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  Monday, 12.14 p.m.


  inexorably, the drill bit chewed its way through the layer of limestone four hundred and thirty feet below the ground. The bit, studded with industrial diamonds, was now only minutes away from penetrating a layer of materia! unlike anything it or any other drill had ever encountered in the earth before.


  On the surface the engineers and workmen around the drilling rig were oblivious of what lay deep beneath their feet. None of them had even the vaguest of premonitions of danger; none of them suspected that within forty-five minutes most of their number would be dead.


  Anne Thomas glanced at the countryside as she drove along the narrow road. Nothing had changed. The fields, the trees, the hedges, walls and houses were all rich and warm in the summer sun. Wild flowers decorated the verges in patterns of studied randomness that suggested they’d been arranged by the Arts Council.


  Anne's car was roughly in the middle of the ragbag convoy that was making its way through the unspoilt Hertfordshire countryside on this hot summer’s day. With the windows all open to let in the cooling breeze she could hear, over the noisy Beetles and Deux Chevaux that seemed to make up most of the convoy, the sound that proved the illusory nature of the surrounding idyllic i iral scene. It was the roar of a drilling rig.


  ‘What a racket!’ said Gavin from the back sea1 ‘Before they pollute the earth they pollute the air waves. The thin edge of the wedge.’


  Anne smiled to herself. It was Gavin’s favourite phrase. Almost everything to him was the ‘thin edge of the wedge’ - yet another example of the beginning of a bureaucratic conspiracy or the prising away of another basic right. Anne and her husband, Clive, used Gavin’s phrase as a standing joke between them and it often defused arguments between them. Well, not often because such occasions didn’t arise much these days. Her marriage seemed-to have reached a calm and happy plateau, after the rockier areas of its early years, and she prayed it would stay that way.


  She was sorry that Clive wasn’t with them on the day’s protest but though he supported their cause his job at the government’s Central Public Health Laboratory at Colindale put him in a difficult position in such a matter, especially since his relationship with his immediate superior was already strained. So she’d had to make do with the company of Gavin and his current and, unfortunately, rather insipid girlfriend Poppy.


  ‘Gavin’s right,’ said Poppy right on cue. ‘It is the thin edge of the wedge.’ She spoke as if Gavin’s standard and familiar phrase had just been handed to her on tablets of stone.


  Anne swept a tangle of blonde hair from her eyes but the wind whipped it back again. ‘It’s more than a wedge, it’s a bloody battering ram with the full weight of the government behind it.’


  Gavin leaned forward over the back of the passenger seat. ‘It doesn’t matter!’ he cried earnestly into her ear, trying to ignore her flailing hair. ‘The people can stop anything! In a democracy even this government has to listen to genuine outrage if we’re prepared to stand up and be counted. Look how many we’ve got today at such short notice!’


  She nodded. She had been impressed when the convoy had started off, not oniy at the numbers but at the social spread. There were two BMWs, a Porsche and even a Rolls among the other, cheaper, cars. When she’d seen the Porsche she’d taken back everything she’d ever thought about Porsche owners. ‘You did remember to phone the local paper?’ she asked Gavin,


  ‘Gavin wouldn’t forget that, would you Gavin?’ said Poppy protectively.


  ‘There’ll be a reporter there,’ he said, ‘even though it wouldn't surprise me if the firm doing the drilling was owned by the same consortium that owns our local rag . . .’


  ‘Look!’ shouted Poppy suddenly, making Anne jump.


  She was pointing at the top of the drilling derrick which was now visible above a row of trees. Ahead they could see the wire fence surrounding the site. Cars from the convoy had already pulled off to the side of the road and people were tumbling out of them and unfurling their protest banners.


  Anne heard a sudden thump behind her as something heavy landed on the floor of the car. ‘What was that?’ she asked.


  ‘Oh, nothing,’ said Gavin.


  He sounded too casual so she turned round and looked. ‘Are those wire-cutters?’ she asked, startled. She turned back in time to narrowly avoid running into the back of the Rolls which had been reversing across her path, its driver demonstrating the total Sack of concern of the very rich. ‘Shit,’ she muttered as she swung around the Rolls and came to a halt on the grass verge.


  ‘They’re not actually wire-cutters,’ said Gavin. ‘I couldn’t get any so I borrowed my father’s secateurs . . .’


  She frowned at him as she got out of the car. ‘This is supposed to be a peaceful demonstration. You know how I feel about that sort of thing.’


  ‘Well, yes . . said Gavin, trying to hide the secateurs, which were extremely rusty, behind his leg.


  ‘The gates open anyway,’ said Poppy, sounding disappointed.


  Anne looked and saw she was right. A man in overalls and a smartly dressed woman were ushering the protesters through. Well, well, thought Anne, NIREX was taking the initiative. Score one for their side. But whatever they tried to do to defuse the situation there would be the continual thunder of the drill to remind everyone of what was going on at the site.


  But just then the drill stopped.


  ‘Christ, what is it now?’ shouted Grainger as the site went quiet.


  ‘Dunno,’ said Furnoval, his assistant, looking up from the papers on his desk.


  ‘Well, go and bloody find out!' ordered Grainger. As he watched Furnoval hurry out the door of the HumpAHut Grainger reflected morosely on his fate to be continually surrounded by incompetents. And bureaucrats. They were even worse. As the site manager he was responsible for staying within the budget which meant that he had to deal every day with the officials from the Nuclear Industry Radioactive Waste Executive who kept demanding more than the money they were paying his company warranted.


  Most of all he didn’t need the NIREX PR woman, Ms Maybury, who had insisted that all the hippy protesters in Hertfordshire be allowed onto the site and given a guided tour . . .


  And now, to top everything, the drill had been stopped without anyone even asking his permission. Bloody marvellous!


  He ran his fingers over his infertile scalp and, briefly, the lines of worry that rippled his forehead were pulled flat. By the time his hand had travelled back far enough to touch what remained of his hair the lines had sprung out again, red and angry. He stared impatiently out the window and saw Furnoval striding back through the mud-clogged grass with Yates, the company’s tame geologist, in tow. Behind them the hoist and drive machinery remained silent though Grainger couid see some activity near the hoist.


  ‘Well?’ he demanded as the two men came into the hut.


  ‘It’s very interesting,’ said the young geologist, his long, boyish face flushed with excitement. ‘We were drilling through limestone and then suddenly the drill bit met hardly any resistance at all. We went down a further ten feet and it just stayed the same so I decided to stop the drilling . . .’


  ‘Oh, you did, did you?’ said Grainger ominously.


  Yates, oblivious, nodded and said eagerly. ‘I can’t imagine what it could be. None of our seismic profiles gave any indication of an abnormality like this in the area. I estimated that the limestone layer would extend a further fifty to eighty feet and then we’d encounter shale . . .’


  ‘Maybe it’s a little pocket of natural gas,’ suggested Grainger even though he knew it was extremely unlikely.


  ‘Oh no, not in this locality,’ confirmed Yates.


  ‘No chance you’ve hit that damn stream the protesters are always on about?’ he asked. Several of the older farmers maintained that there was an underground river in the area and this had been taken up by the protesters to back their argument that nuclear waste should not be buried at the site.


  i’ve told you before,’ said Yates stiffly. ‘There is no underground stream in the vicinity. I’d stake my reputation on it. The rumour started through some loony water diviner. They claim they find underground rivers ail over the place . . .’


  ‘Well, what is it then?’ demanded Grainger.


  ‘We’ll know shortly. I’ve asked George to bring up a core sample.’


  Grainger sighed and looked at his watch. They were already behind schedule today. ‘Can’t we just keep going through whatever it is and into the shale you say shouldn’t be far away?’


  Yates looked uncomfortable. ‘I wouldn’t advise it. The NIREX scientists would be furious.’


  ‘None of them have arrived yet today,’ pointed out Furnoval. ‘So what they don’t know can’t hurt them.’


  ‘The drilling patterns are recorded,’ said Yates patiently. ‘If they discover we failed to investigate a flaw in the strata then they could say we’ve failed to honour our side of the contract and just walk away from the whole thing, leaving the company stuck with having to pay for it all. Or are you suggesting we falsify the records?’ The tone of his voice made it clear that he wouldn’t be a part of any such action.


  Grainger was prepared to falsify anything if it meant finishing the job on schedule but he knew Yates would stick to his guns so he sighed and said, ‘All right. Let me know what you find. I’ll . .


  He stopped as the hut door was flung open and the NIREX PR woman was standing there, gesturing for him to go outside. ‘Come and meet these lovely people, Mr Grainger,’ she trilled. ‘I’ve just been reassuring them that there’s absolutely nothing to worry about. If this should prove a suitable site for the burial of nuclear waste we'll restore the surface area to its former beauty and no one will be able to tell that we were ever here!’


  Grainger’s eyes narrowed and he clenched his jaws. He said nothing but Yates, knowing how Grainger felt about her, quickly stepped between them and said, ‘I’ll speak to them first, Ms Maybury. Blind them with a bit of science and all that.’ He turned to Grainger. ‘If it’s all right with you.'


  Grainger grunted his assent.


  When Yates and the woman had gone he banged his fist on the desk and scores of paper clips flew to the floor. They must be mad at NIREX to hire a stupid cow like her,’ he growled.


  'Oh, 1 don’t know,’ said Furnoval. ‘I hear she goes down a treat at Women’s Institute meetings. Has the silly old bats eating out of her hand by the end of her standard talk - they’d keep radioactive waste in their fridges if she told them to . . .’


  'Well, she’s got her work cut out for her with that lot outside,' said Grainger. ‘They’re more likely to bite her hand off than eat out of it.’ He looked pleased at the thought.


  'You going to talk to them?’


  Grainger sighed again. ‘Yeah, I guess so. It’s obviously going to be one of those days. Nothing to do but grit my teeth and take it as it comes . . . and hope there are no more surprises.’


  2


  Monday, 12.35 p.m.


  What a mess, thought Anne as she looked around. The place looked like a building site with an oil rig stuck in the middle of it. Still, none of this was irreparable, she decided, yet. . .


  She was at the front of the large group that had gathered at the door of a portable hut bearing the name R. A. Grainger and the title ‘Site Manager’. The woman with the appallingly patronizing manner who had brought them from the gate was introducing a tall, gangling young man who had just emerged from the hut.


  ‘. . . our resident geologist, Mr Yates, who will be happy to reassure you on any point that may be worrying you about our work here.’


  Yates held up his hands as if to ask for silence from the crowd but as everyone was already silent the gesture was a redundant one. ‘Actually it’s Doctor Yates,’ he told them with an embarrassed grin. ‘And it’s my job to ensure that the rigorous safety standards imposed by law are met by the company. I guarantee that no nuclear waste will be deposited here unless we can be one hundred per cent certain none of it will escape.’


  ‘But why here?' asked someone in the crowd. ‘Why not somewhere else?’


  ‘Yeah, like under Westminster!’ cried someone else. Anne wasn’t sure but it sounded like Gavin.


  Yates gave a pained smile and said, ‘The reason we’ve picked this site as a good possibility for a deep level storage chamber is that the seismic profiles show that the underlying igneous rock layers are relatively close to the surface here. Igneous rock, for those who don’t know, is rock formed directly from the molten interior of the earth rock like granite or basalt - and is ideal for our purposes. With sedimentary rock layers, like clay or sandstone, there’s a possibility of some leakage but with a chamber cut into igneous rock, well below the water table, there will be absolutely no chance of any leakage . . .’


  ‘Excuse me, Doctor Yates,’ said a voice from the crowd, which this time Anne was sure belonged to Gavin, ‘but according to the National Radiological Protection Board it is simply not possible to keep nuclear wastes isolated from the environment forever. According to the Board, and I quote, “One way or another, some time or another, it will leak out.'”


  Before Yates could answer another man started to emerge from the hut. He appeared to be wider than the doorway and gave the impression that he would have dragged the hut with him if the doorway hadn’t given up the unequal struggle and let him go through.


  Yates, with a hint of relief in his voice, said, ‘Ah, this is Mister Grainger. He’s in charge of the whole operation. Perhaps you’d care to address your questions to him . . .’ ‘Can he guarantee that the stuff you're going to bury down there will never leak out?’ demanded Gavin sneeringly.


  Grainger turned and looked at him. ‘No, I can’t,’ he said with unexpected bluntness, i’m no scientist. All I know is what the scientists tell me and they say that the waste we're going to bury is going to be radioactive for thousands of years and that this method is the best way of dealing with it. Now if in a thousand years from now someone finds out it’s leaking - well, they’ll have to come up with a new idea, but in the meantime I’ve got no option but to accept what the scientists tell me and do my job accordingly.’


  ‘That’s not good enough!’ cried someone. For a change it wasn’t Gavin.


  Grainger shrugged. ‘Take it or leave it. All Doctor Yates and I can do is show you round and answer your questions but don’t ask us anything that’s settled by the government or international committees. You’ll have to take those up with your MP. Now if there are no questions immediately let’s go take a look at the drilling rig . . .’ He strode into the crowd, which parted before him like the Red Sea before Moses. Then, after a few moments’ hesitation, the protesters obediently followed him.


