrel of the Magnhum and knew only too well what it could
do. One bl ast and she would be dead instantly. She had seen a youth shot once
who had foolishly stoned a search party of soldiers. Please don't kill me. |
don't want to die any nore.



"Jeez!' The first man let a slow grin spread across his face. 'D you see what
| see, Bill?

"For one o'them she's fuckin' beautiful,' his conpanion replied. 'Now fancy
findin' her in a land where everybody el se is dead.'

Jacki e Quinn cringed, knew only too well what they were thinking, renenbered

t he expressions on the faces of the throwbacks who had broken into the house
in First Terrace that night so long ago. Certain aspects of behaviour did not
change even over a four-thousand-year gap. She knew nmale |ust when she saw it,
knew what she woul d have to endure. And afterwards they would either kill her
or take her away with them

They pulled her roughly to her feet and she felt the col dness of the autonatic
barrel against her neck, their hands smpothing over her, |oosening the ties on
her hide dress, baring her breasts, feeling at them

'See this? The one who had pushed his goggles up on to his forehead tapped
the solid steel of the Magnum 'Any trouble and BANG GCet it?

She under st ood, nodded. The second one forced the door shut, poked at the
fire. They weren't in any hurry. She let the other one undress her, didn't
resist. The sooner it was over, the better. She |lay back, watched as they
began to take off their heavy cl othing, saw how aroused they were. She turned
her head away, did not want to watch.

Then they took her. And throughout the pistol was not far from her head. She
cl osed her eyes, shuddered as they pawed at her, changed over, changed back
agai n; kept going until they were spent.

Finally they were dressing, throwi ng her clothing at her. 'Get dressed, you
stinking whore, you're conming with us. And when our boffins get doing things

to you, you'll wish you were back here with us having the arse fucked off
you!'
Jackie cried, the first time she had cried since . . . she could not renenber

the last tine. Physical and nental hurt that had built up inside her for
nmont hs suddenly bursting its dam Sobbing, trenbling, trying to fasten the
t hongs on her hide garments with shaking fingers.

'She cries.' The pilot gave a guttural |augh. 'Make a note of that for the
files, Bill. W've heard em scream but we've never yet found one that cried.
Don't | ook so worried, Bill, they can't talk. But even if she did rmanage to
squeal nobody would give a shit. They're aninmals.’

They pushed her ahead of them out through the door, the gun jabbing into her
back. She saw the helicopter standing on a flat piece of ground that the gales
whi ch had brought the blizzards had swept clear, a huge silent metal bird of
prey. And it had found its prey.

Pl ease let ne go, you' ve had what you want. Please! She stopped and sonething
hard struck her across the back of the head so that she stunmbl ed and nearly
fell. She al nbost bl acked out and then they were forcing her up the rungs of
the short | adder into the helicopter, shoving her into the rear seat.

"Let's go out of this God-awful place,' the co-pilot nmuttered. 'I can't wait
to get back to base. Hell, inagine anybody living out here.'

The chassis vibrated and Jackie clung to her seat. The nman called Bill stil



had the pistol trained on her, maybe thought that she would attack themin a
wild frenzy, afraid of a weeping girl who asked nothing else than to be freed
back into this environment of death.

She felt the helicopter begin to take off, rising vertically, shuddering,
straining, roaring its ferocity at the world below A stark white unbroken
| andscape beneath, rolling hills that went on and on

Jacki e peered down, nutely screamed her frustration and hopel essness. It had
taken her nonths to trek back here; she had al nost made it back to her mate
and then suddenly these nmen had appeared and were spiriting her away.
Primtive fear, she wanted to leap out, to fall, to die down there in the
snow. Because it was hone.

Faster now, the scenic view a dazzling blur in the bright sunlight, the tops
of coniferous trees dull green where they poked clear of the snow. Scattered
dwel lings like symetrical buried boxes. Al being |left behind.

A sudden jerk that threw her forward so that she banged her head, cried out.
The hel i copter bucked, sent her slithering on to the floor. The two nen were
trying to shout to each other and she felt their fear rather than heard it,
Bill's eyes wide with terror behind his thick goggles.

And at that nmonent the noise cut out. Nothing; just a rush of air, a sensation
of dizziness, the only roaring that in her own ears.

"For fuck's sake!’

A scream she thought it cane fromthe pilot. Clung tightly to the stanchion
of her seat, shut her eyes tightly.

"Fucking shit!' Both men were yelling, scream ng, struggling desperately with
| evers on the instrument panel

Pl ungi ng downwards, the rotor blades spinning slower and sl ower.

Jacki e did not even brace herself for the inevitable inpact, just saw in her
m nd the face which no | onger eluded her, wept because she renenbered nore
clearly than ever now, and knew that she woul d never