  Anne, in spite of herself, was impressed with Grainger. He was clearly no expert at dealing with the public but what he’d said had been more effective than all the slick waffle from the PR woman, who was now looking quite bemused. She was about to follow the crowd when she felt a tug on her sleeve. It was Gavin, and another young man with an earring and a tight Fair Isle sweater. In this heat.


  ‘Anne, this is Paul from the local rag. He’d like to do a piece on the point of view of someone who’s writing books for a generation of kids who are going to have to grow up in a world poisoned by radioactivity.’


  ‘Sounds like he’s already written the piece. He doesn’t need me. I’m going to go over to the rig and see what they’re talking about . .


  The reporter stepped closer to her. ‘Hey, Mrs Thomas, you’re a local celebrity. It would help my article if I could quote you.’


  ‘Paul, nothing personal but before I start pontificating on anything I like to know what I’m talking about, which is why I should be over there listening to Mr Grainger instead of you. When I get some more facts we’ll talk again . . With that she smiled and headed after the others.


  When she arrived at the derrick she heard Grainger saying, ‘. . . and so a sample was drawn up to the surface using an annular bit. Unlike our ordinary bits which grind all the rock up as they drill through, the annular bit is hollow and can cut out a small cylinder of rock and keep it . .


  ‘Did you strike water?’ asked a woman protester, pointing at the slush around the well head.


  ‘Nope,’ said Grainger. ‘That’s what we call “mud”. It’s a mixture of water and different chemicals which we pump down the bore hole. It acts as a coolant, among other things . . .’He was interrupted by Furnoval rushing up to him with something held in his outstretched hand. ‘Chief, take a look at this!’


  Grainger peered suspiciously at the substance in his assistant’s hand and frowned. ‘Looks like stuffing from an old mattress. What about it?’


  ‘Chief, this is what came out of the sampling bit.’


  Grainger stared at Furnoval in total disbelief. ‘You’re crazy!’


  ‘I tell you it did!’ cried Furnoval. ‘I got witnesses. And there’s more of the stuff back in the analysis hut. It all came out of the bit, I swear it!’


  ‘Let me see that!’ said Yates, grabbing the material out of Furnoval’s hand. He held it up and that.’s when Anne got her first clear look at it. It seemed to be a clump of fine, springy fibres coloured a sickly yellow.


  ‘Well, what the hell is it?’ demanded Grainger irritably.


  Yates was wearing a perplexed frown. ‘I don’t . . . know . . . it’s kind of like hair . . .’ he muttered.


  ‘Maybe you’ve drilled into a fossil animal,’ suggested a voice from the crowd.


  Grainger glared at Yates. ‘Is that possible? At nearly 500 feet?’


  ‘Yes, of course it is, but . . Yates was still staring at the material in his hand. ‘But hair doesn’t survive on a fossil ... it can’t be hair . . .’


  As Anne gazed at the yellow, silky mass an old memory stirred. She was reminded of something from her childhood but, stubbornly, the memory refused to come all the way to the surface.


  ‘I’ll go check it out under the microscope,’ said Yates.


  Grainger threw up his arms in disgust. ‘Do whatever you want. I’m starting up the rig again. We’ve wasted enough time.’


  Yates looked unhappy. ‘Don’t you think we should wait until I’ve analysed this?’


  ‘What difference does it make?’ demanded Grainger. ‘If there’s a dead mammoth or something down there we’re sure not going to dig through 500 feet of rock to get it out. What I want to know is how far the cavity full of that stuff extends. So I’m starting up again . . .' He turned to the watching crowd. ‘We’re going to recommence drilling. You people are welcome to stay and watch if you can stand the racket.’ Then he signalled and almost immediately the drive machinery burst into life. The noise was deafening and Anne was obliged to clamp her hands over her ears. Several other people did the same, she noticed. Some even backed away.


  Anne watched fascinated as the rotating drilling pipe sank rapidly into the well head. Then, less than a minute later, the movement slowed down abruptly and even to a layman like Anne it was clear that the drill had encountered another, harder, substance all those hundreds of feet below them. She glanced at Grainger. He was standing next to the drill operator, a grizzled, white-haired man. Both men were frowning at the gauges on the machinery.


  Then she became aware of a slight tremble in the ground beneath her feet. At the same time she heard a deep, far-off rumble. It was as if a tube train was passing nearby.


  The next thing she knew she was watching the section of drilling pipe hurtling upwards at great speed. It tore through the top of the wooden derrick with tremendous force, making a loud cracking sound, and continued to rise into the air.


  Then, to her amazement, another section of pipe shot out the hole, and another . . .


  She stood there transfixed even though Grainger was waving his arms frantically and bellowing, ‘Get back! Get away! Run, damn you, run . . .!’


  But like her the bulk of the crowd just stood there watching, not comprehending what was happening. It was only when the first of the pipe sections came down like a javelin on top of a Land Rover parked at least fifty feet away, smashing through the vehicle’s roof and causing every window to explode into a shower of glass, that people began to wake up.


  It was too late.


  Immediately following the final section of pipe to be fired out of the well-head came a geyser of black fluid that rose some twenty feet into the air and then burst outwards in all directions.


  Oil, thought Anne as she backed away. They’ve struck oil. How ironic . . .


  But she soon saw that it wasn’t oil. Because those who were splattered with the stuff fell instantly to the ground and began to writhe about as if on fire. Their screams were horrible.


  She was about to go to the aid of the nearest victim, a man whose head and shoulders were covered with the liquid, but before she could get to him someone else - a teenage girl - beat her to it. The girl flung her jacket over him, obviously trying to wipe the stuff off, but almost immediately started to scream. She held up her hands, which were beginning to smoke. Anne could see the flesh blistering and falling from the girl’s hands as she watched.


  All thought of trying to help anyone fled from her mind. She continued to back away, too terrified to turn and run in case a glob of the liquid caught her unawares. Splashes of it had come down near her but so far she was untouched. She began to pray desperately to herself even though she’d considered herself to be an agnostic since adolescence.


  She looked at the well-head. The geyser was getting smaller now but still periodically spattering outwards like an exploding bubble in a hot mud pool. Smoke was pouring from the derrick, which was making ominous creaking noises. Already weakened by the impacts from the pipe sections, it was near to collapse . . .


  Then, through all the smoke and chaos, Anne thought she saw a thin, black shape rising up out of the shrinking geyser. It was like a huge snake or tentacle and for a brief moment it seemed to be suspended there, its tip moving back and forth as if it was looking around . . .


  And then the derrick came crashing down and the shape vanished, leaving Anne unsure as to whether it was ever really there.


  Someone came running straight towards Anne. She saw it was the PR woman, though she was now barely recognizable with her face pitted with craters. She ran blindly, her arms outstretched, and as Anne ducked out of the way she saw that the woman’s eyes had been burnt out.


  The geyser had stopped now but Anne continued to back away - carefully and methodically as if frightened that any sudden movement on her part would provoke the geyser into action again. She couldn’t believe she’d been lucky enough to avoid being spattered with the stuff. But then she became aware that others had been equally lucky. Like her they were either retreating from the scene or standing helplessly among the victims.


  Then she spotted the huge Grainger. Miraculously he appeared untouched as well despite being much closer to the eruption than she had been. He was moving among the writhing bodies, vainly trying to ease their agonies by scooping up soil and throwing it on their smouldering flesh. Then, stupidly, he bent down and picked up a woman in his arms . . .


  Anne heard him scream. Then she saw the woman simply fall apart like a rotten vegetable. Grainger dropped the remains and began beating at his chest.


  She turned her back on him and almost tripped over a body that had been lying directly in her path. From the waist up it was a charred, smoking mass - she could see ribs and part of the skull - but the pair of tight jeans, with the pink embroidery down the sides, on the lower half of the body were all too recognizable. As were the ridiculous shoes on the small feet. Poor Poppy, she thought, but without really feeling much of anything.


  Another charred body lay near Poppy’s. Only the pair of rusting secateurs beside it provided a clue to its identity. Anne felt her heart swell as though it was going to explode and her skin tingled unpleasantly. For a moment she thought she had been spattered with the stuff after all but then the sensation passed and the numbness that replaced it was as welcome as a massive injection of morphine.


  She walked on, ignoring the dying screams behind her, and wondered what she could serve the Fowlers for dinner next Saturday night. She would have to discuss it with Clive. After all the dinner party was his idea . . .


  3


  Wednesday, 9.40 a.m.


  ‘How’s Anne?’


  Clive Thomas looked up from the eyepiece of the electron microscope and blinked. It was Professor Henry Mitchell, Head of Scientific Administration at the Central Public Health Laboratory. The suspected outbreak of Legionnaires’ Disease at the Heathrow Majestic would have to wait a few minutes.


  ‘Still in a state of mild shock, Henry, but improving. Thanks for asking.’


  Mitchell edged a large buttock onto the desk and leaned his substantial weight upon it. ‘Why don’t you take a couple of days off? I was surprised to hear you were in, all things considered.’


  ‘Anne made me come in. Said she doesn’t need me fussing about and making her endless cups of unwanted tea. I gave up arguing. She’s a pretty resilient woman anyway. The doctors have checked her over thoroughly and prescribed lots of rest. The phone is off the hook, the front door is locked and she’s got enough tranquillizers to dull the edge of even her worst memories of Monday.’ Mitchell nodded sympathetically. ‘Terrible business. Terrible . . .’ He paused. Thomas knew exactly what was coming next. It was perfectly understandable. He would probably do the same himself.


  The expected question came. ‘Uh, has Anne told you in any detail what happened at the site?’


  ‘She hasn’t said anything you don’t already know,’ said Thomas, noting the almost imperceptible fall of Mitchell’s lace. ‘All she saw was an eruption of a black, oil-like liquid from the drill hole. Except that the stuff acted like acid instead of oil. Didn't look like oil, either, up close. Anne said it had a viscous quality to it. It hung from the victims in long, sticky threads . . .’


  Mitchell sighed. ‘If only we had a sample of the material. I’m dying to know what it was.’


  ‘Whatever it was it was highly unstable,’ said Thomas, it broke down very quickly.’


  ‘Yes,’ agreed Mitchell. ‘The small traces of residue contained nothing but a few harmless salts, potassium nitrate and the like.’


  ‘Which does suggest an acid.’


  ‘But what kind of acid could produce those effects?’ he asked. ‘And what kind of acid only works on organic substances? None of the metal surfaces in the vicinity of the eruption show the slightest sign of pitting.’ Mitchell shook his head in bewilderment. ‘Well, whatever it was we should have the answer soon.’


  Thomas frowned. ‘How so?’


  ‘Haven’t you heard? The Department of the Environment is going to start drilling again in the same spot. Everyone will be fully protected, of course. The aim is to secure a sample of the substance for analysis. That way the witnesses’ story will be proved once and for all . . .’ Thomas winced.


  Mitchell’s plump red cheeks went even redder. ‘Oh, I say, Clive, I didn’t mean to imply that Anne . . .’


  ‘It’s alright,’ said Thomas quickly. ‘I understand.’ But even so he still felt resentful at the initial reaction from the NIREX scientists and the Department of the Environment officials when the survivors, including Anne, began to tell their stories. It was one of blank disbelief. What they had described was simply impossible, said the scientists and government engineers. No such substance existed within the earth. And the fact that none of the oil-like liquid couid be found on the site added to the official scepticism.


  An alternative explanation was put forward - that the protesters had tried to sabotage the drilling site and caused some sort of explosion, possibly by accident.


  But the officials had soon been obliged, reluctantly, to abandon this idea when the few surviving members of the drilling team gave the same story. And then when the odd salt residue was found they had no choice but to admit that something had erupted out of the ground. But they obviously still had their doubts about the witnesses’ version of events.


  Looking embarrassed, Mitchell eased himself from the desk and said, ‘These things do have an appalling tendency to drag on. But at least by the time the official inquiry rolls around Anne should be completely her old self again.’


  ‘Yes, I’m sure she will,’ said Thomas, wishing he’d hurry up and go.


  As if reading his mind Mitchell then said, ‘Well, I must be going. Just tell me if there’s anything at all I can do. Don’t hesitate. And do wish Anne well for me.’


  ‘Thanks, Henry, I will,’ said Thomas and watched as he waddled off. He tried not to feel too annoyed with him. He knew that Mitchell’s cliched offer of help had at least been genuine. It was just that he found him so insufferably pompous - he was still acting as if he ran the place even though he was now nothing but a figurehead since Professor Renton had been transferred to Colindale from Porton Down.


  Thomas reflected on Mitchell’s words. He had mixed feelings about the news that another hole was being drilled at the same spot. If it had been his choice he would have been more cautious. Until they had a better idea of exactly what it was they were dealing with there was always the possibility of sparking off an even bigger catastrophe.


  Then again he would be happy to have the lingering clouds of suspicion that still hung over the heads of the protesters completely dispelled. He hadn’t enjoyed the visit yesterday to his home by the two Special Branch men. They had been scrupulously polite to both him and Anne and their questioning had been as delicate as the touch of a butterfly’s wing, but the experience had still upset him. The thought that anyone could even consider the idea that Anne - his wife - might have been involved in a plot to set off a deliberate explosion at the drilling site made him sick with anger.


  He sighed, stretched his back then bent forward again over the microscope. As he peered into the eyepiece he remembered what Anne had told him last night, just before falling asleep. It was something she hadn’t told the Special Branch men, nor had he mentioned it to Mitchell. ‘Clive, you’re going to think I’m crazy,’ she had said, ‘but I’m sure I saw something just before the derrick collapsed . . . something alive.' She had then described the snake-like shape she had seen rising out of the hole. He had responded by gently telling her that it must have been an optical illusion - that her mind had played a trick on her as a result of all the shock and confusion.


  ‘I hope so,' was the last thing she’d said before slipping off into her drug-induced sleep, but he had lain awake worrying that the trauma of Monday’s events had affected her more seriously than he’d first thought.


  With an effort he cleared his mind of these worries and tried to concentrate on the task at hand. Then, just when he was beginning to make sense out of the chaotic microcosm he was surveying through the eyepiece his phone rang.


  Swearing under his breath he snatched it up. ‘Thomas,’ he said irritably.


  ‘Doctor Clive Thomas?’ asked a female voice he didn't recognize.


  ‘Yes,’ he answered curtly.


  ‘My name’s Robin Carey of the Daily News. I . . .’ ‘You’re a reporter?’ he broke in.


  ‘Yes. I’d like to talk . . .’


  He cut her off again, i’m sorry, Miss Carey, but I’ll have to put you through to the Press Office. They’ll give you a statement on the Majestic Hotel situation. I’m afraid I can’t talk to you direct.’


  ‘You don’t understand, doctor,’ she said hurriedly, it’s your wife I want to speak to. About the incident at the NIREX drilling site. I’ve been trying to get through to your home but the number’s constantly engaged. So I’m calling you to ask how I can get in touch with her . . .’ Thomas had felt his heart rate increase rapidly as she spoke. He gripped the receiver hard and his knuckles went white. ‘No. It’s out of the question,’ he said coldly, fighting to keep his voice calm and level. ‘You can’t talk to my wife.’


  There was a pause at the other end of the line and then the woman said, ‘No offence, doctor, but surely that’s up to your wife, not you.’


  ‘Miss Carey, I assure you that under no circumstances would my wife agree to be questioned by you or any other journalistic vulture. She underwent a very horrific experience on Monday. Not only did she narrowly avoid being killed herself but saw two of her friends die in a very unpleasant way. I know you reporters have a total lack of imagination when it comes to understanding the feelings of others so let me spell it out for you that she needs a lot of peace and quiet right now. Understand?’ ‘Doctor Thomas - ’


  ‘Goodbye,’ he said and slammed the phone down. He took a deep breath and waited for his heartbeat to return to normal. He was already feeling slightly embarrassed that the woman had provoked such a tirade from him but he hadn’t been able to help himself. If he had a pet hate it was journalists. He encountered them quite regularly in his job and so far every encounter had lowered his opinion of their profession still further. The thought of Anne being persecuted by one of their number in her present state was just too much to bear.


  A quarter of an hour later he was interrupted yet again when Mitchell waddled back into the lab, an apologetic look on his face. Now what? wondered Thomas wearily.


  ‘Any luck with this Legionnaires’ business?’ Mitchell asked him as he came over to the desk.


  Thomas shook his head. ‘I’ve checked all the samples from the air conditioning system and the water supply and there’s no trace of the Legionnaire bacterium. If it is an outbreak of Legionnaires’ Disease then the bacteria are circulating through the hotel by some entirely new means. Personally I’d say it’s a false alarm. All those convention members who’ve fallen ill at the hotel are probably suffering from food poisoning, or maybe they’re victims of a particularly tough flu bug . . .’


  ‘You’re probably right,’ said Mitchell, a shade distantly. His mind was obviously on something else. ‘After all, none of the victims has died so far and a few of them are actually showing signs of recovery already.’ i’ll write up my report immediately.’ it can wait. Your verbal assurance is good enough for the time being . . .’


  Thomas frowned. This went against standard procedure at the lab, and usually Mitchell was a great stickler about obeying the rules. ‘What’s up?’ asked Thomas suspiciously.


  ‘Ah, I have another little job for you,’ said Mitchell with an embarrassed smile. ‘Police job. Something that has their forensic boys baffled. They think it’s one for us.’


  ‘I don’t like the sound of that.’ Whenever the police called on them for help it invariably meant they had a hell of a mess on their hands. ‘What’s it about?’


  Again Mitchell gave his embarrassed smile. ‘I think it’s better if you see for yourself. First impressions and all that. Besides, it all sounds rather peculiar stated in plain and simple English . . .’He gave a nervous laugh.


  Thomas was intrigued. ‘And where is this mysterious job, or is that a secret too?’


  Mitchell handed him a piece of paper. ‘You're to liaise with a Chief Inspector Langford at this address. He’s there now so you’d better get moving.’


  He read the address. It was in Harpenden, which was only a few miles north of St Albans, where he lived. That meant he could drop in on Anne on the way back and have lunch with her. Assuming, of course, that the job wasn’t going to be a long one. ‘Are you sure you can’t tell me a bit more about all this?’ he asked Mitchell.


  Mitchell grimaced, as if he was smelling something bad. ‘Like I said, I really think it would be better if you saw for yourself.’


  In Harpenden he had to ask directions twice before he found his way to the address on the paper. It turned out to be a small, detached house on the northern outskirts, of the town. As he pulled up behind a parked police car he realized the area looked familiar and remembered that several years ago he and Anne had considered buying a house right nearby. That was when she was pregnant and they were looking for a bigger house with a large garden. Then had come the miscarriage and the news she’d never be able to have any children. That’s when she’d started writing the books . . .


  A constable met him at the door and took him through the house and into the back garden. There he met Langford, a big man in his late forties. There were two


  more uniformed officers there in the garden as well as a thin, sallow-faced man in plain clothes who had ‘forensic’ written across his forehead in invisible ink. There was ;ilso an old woman at the far end of the garden, who Thomas presumed to be the owner of the house. She was standing with her back to them, head bent forward, leaning on a garden rake. She seemed to be studiously ignoring all these intruders in her garden . . .


  ‘Glad you could get here so quickly, doctor,’ said the C hief Inspector after he’d introduced himself. ‘We’ve got a bit of a poser on our hands. I’m flummoxed and I don’t mind admitting it.’


  The one who Thomas had pegged as forensic gave a disdainful sniff and said sharply, it’s a hoax. It has to be.’


  Thomas was by now feeling completely mystified. He had seen nothing out of the ordinary in the house and as he looked around the garden he could see no sign of anything being wrong there either. No corpses, no blood, no evidence of general mayhem. What was all the fuss about?


  The feeling of mystification increased as the Chief Inspector led him across the garden towards the old lady who, Thomas noticed, hadn’t moved once since he’d been watching her. Nor did she turn as he and the Inspector, followed by the forensic man, approached. Was she deaf, Thomas wondered?


  When the woman remained completely still even when Langford stood close beside her Thomas realized that something was seriously wrong. ‘What’s the matter with her?’ he asked as he walked round in front of her.


  ‘She’s dead,’ said the Chief Inspector matter-of-factly.


  Thomas looked at him in astonishment, then bent down so that he could see the woman’s face. Her eyes were half-closed as if she was dropping off to sleep - her mouth hung open in a way that suggested she was about to call out. Her cheeks were a healthy pink and for a woman he judged to be around 70 years of age she appeared to be in good condition. But she definitely wasn’t breathing . . .


  And yet she continued to stand there, leaning on the garden rake which she was gripping firmly with both hands. Had she had a heart attack and died but by some fluke of balance remained standing upright? A bizarre event, true, but hardly one that justified his presence . . .


  Tentatively, he touched her on the shoulder - and got the shock of his life.


  Despite the lightness of his touch the woman toppled over sideways, but slowly - ever so slowly - as if she weighed nothing at all. And she stayed in the same rigid posture as she fell, still gripping the rake. And when she landed on the lawn she bounced.


  Thomas stared down at her and then at Langford and the forensic man. Langford gave an apologetic shrug and said, ‘Same thing happened to me. We stood her up again so that you could see how we found her.’


  The forensic man muttered, ‘It’s a hoax.’


  Thomas knelt down beside the woman and touched her again. Her whole body rocked back and forth. It was like handling a papier-mache dummy. She couldn’t have weighed more than a few pounds.


  Hs tapped the bare skin of her forearm with a fingernail and got another shock. Her skin was rigid as if it had been petrified. ‘She’s nothing but an empty shell,’, he said hoarsely. ‘What happened to her?’


  ‘That’s what I’m hoping you’ll tell us,’ said the Chief Inspector.


  4


  After Doctor Thomas had hung up on her, Robin Carey had made a face at the phone and muttered, ‘Well, poot to you too, mate.’


  She hung up and then started to chew reflectively on the end of her biro. She was an attractive woman in her mid-twenties with frizzy black hair, eyes a startling shade of blue and a long, slim and vaguely androgynous body.


  Damn him, she thought. How dare he accuse her of being a journalistic vulture! She was always very considerate of the feelings of the people she interviewed if they had been involved in some kind of personal tragedy but, for heaven’s sake, the Thomas woman had apparently come through completely unscathed. So why was her husband being so touchy?


  She leaned back in her chair and looked around. The newsroom was humming with noisy activity. Typewriters, dictaphones, teleprinters, telephones, conversations and arguments all added together to make a reassuringly constant background to the job she loved. And it was going to take more than one sour, ill-mannered doctor to stop her doing it.


  Where to now? She looked down the short list of names and ran a blue line through Anne Thomas’s. Pity about her. Getting some quotes from her would have really helped the piece. Not only was Anne Thomas a minor celebrity because of her children’s books but she also seemed to be the unofficial spokesman for the protesters.


  She looked at the next name down. Yates. The geologist. She tried to call him earlier but his office said he was incommunicado for the time being. She’d then tried to call him at home but discovered he’d moved house only a month ago and his new number wasn’t listed.


  She picked up the internal phone and pressed three buttons. ‘Larry? Robin. You know that geologist you spoke to on Monday evening? Yates? Well, I’m doing a general follow-up and I want to talk to him. Have you got his new home number?’


  Larry McCullough, sitting on the far side of the large room, turned and waved acknowledgement to her across the intervening chaos. ‘Yeah, I think so,’ he told her over the phone. ‘Just let me check my notebook . . .’


  Robin watched him flipping through the pages of his little black book, then heard him say, ‘You’d better get a move on with your story, kid. I hear the powers that be are thinking of slapping a D-Notice on the whole shebang.’


  ‘Oh no!’ she cried, ‘Where’d you hear that?’


  ‘From a contact of mine in the Department of the Environment. Seems the government are not happy that the story refuses to die a natural death. The rumours are continuing to fly around despite the official version of events they put out.’


  ‘But if they impose a news clampdown the rumours will only increase!’


  ‘Of course. But when do these people ever think logically? And you know what this government is like about secrecy. They’d put a D-Notice on the Royal Honours List if they could . . .’ it makes you even more suspicious about the official story, doesn’t it?’


  it do dat, Miz Bernstein. It sure do dat ... ah, here it is . . .’ He gave her Yates’s new number. Then, ‘Good luck, kid. Let me know if you dig up anything interesting.’ ‘I will,’ she told him. ‘Thanks.’ She hung up, got an outside line and dialled Yates’s number. The phone rang


  for a long time before it was picked up at the other end. She heard a vaguely anxious voice say, ‘Yes?’


  ‘Doctor Yates? Doctor Gordon Yates?’


  Yes. Speaking. Who’s that?’ The note of anxiety in his voice had increased.


  She identified herself and gave the name of her paper. Immediately he said, ‘No, sorry. I can’t say anything to you. I’ve been told not to talk to the media anymore.’ ‘Who told you?’ she asked quickly.


  ‘Officials from NIREX. And the Department of the Environment. Made me sign the Official Secrets Act. I told them I’d already signed it before when my company went under contract to NIREX but they insisted I sign it again. Madness. The bureaucratic mind never ceases to amaze me . . .’


  This comment encouraged Robin. She pressed on carefully. ‘I don’t want you to give away any Official Secrets, Doctor,’ she told him. i’d just like your help in dispelling some of the more way-out rumours concerning the accident on Monday. And I promise I won’t reveal my source. Your name won’t be mentioned.’


  There was a pause. Then Yates asked warily, ‘What rumours?’


  ‘Well, like the one that the Daily Mirror splashed all over its front page yesterday - that the explosion was caused by radioactive waste.’


  ‘Utter nonsense!’ he snorted. ‘There was no radioactive waste at the site! We were just drilling a test hole, for Christ's sake! Even if the site had been found suitable it would have been years before any actual waste was brought to the area.’


  ‘That’s what NIREX has said,’ agreed Robin. ‘But if the site hasn’t been contaminated why has the government sealed it off?’


  ‘The reason has nothing to do with radioactive waste, believe me, Miss Carey.’


  ‘Can you tell me what it has to do with then?’


  There was silence at the other end. She tried another tack. ‘Okay, can you at least tell me how close the official story is to the truth? Did you really hit a pocket of inflammable gas?’


  ‘All I can say is that the tragedy was caused by some sort of natural phenomenon.’


  ‘But not gas?’


  ‘Sorry. That’s all I’m willing to say.’


  She decided not to press him further at this point so again she changed tack with her line of questioning. ‘You were very lucky to escape completely unharmed when so many other people on the scene were either killed or severely burnt. Weren’t you near the rig when the, er, “accident” occurred?’


  ‘No. I was in one of the huts analysing the . . .’ He paused.


  ‘The what?’ she asked quickly.


  There was such a long silence that Robin was beginning to think Yates had simply walked away from the phone. Then, to her relief, she heard him say, ‘Oh, what the hell, I don’t see what harm it would do to tell you.’


  She felt a familiar tingle of excitement - the feeling she always got when things started to go her way on a story. The excitement of the chase . . .


  ‘I was analysing material that had been removed from a sampling bit shortly before the . . . the explosion,’ he told her.


  ‘What sort of material?’ she asked, her pulse quickening.


  ‘It was a tight wad of yellow fibrous material. I’d only just started to examine it under the microscope when, well, it happened . . . All I know is that it seemed to be made up of natural polymers . . .’


  ‘Hang on, you’ve lost me. Natural what?’


  ‘Polymers. Long chains of molecules, like you get in hair, wool, silk and so on.’


  She thought hard for a couple of moments. ‘Just a sec. Are you saying the stuff came from an animalT it would appear so.’


  ‘But how far down did you find it?’


  ‘Almost 500 feet.’


  ‘But surely it’s impossible for the remains of an animal to be buried that deep underground,’ she said.


  ‘Not really. Not if it’s a very old fossil. But in that case I can’t understand how these fibres could have survived so long.’


  She nodded thoughtfully and asked, ‘So what’s the connection between this stuff and the accident?’


  ‘I don’t know, but I think there has to be some connection - otherwise it’s a hell of a coincidence.’ ‘Yeah,’ she agreed. ‘What happened to the sample? Do you still have any of it?’


  ‘No. It was all taken away by the DoE boys.’


  ‘Have you heard if they’ve managed to identify it?’


  ‘No. I tried to make some enquiries and got nowhere.’ ‘What’s your personal opinion about the stuff?’ i don’t have one. It’s a complete mystery to me. I’ve never come across anything like it before. And no one else has either, believe me. Since Monday I’ve been scouring the pages of every textbook I can get my hands on but I can’t find a likely explanation for it - or for what happened afterwards . . .’


  ‘I don’t suppose you’d like to change your mind about giving me the whole story . . .?’


  ‘No, Miss Carey. I think I’ve told you too much already. Just remember you promised my name would be kept out of it.’


  it will be, don’t worry.’


  He gave a humourless laugh. ‘Don’t worry? Miss Carey, if you’d seen what I saw on Monday you’d be doing nothing but worry. Like me, now . . .’ Then, without warning, he hung up.


  Robin put her phone down slowly, leaned back, clapped her hands together and shouted, ‘Whoopeee!’


  No one paid any attention.


  It was while Thomas was still carrying out his initial examination of the old woman’s body in the garden that another police officer arrived and engaged Chief Inspector Langford in urgent conversation. Thomas looked up as Langford came over. He could tell by the expression on his face that he’d received bad news. ‘Now what?’


  ‘Got some more cases of the same thing,’ he told Thomas grimly. ‘A farmer with a small dairy herd found most of his animals the same way as the old lady here. Appreciate it if you could take a look at them as well when you’re finished with her . . .’


  Thomas got to his feet. ‘Nothing more I can do with her until I can get her back to my lab.’ He turned to the surly forensic scientist, whose name was Pickersgill. ‘I presume you have no objecting to her being sent to CPH? I don’t want to step on anyone’s toes.’


  The scientist shrugged. ‘Do whatever you want. Rather you wasting your time with this nonsense than me.’ Thomas regarded him curiously. ‘You still think it’s some kind of elaborate hoax?’


  ‘What else could it be?’


  ‘Well, if it is it's a very impressive one.’ He gestured at the old woman’s body, which was now naked, i’d like to know how someone can remove every internal organ from a body without making a single incision.’ The only mark he’d found on her was a scab the size of a twopence piece on her right ankle.


  i don’t think it’s a real body,’ said Pickersgill. it’s a clever dummy made from a body mould. When you analyse it I’ll bet you find that “skin” is actually plastic.’


  ‘I sincerely hope so,’ said Thomas, staring at the body. Then he sighed and said to Langford, ‘Let’s go look at those cows . . .’


  It was an uncanny sight. From a distance it looked like a typically idyllic country scene - a small group of dappled cows in a lush, tree-lined field - it was only as you got closer that you began to realize that something was very wrong.


  Most of the cows were sitting down but two of them were standing, their heads lowered as if grazing. But they weren’t grazing. They were perfectly still.


  As Thomas stood there in the field looking around at the motionless cattle he felt an icy sensation move along the skin covering his spine.


  He walked over to the nearest cow and touched it. It rocked back and forth. Like the old woman it was nothing but a brittle shell.


  A young police constable looked at Thomas hopefully. ‘What happened to them, sir?’ he asked.


  Thomas smiled at him. He obviously had a touching, if naive, faith in the infallibility of scientists. ‘I wish I knew, constable. I really do,’ he told him.


  He walked over to where Pickersgill was standing with his shoulders hunched and an expression of distaste on his face. It was as if he considered the surrounding scene as a personal attack on himself. ‘Well, doctor, my admiration for your hoaxers grows by leaps and bounds. They crept up on this herd of cows in the night, made moulds of their bodies, created these marvellously lifelike replicas from them and switched them for the real cows. Right?’


  Pickersgill glared at him but said nothing.


  Billy pointed his toy gun at his mother and cried, ‘Pow! Pow! Pow! You’re dead, Mummy!’


  He waited lor ;i few moments then lowered the gun with a sigh. She was slill playing her funny game. She’d been playing it .ill morning and he was getting very tired of it. He was also getting very hungry. He couldn’t yet work out whal (he big and the little hand meant on the clock but he knew it was long past the time when his mother usually gave him breakfast.


  Yet she hadn’t even set the table. Instead she just stood there at the sink looking down into the basin.


  She wouldn’t move nor would she talk to him. She’d been playing this game since he’d got -up. Normally the games she played with him made Billy laugh and though he’d laughed a bit at first this morning he didn’t think this game anywhere near as funny as her other ones.


  ‘Mummy, I’m hungry!’ he told her yet again and waited for an answer. But still his mother refused to speak.


  He went over to her and tugged on the side of her skirt but she ignored him. She wouldn’t even look at him.


  Sulkily he reached higher and gave the sleeve of her cardigan a sharp pull.


  And got a fright as his mother toppled over and began to fall . . .


  He jumped back in alarm and his mother’s body just missed him. She made a cracking sound as she hit the floor and he saw her head break into little pieces, just like the salad bowl he once dropped.


  ‘Mum?’ he whispered, just a little frightened. She would probably be angry with him because he’d broken her. But broken things could be mended. He knew that. With glue . . .


  ‘I’ll go get Mrs Carter,’ Billy told his mother, then ran to the kitchen door. He went outside and hurried across the small field that separated their house from the Carters’, their nearest neighbours. He was pleased to see Mrs Carter in her back garden hanging out washing. He would ask her to come and glue his mother’s head back logether again.


  As he ran across the field he called out to Mrs Carter, but she didn’t turn round.


  And as he got closer to her he saw she was standing very still. Just like his mother had been . . .


  He hoped Mrs Carter wasn’t playing a funny game too.


  5


  The persistent ringing dragged Anne Thomas up out of her deep sleep. Dazedly she checked the clock on the bedside table. It was nearly noon. She realized she'd been sleeping for over fourteen hours. So why did she feel so dreadful?


  Her tranquillizer-fogged brain succeeded in identifying the source of the ringing. It was the front door bell. Moving sluggishly she got up, slipped on a robe and went downstairs.


  She found an attractive young woman, wearing designer jeans and an expensive-looking leather jacket waiting on her front doorstep. The girl’s face registered embarrassment as she took in Anne’s robe and general state of disarray. ‘Oh gosh, I’ve got you out of bed. I’m so sorry . . .’


  it’s alright,’ said Anne, it’s time I got up anyway, Miss - ?’


  ‘Carey. Robin Carey. I’m from the Daily News. Your husband said it would be alright if I came round to see you . . .’


  Anne frowned. ‘Clive? You’ve spoken to him?’


  ‘Yes. I called him at his laboratory earlier today. I would have phoned you to warn you I was coming but he said your phone was off the hook.’


  ‘Yes . . . yes, it is,’ said Anne distractedly, trying to get her thoughts organized. It was odd that Clive had given his approval for this visit, considering his aversion to all reporters, even ones as pretty as Miss Carey. She obviously possessed an unusual amount of charm.


  Anne opened the door wider. ‘Come in,’ she said. ‘But


  I must warn you that I’ll be incapable of saying anything rational until I’m on my third cup of black coffee.’


  Robin sat in the Thomas kitchen feeling a little uneasy. She hadn’t liked lying to Anne Thomas but it seemed to be the only way of getting to see her. Her big fear now was that Anne would ring her husband to confirm the story. She’d been listening intently for the tell-tale ding of a phone being picked up somewhere in the house but so far all she’d heard was the burbling of the coffee-making machine.


  She had to suppress a guilty start when Anne walked back into the kitchen. ‘Sorry to keep you waiting,’ said Anne, ‘but I had a major repair operation to perform. I hope you can see some improvement.’


  Robin could. The wan and rather haggard figure who’d met her at the door had been transformed into an attractive woman in her early thirties. Her long blonde hair now had a healthy glow to it and the summer frock she had put on revealed a slim and youthful figure. Only the shadows under her eyes remained to hint at the ordeal she had recently undergone.


  After pouring them each a large cup of coffee Anne seated herself opposite Robin, leaned her elbows on the table and said, ‘Alright, how can I help you, Miss Carey?’ ‘Oh, please call me Robin. And first of all I'd like to say I’m a great fan of yours. I really enjoy your books.’ Anne smiled at her and said, ‘You read children’s books?’


  ‘I borrow them from my niece. She’s a big fan of yours as well. But your books are much more than just children's books. And I know quite a few adults who read them apart from me. You must have a sizable cult following among grown-ups . . .’


  ‘Which has yet to be reflected in the sales figures,’ said


  Anne. ‘But thank you anyway. Now what do you really want to talk to me about?’


  Robin took a deep breath. ‘Well, if it isn’t too painful for you I’d like to discuss the accident on Monday.’


  After a pause Anne said, it is painful for me. I don't like to even think about it. But I will talk to you about what happened. I think it’s important that the full story be told. Some of the things that have been said in the newspapers and on TV have been absolutely ludicrous. So where do we start?’


  Robin got a notepad and pen out of her shoulder bag. She opened the notepad and said, ‘Just describe everything you can remember, from the moment you arrived at the site . . .


  It took Anne forty-five minutes to reach the end of her story, with Robin only interrupting occasionally with questions. When she’d finished, Robin stared at her with wide eyes, it’s incredible! Nothing at all like the official version! What do you think that acid-like stuff was? And why is the government being tight-lipped about it?’


  Anne shrugged. ‘I can’t answer either question.’


  ‘And that other stuff that they brought up earlier - the geologist, Yates, told me about that too - you actually saw it?’


  ‘Yes. But not up close.’


  ‘What did it look like to you?’


  ‘Well, strangely enough it reminded me of something. I couldn’t remember what at the time but now I do . . .’ ‘What is it?’ Robin asked eagerly.


  Anne shook her head, it’s silly really - years ago when I was a little girl I kept silkworms as part of a school project. All ended in tears because no one had told me you had to kill the things in order to get the silk but . . . well, anyway, that’s what this material reminded me of . . .’ She gave an embarrassed smile.


  Robin frowned. Tin afraid I don’t follow you.’


  ‘The cocoons,’ said Anne. ‘The material from the drill hole reminded me of my silkworm cocoons.’


  'Oh,’ said Robin, trying to hide her disappointment.


  I hat was not exactly the revelation she was hoping for.


  Both women jumped when a phone suddenly started to ring in another room. Then Anne said, ‘Excuse me,’ and hurried away to answer it.


  Shit, thought Robin. It was sure to be her husband and when she told him she had a reporter in the kitchen he’d blow his top. No doubt he’d tell Anne to throw her out forthwith . . .


  The expression on Anne’s face when she returned confirmed Robin’s worst fear. She looked very worried. Robin forced a smile and said brightly, ‘What’s the problem?’


  ‘That was Clive. My husband,’ said Anne distractedly. ‘He had hoped to come home for lunch but something serious has come up . . .’


  ‘Really? What is it?’ asked Robin, relieved to hear that she had been spared an unexpected face-to-face encounter with Dr Thomas.


  ‘He wouldn’t say exactly. Some kind of outbreak, I think. In Harpenden. But it must be serious because I’ve never heard him sound so concerned before.’


  ‘In Harpenden, you say?’ said Robin, making a mental note to check up as soon as she got back to the office. ‘Outbreak of what?’


  ‘That’s all he said. And that he wouldn’t be home until late. I wonder what’s going on? I hate it when he keeps me in the dark about his work . . .’


  ‘Er, did you mention I was here?’ asked Robin casually. ‘Didn’t have a chance. He was in a hell of a rush.’ Robin breathed a silent sigh. Then she quickly drank the remains of her coffee and said, ‘Well, I must rush too. I can’t tell you how much I appreciate the interview.’


  ‘Glad to help. As I said, I think it’s important that the true facts about Monday be known. But I must admit I’d have been hesitant to talk to you if Clive hadn’t okayed it. He’s in a difficult position with his government job and everything, and I’ve already been a big enough embarrassment to him recently with all my protest work . . .’


  Robin nodded. ‘I quite understand, Anne,’ she said and wished she didn’t feel like such a prize heel. She was glad she wasn’t going to be around when Anne and her husband saw the late edition of her paper tonight . . .


  It was not until nearly 7 p.m. that he completed his analysis. His results were confirmed by Lisa, his assistant. When they’d compared their notes they just sat there in the lab staring at each other in silent bafflement. Finally Lisa said, ‘I feel now I know less about all this than when we began this afternoon . . .’


  Thomas sighed. ‘My feelings exactly. Renton’s going to be wanting some answers any moment now and what can we tell him?’ He glanced over at the cadaver of the old woman lying on one of the lab tables. A large incision ran from the base of the neck to the crotch. The top of the head had been removed and there were smaller incisions in each of the limbs. The body had been completely empty. Not a single bone, organ or drop of blood remained. All they found were small deposits of a greyish jelly lining the interior of the hardened skin.


  It was the same with the cattle, which had been dissected by a different team down in the Animal Diseases Block. The same chilling emptiness in each carcass apart from the traces of grey slime . . .


  Lisa took off her glasses and massaged the bridge of her nose with thumb and forefinger. She looked tired. ‘Ever hear of “mutes”?’ she asked Thomas.


  ‘Mutes? What’s that - short for mutants?’ he said, equally weary.


  ‘No. It stands for “mutilations”. It was a phenomenon l hat got a lot of publicity back home in the States. The first case was reported in 1967, in Colorado. A horse was found with its entire skin missing, all its blood drained, various organs missing and strange markings on its carcass. Since then “mute” cases have been reported in over thirty states, involving deer, cattle, dogs and horses. The phenomenon peaked in the seventies and has faded away since then, though cases still turn up . . .’


  ‘Interesting,’ said Thomas. ‘What’s the explanation for them?’


  ‘No one knows,’ said Lisa. ‘Oh, there are lots of theories ranging from the way-out, including UFOs and devil-worshippers, to the mundane, such as that the animals are the victims of natural predators. But no single explanation has yet been completely satisfactory.’


  ‘You’re suggesting that the same thing is starting over here in England?’


  She shrugged. ‘It’s only a suggestion.’


  ‘But our cattle weren’t skinned. And all their organs were removed. Does that fit in with any of the reported “mute” cases?’


  ‘No,’ she admitted. ‘And as far as I know there haven’t been any human “mute” cases in the States . . .’


  ‘And we’ve got eight of them on our hands,’ said Thomas grimly. Apart from the old woman a further seven victims had been discovered during the day, all of them on the outskirts of Harpenden and in a half-mile radius from the old woman’s cottage.


  ‘What’s your theory then?’ she asked, a shade testily.


  ‘I don’t have one. How on earth can anyone or anything remove every bone and organ from a body and leave the skin intact?’


  ‘Don’t forget the puncture marks.’ A small, clotted hole had been found on all of the human bodies and animal carcasses. In each case it had been located on one of the extremities.


  i’m not,’ said Thomas. ‘But I’m not sure what conclusion to draw from them.’


  ‘They must be the point of entry, and exit, for whatever ate the contents of the bodies.’


  He stared at her. ‘Ate the contents?’


  ‘Yes,’ she said, defiantly, it’s the only explanation.’ ‘My dear Lisa, I know we’re both very tired but aren’t you getting a little carried away? I know of no conceivable creature or organism capable of doing what you suggest.’ She put her glasses back on and stared at him. ‘Worms,’ she said.


  ‘Worms?’


  ‘Yes, worms. Perhaps a mutated version of one of the bigger parasites like Ascaris lumbricoides or Diphyllo-bothrium latum . . .’


  At that moment Mitchell came hurrying into the lab. He had been making periodic visits all afternoon to check on their progress, becoming, in Thomas’s opinion, an even bigger damned nuisance than usual.


  ‘Well,’ he said, rubbing his hands briskly as if it was cold in the lab, which it wasn’t. ‘What’s the verdict?’ Thomas took a deep breath and said, ‘The verdict, Henry, is that all that remains of the victims is the derm, the epidermis and body hair. The derm and epidermis have undergone some form of mineralization process involving a massive build-up of silica in the cell structure. The hair, however, is relatively unchanged, though some build-up of silica in the follicles can be detected . . .


  ‘The interiors of these petrified corpses are totally empty apart from small traces of this . . .’Thomas handed a test tube to Mitchell. Mitchell held it up to the light and peered at the greyish jelly it contained. ‘What is it?’ he asked.


  ‘A mixture of things. Water. Amino acids. Monosaccharides, glycerol and carbon dioxide . . .’


  ‘Yes?’ Mitchell looked at Thomas expectantly.


  Thomas shrugged. ‘That’s what’s in it but I can’t tell you what it is. I also found small traces of chemical structures I can’t identify. One of them seems to be a complicated protein made up of an unusual number of polypeptide chains. I suspect it may be some form of enzyme but I can’t identify it.’


  ‘Is that all?’ asked Mitchell, almost plaintively.


  I'm afraid so.’


  Mitchell’s round face twisted up as if someone was exposing a part of his copious anatomy to a bare flame. ‘It’s not very much, is it? I mean to say, Professor Renton’s not going to be very happy with it, is he?’


  ‘I’m not very happy with it myself, Henry,’ said Thomas blandly. ‘But what do you expect me to do? Invent answers?’


  i’m not criticizing you, Clive, it’s just that . . .’


  ‘Look, all I can do now is try to isolate the suspected enzyme. It appears to be in a loose, inert complex with the substrate of animo acid molecules which suggests that this jelly solution is the end product of whatever process the enzyme provokes into reaction. If I can isolate it I can start testing it on a range of organic compounds until I discover its exact function; But that may take a long, long time, Henry.’


  ‘Yes, yes, I appreciate all that, Clive,’ said Mitchell. ‘But the Minister of the Environment is pressing us for an immediate explanation of these bizarre occurrences.’ He walked over to the old woman’s cadaver. ‘I mean, can you prove that this was once a real human being?’ Thomas frowned for a moment, then his face cleared. ‘Ah, I see you’ve been talking to one of the police forensic boys. A Dr Pickersgill, am I right?’


  Mitchell nodded and said, i must warn you that his theory has gained wide acceptance in police circles. Some kind of elaborate hoax seems to be the only rational solution.’


  ‘Well, I’m sorry to disappoint you but I’m convinced that was a living and breathing human body, Henry. Just take a look at the hair if you want proof.’


  ‘The hair could be implanted. And you said yourself the skin has undergone a form of mineralization. Perhaps it was never real skin in the first place.’


  ‘Then someone’s gone to a hell of a lot of trouble to make it look real, down to sculpting cell outlines at microscopic level. And if it’s a hoax, with a bunch of crazed medical students running around leaving these replicas behind, what happened to the eight people they were based on? Not to mention the herd of dairy cows?’ ‘The police are working on that now.’


  Thomas threw up his hands in disgust. ‘Great! Just great! And while they’re running around looking for these mythical kidnappers there could be more outbreaks of this - this whatever it is - in Harpenden tonight!’


  ‘Clive,’ said Mitchell pleadingly, if you could only come up with a rational alternative explanation I’m sure the police would be happy to have it . . .’


  ‘Worms,’ said Lisa quietly.


  Mitchell turned and blinked at her with surprise. ‘I beg your pardon?’


  ‘Lisa has this theory that giant, mutated tapeworms are responsible,’ explained Thomas resignedly.


  Mitchell looked incredulous, in Hertfordshire?’ Suddenly the door to the lab was flung open and Renton strode in. He was a small man but made up with his imposing manner for what he lacked in height. And tonight he looked more imposing than ever, his face set in a grim, stony mask.


  To Thomas’s alarm he marched straight up to him and flung a newspaper down on the table beside him. ‘I hope you’ve got a good explanation for this, Thomas,’ said Renton coldly.


  Thomas looked at the front page of the paper. It was the Daily News. The headline read: GEYSER OF ACID AT ATOM WASTE SITE. Below was the following subheading: in an exclusive interview with the News the wife of government scientist Dr Clive Thomas reveals the true story of the horrific disaster at the NIREX drilling site.’ The byline was ‘Robin Carey’.


  He looked up and found himself staring into Renton’s gun-barrel-like eyes.


  ‘Well?’ demanded Renton.


  6


  Ian was getting excited. It was going to be a good night, he knew it. Even the presence of so many police cars on the streets of Harpenden didn’t deter him. On the contrary, it added to his excitement.


  He took one hand off the wheel and fondled his growing hardness through the cloth of his trousers . . .


  The street he was in was useless. It was terraced; the thin, tightly glued houses with their shoebox front gardens offered him nothing. He drove on.


  Presently he came to a more suitable area. The houses were all detached and set well back from the street with gardens that provided plenty of cover. He parked his car and got out. He was a nondescript-looking man in his early forties. He wore dark, casual clothing and rimless glasses. The latter made his bland, round face resemble that of a startled owl.


  Ian walked briskly along the ill-lit street. That was part of the secret. You had to look as if you belonged there. If you acted furtively you automatically gave the game away.


  As he walked he threw quick glances at the windows of the houses he was passing. Finally he spotted a suitable candidate for closer investigation - a big living room window with undrawn curtains. He stopped as if to tie a loose shoelace, cast a swift glance up and down the street as he bent down, then ducked into the garden’s dense shrubbery.


  He crept stealthily up to the window, crouching low, and peered in. He was immediately disappointed. All there was to see was a middle-aged couple watching television. For a while he stared at their dull, listless faces as they in turn stared at the nine o’clock news on BBC 1, then returned to the street.


  Ian struck lucky at the third uncurtained window he investigated. The illuminated screen of the window presented an almost perfect tableau as far as he was concerned. A classic collector’s item!


  The woman, young with a full figure, lay on her back on the big sofa. Her dress had been pushed up to the point where it half exposed her breasts; her knickers and tights lay discarded on the floor. Her legs were wide apart to accommodate the man’s face that was buried between them.


  Ian wet his lips as he watched the man - her husband, lover or next-door neighbour - knead her breasts while his head moved rhythmically between her thighs. Ian’s heart began to thump with excitement. It was better than he’d hoped for . . .


  He unzipped his fly and took out his penis, which was quite hard. He started to rub it vigorously.


  The woman, whose eyes were closed, was now arching her back. She reached down with one hand to the man’s head and caressed his hair with her fingers. Ian couldn’t see it but he could imagine the man’s tongue thrusting deeper and deeper into her wet softness as she encouraged him to push harder. He was good at imagining that sort of thing.


  His penis was throbbing now as he rubbed it and he was starting to rock back and forth slightly on his feet. So overcome was he by the delirious pleasure of the moment that he failed to even notice the tickling sensation on the calf of his right leg . . .


  Gordon Wicks’s mind was beginning to wander. He couldn’t help remembering the joke he’d read once about what he was doing right now - ‘Cunnilingus is like tending sheep, it’s dark, wet and lonely work but someone’s got to do it . . .’ He didn’t object to giving Alison as much pleasure as she wanted but boy she could take a long time to get where she was going. Much more of this and his jaw muscles would get cramp. His tongue was already going numb . . .


  At last he felt those familiar muscular spasms begin to jerk through her body. She was reaching climax, thank God. He must have been at it for nearly a quarter of an hour now. No wonder she was always complaining about her husband, Jim, not giving her enough. He was beginning to feel sympathetic towards poor old Jim . . .


  But soon it would be his turn - her spasms were getting faster now - and he was sure going to make the most of it. He would fuck her brains out.


  Alison moaned loudly as her body shuddered violently, then gave a piercing scream. Gordon felt flattered. She’d never done that before . . .


  Then he himself yelped as his hair was savagely pulled. ‘Hey!’ he cried as he jerked his head up and tried to get free of her agonizing grip. Then he saw that she was pointing at the window with her other hand, a look of horror on her face. He turned and looked.


  There was a man outside. He was peering in through the window at them. For one terrible moment Gordon thought it was Alison’s husband but he realized he didn’t recognize the round, bespectacled face.


  He leapt up with an angry bellow and ran to the front hallway, zipping his trousers as he went. If he got his hands on that dirty little peeping tom he’d break his neck! Of all bloody awful times to stare in through Alison’s window . . . just when he was about to get his end away!


  To his amazement, when he flung open the front door and rushed out into the garden, the guy was still standing there in the same spot and still staring in the window. He didn’t even react when Gordon yelled, ‘You fucking bastard! I’m going to kill you!’ and charged him, arms flailing.


  Gordon’s right fist, with the full weight of his body behind it, landed on the side of the man’s face. There was a sickeningly liquid crunch and his head shattered, releasing a shower of thick, yellow fluid - some of which spattered onto Gordon’s hand and shirt front.


  His mind numb with shock, Gordon watched as the headless body fell backwards onto the lawn. At the same time a part of his mind registered seeing a long, thin, glistening shape go shooting down the grille of a nearby drain beside the wall of the house. It looked like a giant, black earthworm but Gordon had no time to think about it any further because it was then that he noticed his right hand had disappeared.


  Mrs Edith Moulton opened her back door and called, ‘Mitzy! Mitzy! Mitzy!’ in a high-pitched voice. Then she banged the knife several times against the food dish. She waited expectantly but Mitzy, her black and white cat, failed to come bounding up the garden as she usually did. And it was especially odd considering that she’d been to bingo tonight and was late feeding her.


  Perhaps she was sulking because her dinner was late, thought Mrs Moulton as she walked painfully down the garden, trying to ignore the cruel twinges of arthritis in her knees. Then, halfway down the small garden, she spotted Mitzy. The cat was sitting by the back fence.


  ‘There you are, Mitzy!’ cried Mrs Moulton. ‘Come on, come here!’


  The cat didn’t budge. She called to it again and rapped the knife against the dish. Mitzy remained motionless. Mrs Moulton felt a stab of sudden anxiety. For Mitzy to act this oddly she must be sick. She hobbled over to it, bent down painfully, put the dish and knife on the lawn and reached for Mitzy.


  Mrs Moulton screamed as she picked up her cat and realized she was holding nothing but an empty skin.


  She let go of it with a shudder of shocked revulsion and staggered back, her eyes filling with tears. Who could have done such a thing to poor Mitzy?! What sort of people could kill my cat, gut it and then leave it for me to find that way . . .? What sort of monsters . . .?


  Her stomach heaved and there was the sour taste of bile in the back of her throat. Trembling with emotion she stumbled up the garden, almost blinded by tears.


  She was retching as she staggered into her kitchen. She went to the sink and bent over it. As she did so she thought she saw something long and black rise out of the plug-hole towards her face. Her mouth dropped open with astonishment. Through the watery blur in her eyes it resembled some kind of snake ...


  And then, before she had time to react, the thing made a sudden dart forwards. The tip embedded itself in her left eye. There was no pain - just a tingling sensation followed by numbness.


  She screamed and grabbed the thing, trying to pull it out of her eye. It felt cold, slimy and very soft but no matter how hard she pulled she couldn’t detach its end from her eye. Still screaming, she backed away from the sink but as she moved more and more of the thing slid up out of the plug-hole until it stretched for over six feet across the kitchen.


  The numbness was spreading through her body now and she found she could no longer make a sound. Dizzy, she collapsed to her knees, vaguely aware that she couldn’t feel her arthritis. She made one last attempt to pull the thing from her eye before the numbness engulfed her completely and she stopped moving.


  Tony Cook looked up irritably as his young daughter, Jenny, came into the living room trailing her teddy bear. You should be alseep,’ he told her with a scowl. ‘Go hack to bed at once.’


  ‘You heard Daddy, go back to bed,’ said Jane without taking her eyes away from the TV screen.


  Jenny regarded them solemnly, her thumb in her mouth is usual. Then she took her thumb out and said, ‘There’s a big snake in my room. I don’t like it. Make it go away . . .’


  ‘A snake?' asked Tony, frowning.


  ‘Oh, don't be silly, dear. There isn’t any snake in your room,’ said Jane, glancing briefly at her. ‘You must have been dreaming.’


  ‘No, I wasn’t,’ said Jenny firmly, it woke me up. It knocked over Barbara . . .’ - Barbara was her doll - ‘. . . I lien it crawled towards my bed . . .’


  Tony sighed. ‘Where is it now?’


  ‘Went back down the hole. In the floor. I threw my pillow at it ... so it ran away.’


  ‘There are no snakes in England, dear,’ said Jane, still looking at the TV. ‘Except for little ones.’


  ‘This isn’t little. It’s big,’ Jenny told her seriously. She stretched out her arms. ‘Bigger than this. Lots bigger.’ Tony sighed again and got to his feet. ‘Okay, you win, peanut. I’ll come take a look. But if I don’t find a giant nake in your room you’ve got to promise not to make another peep tonight. Do you promise?’


  ‘Promise,’ agreed Jenny.


  ‘She watches too much television,’ said Jane, without looking away from the screen.


  Tony went into Jenny’s room and switched on the light. As he expected, there was nothing to see, though her pillow was lying on the floor. She was at least telling the I ruth about throwing it, if nothing else. He turned and looked down at her. 'Right. Where’s this big snake of yours?’


  ‘Told you. It went back down the hole.’ She pointed. Tony went and looked and found a small knot-hole in the floorboard next to the skirting. It was only about a half inch in diameter. ‘I thought you said it was a big snake,’ he told her accusingly.


  it is, Daddy. It’s long. It went all the way from the hole to where my pillow is.’ She was standing hesitantly in the doorway, the teddy bear held in front of her as if for protection. Despite his irritation he couldn't help feeling a wave of affection for her. More kindly he said, ‘That is long. Over three yards, darling. Are you sure it was a snake? Maybe it was just a shadow. When you’re falling asleep your eyes can play funny tricks on you . . .’ ‘Well,’ Jenny said slowly, it might not have been a snake . . .’


  He smiled at her. ‘Good. Back to bed then, there’s a good girl.’ it might have been a very long worm.’


  The smile vanished from his face. ‘Look, here’s what we’ll do then . . .’ He pushed a chest of drawers a few feet until its base covered the knot hole. ‘How’s that? There’s no way the snake or worm can get out now. Okay?’


  Jenny looked doubtfully at the bottom of the chest of drawers then nodded. ‘S’pose so,’ she said, her face sombre.


  ‘Bed then. Move, peanut.’


  Reluctantly she went to her bed and climbed in. Tony picked her pillow up off the floor and put it behind her head, then tucked the covers under her chin. He kissed her on the forehead and said, ‘Goodnight, peanut. Remember your promise and go to sleep.’


  She nodded.


  At the door he gave her a final look. She was watching


  him with wide, serious eyes. He smiled at her and turned off the light.


  He walked back to the living room with a slight but persistent prickle of unease growing within him.


  ‘All taken care of?’ asked Jane as he sat down.


  ‘Yeah,’ he answered, and frowned. Then, after a long pause, he said, ‘It’s odd . . .’


  ‘What is?’ she asked distantly, her attention remaining on the screen.


  ‘Well, you know what she’s like when she’s being mischievous, she gets that look in her eye - you know what I mean . . .’


  ‘Mmm.’


  ‘Well, it wasn’t there. She was being perfectly matter-of-fact. She really does think she saw a snake . . . or a worm.’


  ‘I told you, she watches too much TV. Perhaps we should stop her watching Dr Who for a start . . .'


  The worm was back. She could see it moving across the floor. There was enough light coming through her window from the street lamps for her to see it quite clearly as it came towards her bed, its head moving from side to side.


  It had come from under her wardrobe this time. She guessed there must be another hole in the floorboards there. Or maybe it wasn't even the same worm-thing. Perhaps there were lots of them under the house . . .


  She didn’t like the idea of that at all. She wanted to get up and run to her parents again but she remembered the promise she’d made to her father. So she sat there in her bed and watched the worm get closer . . .


  ‘You’d think they’d have said something on the news.’


  ‘Hmmm?’


  ‘The news,’ repeated Jane, then gave an irritated sigh when she saw he wasn’t listening to her but staring off into space with a worried frown on his face. ‘Tony, I’m talking to you.’


  He turned to her. ‘Sorry. What did you say?’


  ‘I said, you'd think they’d have had some mention of it on the news.’


  ‘Mention of what?’


  She gave another exaggerated sigh. ‘Mention of what-ever’s been going on in Harpenden today. All those police cars that have been patrolling the streets. I’ve never seen so many policemen before.’


  He nodded. They’d already had this discussion during dinner.


  ‘I mean to say,’ she continued, ‘if there’s some kind of emergency going on they should tell us. Perhaps there’s been a major jail-break or something. It’s not right to leave us in the dark this way, is it?’


  ‘No,’ he said. ‘It isn’t.’


  Suddenly he got to his feet again. ‘I think I’ll look in on Jenny. See if she’s asleep yet . . .’


  ‘Oh, Tony, don’t spoil her or she’ll play this game every night from now on.’


  ‘I don’t think she’s playing a game,’ said Tony curtly and left.


  A few seconds later his scream cut through Jane like a chain saw.
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  Anne dried her eyes and told herself to stop wallowing in self-pity, even though she knew she deserved a good wallow after the way Clive had behaved . . .


  That afternoon she had shaken herself out of her tranquillizer-induced lethargy and had spent hours preparing him his favourite meal, beef casserole. She had everything ready for him when he came in - and there was an open bottle of claret on the dining-room table between the two candles - but instead of complimenting her on her efforts he had simply flung down a newspaper and said coldly, ‘Well?’


  She had read the piece carefully then looked up at him. ‘Well, it’s a bit over the top but I suppose it could be worse.’


  Slowly he said, ‘Is that all you’ve got to say?’


  She frowned. By then she’d realized he was furious. More angry than she’d seen him in a long time. And he was angry at her. ‘But you must have expected something like this when you sent her round to see me.’


  ‘What the fuck are you talking about?’


  ‘She said you told her it was alright if . . . oh . . .’ Anne’s heart sank. ‘Oh, Clive, I’m sorry.’


  ‘It’s a bit late for apologies. Renton almost put me on suspension thanks to your stupidity this afternoon.’


  ‘But she was so convincing, Clive. And a nice girl too. I liked her . . .’


  He gestured at the phone on the sideboard. ‘Want to call up Professor Renton and tell him that? I’m sure it would make all the difference.’


  ‘Clive, what can I say? I’m sorry. I know now I should have checked with you and confirmed she was telling the truth. But I was feeling a bit dopey, what with the tranquillizers and all . . .’


  ‘Dopey is the word alright,’ he snapped. ‘Christ, Anne, you know what my situation is like at CPHL. And things have got even more sensitive since the Porton Down mob have moved in, and yet here you are blabbing your heart out to the popular press! You’ve put my whole career in jeopardy!’


  She was fighting back the tears by then. ‘Clive . .


  ‘Oh, go to hell!’ he yelled and strode out of the room. Seconds later she heard the door of his study slam shut.


  She stood there dazedly for a time, stunned by the intensity of his anger. Then she began to feel angry herself - how dare he speak to her that way? Alright, so she’d made a mistake, and in retrospect she should have been more suspicious of that reporter, but that didn’t give him the right to treat her that way. He knew perfectly well that she still hadn’t recovered from what had happened on Monday - he should have been more understanding . . .


  As the tears began to roll down her cheeks she pinched out the two candles and then methodically cleared the dining-room table. In the kitchen she switched off the oven - the casserole could go into the freezer later - and emptied the rice into the dustbin. Then she took the bottle of claret and a single glass into the living room.


  The bottle had been empty a long time when, just after 11 p.m., the phone rang. Anne ignored it. Let Clive answer it on his study extension, she decided. It was probably for him anyway.


  The ringing stopped then, some thirty seconds later, she heard the ding as the receiver was replaced. The door to his study opened and he came into the living room. He was carrying his black bag.


  She looked at him, not caring how red her eyes must be. His expression was grim. ‘Emergency call,’ he said brusquely. ‘That trouble at Harpenden - there’s been some more of it.’


  She’d forgotten all about Harpenden. Perhaps that was i he cause of his uncharacteristic behaviour - maybe he had a serious problem on his hands. ‘What trouble?’ she asked. ‘What happened?’


  He gave her a cold look and said, ‘I’d tell you if I didn’t know you’d immediately pass the information on to your friends at the Daily News.’


  ‘You bastard,’ she said, feeling the tears well up in her eyes again.


  He left without another word. She heard the front door shut then the sound of his car as it drove off.


  When her tears had dried for the second time that night she had come to a decision. She picked up the phone and dialled a number.


  ‘Stephen? It’s Anne Thomas. I didn’t get you out of bed, did I? Good. Look, could you come over right away and pick me up? It’s important but I’ll explain it all when you get here. I want you to drive me up to Harpenden . . .’


  It took Thomas only a few minutes to drive up the A1081 from St Albans to Harpenden. He wasn’t surprised when he encountered the police road-block on the outskirts of the town. After he identified himself he was guided by a Panda car to a church hall about a quarter of a mile away. On the way he saw a great deal of police activity in the streets. Apart from numerous patrol cars he saw several groups of uniformed officers searching in front gardens. In the distance a helicopter, its powerful spotlight probing the ground, hovered at a low altitude above one of the town’s many new housing estates.


  Thomas was escorted into the church hall by the two constables from the Panda. He saw that it had been converted into a temporary morgue. Over ninety bodies lay in three rows in the centre of the hall. They had that unnerving rigidity that was now becoming all too familiar to him. With a pang of sorrow he noticed that several of the bodies were those of small children.


  A large crowd of grim-faced men were clustered about the corpses. Thomas saw Chief Inspector Langford detach himself from the throng and come to meet him. With him was a tall man in his fifties.


  ‘Dr Thomas, this is Dr McKenzie from the Department of the Environment. He’s in charge of the Department’s team of investigators,’ said the Chief Inspector wearily. His face was now etched with lines of exhaustion.


  Thomas shook hands with McKenzie. He’d heard of him but never met him before. ‘Hello, Doctor. Any idea what the cause of all this is yet?’


  i’m afraid not,’ said McKenzie. ‘I was hoping you might be able to shed some light on the situation. You’ve had a head start on the rest of us.’ He spoke with a pronounced Scots accent.


  ‘Have you seen a copy of my report?’ Thomas asked him.


  ‘Yes. Only a short time ago. Not really much to it, is there?’


  Thomas shrugged, i’m sorry, but there wasn’t much to go on. Just those traces of protein, neither of which have been identified yet.’ He glanced again at the rows of bodies. ‘When did all this happen?’


  ‘We think it started between 9 and 9.30 p.m.,’ said the Chief Inspector. ‘The first calls started coming in at around 9.45. It’s been going on ever since . . .’


  ‘What?’ said Thomas in surprise. ‘It’s still going on?’ ‘Yes, we’re still getting reports of new cases, but thankfully the number is decreasing. We think the heavy police presence in the area is the reason . . .’


  Thomas felt a wave of unreality wash over him. ‘But surely someone has seen something by now.’ He gestured at the rows of corpses. ‘What the hell happened to all those people?’


  The two men exchanged an uneasy glance. Then McKenzie said reluctantly, ‘Several of the witnesses have reported seeing, er, worms. There have been so many matching stories we have to give credence to them.’ Thomas stared at McKenzie in astonishment. ‘Good God. Don’t tell me Lisa was right.’


  ‘Lisa?’


  ‘An assistant of mine at CPHL. Came up with theory about mutated worms. Hookworms and the like. But I dismissed it as being too incredible . . .’ He ran a hand through his hair. ‘And I still find it difficult to believe that a worm - mutated or not - can inflict this sort of damage on a human body.’


  ‘1 agree with you,’ said McKenzie. ‘The whole thing is totally incredible but considering the number of people who’ve said they’ve seen these so-called worms we have to take them seriously.’


  ‘Hasn’t anyone caught a specimen yet?’


  ‘No,’ said the Chief Inspector. ‘A few brave souls have had a go but without success. The things move fast. They go back down the drains and so forth. We think they’re infesting the town sewer system, though some of them have been seen disappearing into holes in the ground.’ The feeling of unreality became stronger. Thomas couldn’t really believe in these killer worms they were calmly discussing. The sightings had to be a case of mass hysteria. ‘Surely then the sewers have been checked?’ he asked.


  McKenzie nodded. ‘A team of engineers wearing protective clothing and escorted by several armed police officers entered the main sewer tunnel beneath the affected area about an hour ago.’


  ‘And what did they find?’ asked Thomas.


  The Chief Inspector winced. ‘Ah, we don’t know. They never came back.’


  Anne climbed into Stephen’s blue Fiat Uno and shut the door. ‘Thanks for getting here so quickly, Stephen.’ ‘Oh, that’s okay, Mrs Thomas,’ he told her, with a distinct lack of enthusiasm. He was a tall, gangly young man who always reminded Anne of a stick insect. He was only 21, and an art student, but a tireless worker for their environmental protection group. It was only due to a lucky dental appointment that he’d missed attending the fateful protest at the drilling site that Monday.


  ‘Are you alright, Mrs Thomas?’ he asked seriously.


  It always amused her that he persisted in calling her ‘Mrs Thomas’ despite her repeated requests that he call her Anne, and especially since it was obvious he had a serious crush on her. She had often turned to find his eyes fixed on her, the expression in them one of dog-like devotion. A case of true puppy love indeed and she occasionally entertained herself by wondering what sort of sexual fantasies he had about her. She knew he'd be cruelly shattered if he ever suspected that the idea of making love to him struck her as incredibly hilarious. ‘Yes, I’m fine now, Stephen. Thanks for asking.’ it must have been terrible. What happened on Monday, I mean . . . seeing Gavin and Poppy and . . .’ it was terrible, Stephen, and I’d prefer not to talk about it if you don’t mind.’


  ‘Oh, I’m sorry, Mrs Thomas,’ he said quickly. ‘I didn’t mean to upset you. It’s just that I wanted to say how relieved I am you didn’t get hurt. I mean, if anything had happened to you I . . .’


  ‘I appreciate your concern, Stephen,’ she said, making her voice brisk and business-like. ‘Now could we get going, please? It’s late enough already and we have a long drive ahead of us.’


  'Oh. yeah, sure . . .’ he said anxiously, and suddenly he seemed to have six extra elbows as he went through the motions of starting the car with a flurry of uncoordinated arm movements.


  As he drove down the street Stephen said, ‘What’s this all about, Mrs Thomas? What’s going on in Harpenden?’ ‘I don’t know exactly but I’m sure they’ve had a major emergency of some kind there today that the government is keeping quiet about.’


  ‘I didn’t see any mention of anything on the news tonight.’


  ‘No, and there’s nothing on the radio about it either. But Clive was called away to Harpenden for the second time today - he’s there now - which suggests that it involves some kind of serious threat to public health.’ ‘Your, er, husband . . .’ - he always had trouble referring directly to Clive, Anne noticed - ‘. . . er, didn’t tell you what’s happening?’


  ‘No. We’re not exactly talking at the moment,’ she said dryly.


  ‘Oh, gee, I’m sorry to hear that, Mrs Thomas,’ he said, sounding anything but sorry. ‘But, well, it’s pretty rare for marriages to last these days . . .’


  She couldn’t resist smiling. ‘Thank you for your concern, Stephen, but I don’t think I’m ready to start divorce proceedings against Clive just yet.’


  ‘Oh.’


  They made three attempts to enter Harpenden but encountered a police road-block each time. Requests for information about the reason for the blockades drew only polite but characteristically patronizing replies from the police officers that contained no real information.


  ‘Now what?’ asked Stephen as they drove away from the third road-block. ‘Shall we try another road in?’


  ‘No. The whole town is obviously sealed off. At least by road. I’m going to try and get in on foot.’


  ‘What?’ he cried in alarm.


  ‘Calm down. I’m not going to take any risks. I just want to get far enough into town to get a picture . . .’ She opened her shoulder bag and produced a Nikon camera complete with flash attachment.


  ‘Picture of what?’


  ‘Of whatever’s going on in there. I need some evidence. If the government doesn’t come clean I’m going to pass it over to a certain little bitch of a journalist I know. I’ll have the satisfaction of making her feel guilty if nothing else.’


  ‘I don’t follow you,’ said Stephen.


  ‘It doesn’t matter. Look, take the next turning on the right and keep going till I tell you to stop.’


  Obeying her curt instructions Stephen turned off down a narrow country lane. He’d gone about a quarter of a mile along it when Anne said, ‘Fine, stop here. I can cut across those fields. The row of trees will screen me from the main road.’


  As he pulled up he said, ‘Give me the camera. I’ll go.’ ‘Uh-uh,’ she said firmly, shaking her head. ‘This is my baby. Besides, I’ve seen the sort of photographs you take. I need more than a close-up of your thumb . . .’ She opened the door.


  ‘Don’t worry,’ she said as she got out. ‘Nothing’s going to happen to me.’


  8


  Constable Roy Asher swore as he stepped in a particularly large dog’s turd. He wiped the sole of his boot on the lawn and swore again. ‘Fucking hell, what are we doing her pissing about in the dark like a bunch of prats?’


  ‘Oh, stop moaning,’ said his companion, Dave Crompton, it’s overtime, isn’t it?’


  ‘More like a waste of time if you ask me,’ said Asher as he swung the beam of his torch around the front garden. ‘I haven’t seen a bloody thing yet. Nor have you. I think it’s all a lot of fuss about nothing.’


  ‘Well, something funny is going on. I heard that Phil and Ken found a dead Alsatian a couple of streets away. Only weighed a few pounds . . .’ i hope it was the same bloody dog that dropped the turd I just stepped in,’ said Asher sourly. ‘Come on, your turn to spread the comfort and joy.’


  Crompton stepped up to the front door and rang the bell. It wasn’t long before a middle-aged man in a dressing gown appeared. He regarded the two policemen with obvious dismay. ‘Yes, what do you want?’ he demanded querulously. Must have a guilty conscience, thought Asher.


  ‘Good evening, sir,’ said Crompton politely. ‘Sorry to disturb you but I’m afraid we have an emergency situation in the area and I must advise you to take certain precautions . . .’


  'Emergency? What sort of emergency?’


  ‘What is it, dear?’ A tiny woman, also in a dressing gown, appeared in the hallway behind him.


  ‘Some sort of emergency, Mags,’ he told her over his shoulder. ‘Nothing to worry about. Go back to bed.’ ‘Well, actually, sir,’ said Crompton, ‘There is something


  to worry about. I must advise you to block every drain and plug-hole in your house for the time being . . .’


  ‘What did he say?’ cried the woman.


  ‘He said ... he said we have to block all our drains and plug-holes . . .’ said the man, staring at the pair of them as if they were mad.


  Jesus, thought Asher wearily. Here we go again . . .


  ‘He said what?’ cried the woman.


  ‘Also,’ continued Crompton doggedly, ‘if you see anything around that looks unusual we advise you not to go near it and to call 999 immediately. Just tell the operator it concerns Harpenden and they’ll transfer you to our temporary control centre. Officers will be here right away.’


  The man nodded but it was clear he hadn’t taken in any of it. ‘Uh . . .’ he said hesitantly, ‘what do you mean by “anything unusual”?’


  Crompton sighed. ‘Exactly what I said, sir. If you or any member of your family sees something in your house that is out of the ordinary you must call the police immediately.’


  ‘Like what?’ persisted the man.


  ‘Uh, worms,’ said Crompton, lowering his voice.


  ‘What did you say? Did you say worms?’


  Asher took over. ‘Look, I know it sounds a bit odd but we have instructions to warn all householders in this area to avoid contact with anything that resembles a large worm. A lot of people, apparently, have already been severely injured in this town tonight by these things.’ ‘There are no worms in this house,’ said the woman. ‘I keep a clean home. Don’t I, Frank?’


  ‘Give me strength,’ muttered Asher.


  It took another few minutes of frustrating effort before the two policemen felt that Frank and ‘Mags’ were at least giving them the benefit of the doubt. It was the best they could hope for so they said goodnight to the couple and headed back across the garden, shining their torches back and forth as they went.


  They had almost reached the footpath when suddenly the ground gave way beneath Asher’s feet and he sank to his waist in the lawn. ‘Fuck me!’ he yelled.


  After a moment’s initial shock Crompton started to laugh. Asher looked absurd in the ground with the expression of stunned amazement on his face. ‘Looks like you’ve encountered a touch of local subsidence, old son,’ laughed Crompton.


  ‘Jesus Christ, help me out of this, will you?’ cried Asher, struggling to extricate himself.


  Still laughing, Crompton was extending his hand to him when Asher stiffened and gave a startled yelp of pain. Then he cried, ‘Shit, something’s biting me! Get me the fuck out of this hole, you bastard, quickly!!’


  Alarmed, Crompton grabbed him by the arms and heaved as hard as he could. For a few seconds Asher remained stuck, then slowly his body came up out of the hole. He was screaming in terror now, ‘Get them off me! For Christ’s sake get them off me!’


  Crompton looked down and saw three long and glistening black threads, about the thickness of a man’s forefinger, attached to Asher’s legs. One of them appeared to be fastened to his crotch. As Asher came out of the hole they seemed to stretch, like rubber bands.


  Asher fell beside the hole, writhing and kicking frantically as he vainly tried to dislodge the things from his body. Crompton, overcoming an intense feeling of atavistic revulsion, forced himself to grab hold of one of the things. Even through his gloves it felt cold and slimy, and oddly insubstantial ... He shuddered as he pulled but the thing remained attached to Asher’s thigh.


  Then Asher suddenly went still. His screams stopped as well. He looked at Crompton with despairing eyes.


  ‘They’re inside me,’ he gasped. ‘I can feel them . . . inside me . . . Oh, God Dave, help me . . .’


  It was the last thing he said.


  Crompton leapt up and began stamping on the wormlike threads with his heavy boots . . .


  He was still stamping on the lawn beside Asher’s body when another police patrol arrived on the scene. They shone their torches on the ground but there was nothing there.


  Anne Thomas was approaching the rear of what appeared to be some sort of factory. Beyond it was a playing field and the edge of a new-looking housing estate. The lights were on in almost all the houses, despite the late hour, and she could see a group of uniformed men with torches moving slowly down one of the streets. From the way the torch beams were moving back and forth across the ground it was obvious they were searching for something. But what?


  Anticipating the possibility of having to keep a low profile Anne had taken the precaution of dressing in black cord jeans and a dark blue jacket. She was confident she wouldn’t be spotted as she crept along the fence beside the factory.


  As she reached the roadside she was surprised to hear the sound of an approaching helicopter. She took cover behind a tree as the aircraft came low over the playing field, its powerful searchlight sweeping the ground.


  She raised her camera, wondering whether she could get a shot at it. At that moment she felt something wet and cold touch her on the right calf. Then came a prickling sensation.


  Startled, she shook her leg and looked down . . . and got a bigger shock when she saw a long, snake-like object trailing out of the leg of her jeans.


  She gave a yelp of alarm and accidentally pressed the shutter button on the Nikon. The flash went off and in its brief glare she got a fleeting impression Of something long and black moving swiftly over the ground and disappearing down a sewer next to the kerb.


  Gripped with panic, and heedless of the hovering helicopter, she ran to the nearest street light, bent down and rolled up the leg of her jeans. There, quite visible on the flesh of her calf, was a red puncture mark.


  Oh shit, it’s true!’ she told herself. I’ve been bitten by a snake!


  But how could that be? The only poisonous snakes in England were adders and they were small things. Much smaller than the shape she’d glimpsed disappearing into the drain.


  Forcing herself to stay calm, she undid her belt and used it to make a tourniquet around her right thigh. Then she deliberated on what to do next. The helicopter, meanwhile, was heading away over the housing estate. Its crew had obviously failed to spot either her or the flash from the camera.


  She considered going and asking the group of policemen she could see in the distance for help but decided against it. There would be too many awkward questions. No, she would return to the car and get Stephen to drive her to the nearest hospital. He would enjoy that - playing the knight saving the damsel in distress.


  As she headed back towards the fields she told herself to stop worrying. It couldn’t have been a snake. But even if it had been an unnaturally large adder there was nothing to get in a panic about. Very few people ever died of adder bites these days.


  She also told herself that the creeping numbness in her right leg was just the product of her imagination.


  ‘Why haven’t you evacuated the whole town?’ asked Thomas.


  ‘We planned to, but then the attacks started to tail off,’ said the Chief Inspector. ‘Can’t say I was too happy about the plan myself. Didn’t like the idea of getting all those people out into the streets in the middle of the night with those things around. I think they’re safer in their own homes for the time being. At least until we know exactly what we’re dealing with here . . .’


  Thomas nodded. They were driving down Harpenden’s high street, an attractive thoroughfare which had a strip of parkland running along its centre. It was ablaze with so many lights it reminded Thomas of a film set, and there were police vehicles everywhere. The Chief Inspector and he were heading for the temporary control centre which had been set up in a nearby school.


  He smiled as he noticed the name on a pub they were passing. It was called ‘The Old Cock’. He would have to tell Anne about it. Then he felt a sharp pang of guilt as he remembered the way he’d spoken to her. He’d acted like a total shit. But he hadn’t been able to help himself. After the frustrations of the day and the bollocking from Renton he’d had to take it out on someone even though he knew he couldn’t blame her for swallowing that bloody reporter’s line. Oh well, he’d make it up to Anne tomorrow . . .


  Minutes later, as he was following the Chief Inspector into the school, he was surprised to hear his name being called. He turned and saw a red-faced young constable approaching at a run. ‘Are you Dr Thomas?’ he asked.


  Thomas nodded. Now what? he wondered.


  ‘Just got an urgent message for you, sir. It’s about your wife. She’s been taken to the casualty department at the hospital in St Albans. She’s had some sort of accident . . .’


  Thomas was surprised to see Stephen Legg in the hospital waiting room. Stephen jumped up from his seat when he saw him and came over. He looked pale and shaken. 'Dr Thomas, I’m sorry. I should never have let her go on her own . . .’


  Thomas stared at him uncomprehendingly. ‘Stephen, what are you doing here?’


  ‘I drove Anne - I mean, Mrs Thomas - to the hospital ... I was with her when it happened . . As he spoke his prominent Adam’s apple bobbed up and down in an agitated manner.


  ‘When what happened?’ demanded Thomas.


  ‘Don’t you know?’


  i don’t know anything! All I was told was that Anne was ill. I presumed it was a delayed reaction to what happened on Monday . . .’


  Before Stephen could reply a young man in a white coat came hurrying up to them. ‘Is this the husband?’ he asked Stephen.


  ‘Yes, I’m the husband,’ said Thomas sarcastically. ‘I want to see my wife. How is she?’


  ‘She’s as well as can be expected,’ said the young man with an irritating cockiness. ‘I’m Dr Spurling. I’m treating your wife.’


  Thomas gave him a hard look. It was a case of instant dislike. Spurling was young, good-looking and spoke with an upper-class accent. Thomas had a growing temptation to hit him very hard on the nose. ‘Don’t patronize me, young man,’ said Thomas coldly. ‘I’m a doctor too. Save the patrician routine for the civilians. They might swallow it. Now I want to see my wife. Where is she?’


  A glitter of anger appeared in Spurling’s eyes. ‘I’m well aware of your profession, Doctor Thomas,’ he said. ‘But I think, as far as this situation is concerned, I am better qualified to deal with your wife’s problem. So I would suggest some professional courtesy on your part would not be amiss.’


  Thomas took a deep breath and said, ‘Stuff your professional courtesy. I’ll ask you one more time - where is my wife?’


  ‘She’s in intensive care.’


  ‘What?’ Thomas reeled back as if he’d been punched in the heart. ‘What in God’s name is the matter with her?’ ‘Calm down, Dr Thomas,’ said Spurling. ‘I’m sure it will be only a temporary measure, just until we help her overcome the immediate effects of the snake-bite . . .’ ‘Snake-bite?’ repeated Thomas. He couldn’t believe he’d heard correctly.


  ‘Yes. Your wife was bitten by an adder. A large one, by the sound of it. She’s suffering from temporary kidney failure and is on a dialysis machine but we’ve given her the anti-snake bite serum as well as large doses of Oxymetho-lone and I’m confident her life isn’t in any real danger now.'


  Wearily, Thomas said, ‘Are you saying Anne was bitten by a snakeT It was all too ridiculous to believe.


  Spurling nodded. ‘Yes. An adder . . .’


  Thomas turned to Stephen, whose expression had become even more glum. ‘Is this true? You said you were with her . . . where on earth could you have been at this time of night for my wife to have been bitten by an adder? Don’t tell me you two were rolling about naked in the woods somewhere. I could do with a good laugh.’ Stephen went a bright red. ‘It was nothing like that, Dr Thomas,’ he said in a shocked voice, it was all her idea, going up to Harpenden . . .’


  ‘What? What about Harpenden?’ demanded Thomas, suddenly grabbing Stephen by the collar.


  ‘That’s where she got bitten, sir . . . by the snake. In Harpenden.’


  ‘Oh God,’ whispered Thomas. He could feel the foundations of his life starting to crumble beneath him.
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  One look at Anne was all he needed. It was enough to drive the last remnants of hope from him. She lay on the bed like a wax dummy. The only signs of life came from i he various machines surrounding her.


  A nurse standing beside the bed said worriedly to Spurling, ‘We’ve got a drop in blood pressure, doctor.’ ‘Really?’ he said unconcernedly as he went over to the monitor screens to look.


  Thomas, meanwhile, just stood there staring at Anne. The despair he felt was almost unbearable. He remembered the last time he’d seen her, only a few short hours ago. He remembered the tears he’d seen in her eyes - the tears he’d put there with his final, cruel jibe, i’m sorry, darling,’ he said softly even though he knew it was too late. Much too late.


  Then he went and lifted the sheet from her feet. It didn’t take him long to find the puncture mark on her right calf. It was immediately familiar.


  Spurling joined him. ‘See,’ he said, ‘that’s where the adder bit her.’


  ‘If it had been a snake there’d be two punctures,’ said Thomas listlessly. ‘Not just the one large one.’


  ‘Ah, but there’s always tissue destruction in the vicinity of a snake bite,’ said Spurling. ‘Venom contains a powerful digestive agent as well as the toxins.’


  ‘True,’ agreed Thomas. ‘But an adder isn’t one of the really venomous snakes, like a cobra or a rattlesnake. No adder could make a bite like this . . .’


  ‘Then what possible explanation could there be for the puncture?’ demanded Spurling.


  ‘She’s been poisoned by some unknown substance injected into her by some kind of previously unknown organism. There’s nothing you can do for her,’ answered Thomas wearily.


  Spurling gave him a look of astonishment. ‘What on earth are you talking about?’


  Before he could reply the nurse said urgently, ‘Blood pressure is dropping even faster, doctor!’


  Frowning, Spurling went back to the monitor screens. ‘I don’t understand . . .’ he muttered.


  ‘How long has the abdomen been distended in that way?’ asked Thomas. There was an air of hopelessness in the way he spoke.


  ‘What?’ said Spurling distractedly.


  Thomas pointed at Anne. ‘She’s having a massive internal haemorrhage and the blood is building up in her abdominal cavity. That’s the reason for the sudden drop in blood pressure. There’s nothing you can do.’


  Spurling’s mouth dropped open as he realized Thomas was right. ‘I can operate . . .’ he began uncertainly.


  One of the machines started to emit a persistent beeping noise. ‘Her heart’s stopped!’ announced the nurse.


  Thomas waited quietly in a corner of the room while they tried vainly to restart her heart. When they finally gave up he stepped forward and said to Spurling, ‘I want her body.’


  Spurling, looking as if he considered Anne’s death to be a personal insult, said, ‘Yes, of course you do, but first there’ll have to be an autopsy . . .’


  ‘You don’t understand. I want her body now. I’ll be arranging to have it transported to my laboratory at Colindale right away. The sooner I perform the autopsy the better.’


  ‘You’re going to do the autopsy?’ Spurling looked appalled. ‘But she’s your wife! I couldn’t possibly allow it!’


  Thomas sighed and said, ‘I don’t have the time to explain but I will tell you that you’re in no position to illow anything. I’m invoking my full powers under the Public Health Act of 1948, Sub-section 4, Paragraph 3A Thomas took out his wallet and produced his CPHL identification, if you obstruct me I’ll see that the only job you'll ever get again in the medical profession is selling aspirin in your local branch of Boots. And now if you’ll excuse me, I have to make a phone call . . .’ Without another glance at Anne he turned and strode out of the room.


  After making his call to the lab he returned to the waiting room. ‘Stephen, I want to talk to you,’ he said.


  Stephen jumped to his feet and said anxiously, ‘How is she, Doctor Thomas?’


  ‘Anne is dead,’ said Thomas curtly. ‘Now listen to me, this is important . . .’


  ‘Dead?’ Stephen’s face went white. ‘No!’


  Thomas grabbed him by the shoulders and shook him. I said listen to me! I have to know exactly what happened! It’s very important! Give me every detail!’ Haltingly, and on the verge of tears, Stephen described how Anne had returned to the car and told him she’d been bitten on the back of her leg by some kind of snake.


  ‘Did she say how she’d got free of it?’ demanded Thomas. According to the few eye-witness reports in Harpenden once the things attached themselves to a victim they were impossible to remove.


  Stephen turned and pointed to a camera he’d left on the seat. Thomas recognized it as Anne’s Nikon. ‘She said the flash from the camera scared it off. It disappeared down a sewer. Is she really dead, Dr Thomas?’


  Ignoring the question, Thomas went and picked up the camera. He considered it thoughtfully. There was a chance Anne had got a shot of one of the things on film. That would be useful . . .


  For a second his self-control wavered and he was almost overwhelmed by a battering ram of grief, but with a considerable effort he rebuilt his defences, sealing off the pain in a corner of his mind. He couldn’t let go yet. Not until he’d finished what he had to do.


  Anne lay naked on the harsh, stainless steel autopsy table. Thomas picked up the scalpel and without even a moment’s hesitation incised the skin firmly in a line that stretched from the base of the throat to the pubis. He had already decided to examine her abdominal organs first, so he then sliced through the peritoneum and exposed her intestines.


  As he’d expected, the abdominal cavity was awash with blood. He used a suction tube to remove it and then examined the intestines more closely. They were swollen, inflamed and perforated in several places. It was as if they’d been soaked in a powerful corrosive.


  The stomach and the spleen were similarly affected. He slid his hand in the belly up under the ribs on the right and felt her liver. Both lobes were brittle.


  At that point something made him withdraw his gloved hand and look at it. He saw that the rubber was mottled.


  He hurriedly, but carefully, peeled off the gloves, washed his hands and donned a new pair. Then, as a precaution, he put on an extra pair.


  He went back to work. When he’d removed sections of her intestines, stomach, spleen and liver for analysis he then opened up her chest. To do this he first dissected away the tissues beneath the breast bone and then used a smal circular saw to cut through the bone. When the bone was split open he inserted a retractor and cranked its handle. The chest bone was quickly prised apart and with it the attached ribs . . . Anne’s chest opened up like some hideous bloom.


  A trickle of sweat ran down Thomas’s forehead but he didn’t dare wipe it away with his hand. He peered into i lie chest cavity and saw the same signs of drastic tissue damage that he’d seen in the abdomen. He sighed and began to cut away a section of a ruined lung . . .


  ‘Clive, are you alright?’


  He looked up from the microscope with a start of surprise. Lisa was standing there, a concerned expression on her face. He hadn’t heard her come into the lab. He Irowned at her and said, ‘What are you doing here at this lime of the night?’


  ‘Night? Clive, it’s nearly 9 o’clock in the morning. How long have you been here? You look awful . . .’


  ‘It’s morning . . .?’ He glanced at his watch and saw she was right. Suddenly he became aware of a cramp in (he back of his neck. He sat up straight and massaged it.


  ‘Clive, I heard about Anne - I don’t know what to say,’ said Lisa awkwardly.


  He held up a hand. ‘Please, I’d prefer it if you didn’t say anything. Okay?’


  She nodded, relieved. ‘I understand.’ Then she said, i’ll get you a cup of coffee. You look as if you could use one.’


  Realizing he was thirsty he said yes. She hurried out of the room as if happy for the excuse to leave him. She probably was, he told himself.


  He started to check his notes again. The analysis was almost complete . . .


  The sound of the door opening made him look up again. But it wasn’t Lisa back already. It was Henry Mitchell. He stood in' the doorway, his eyes meeting Thomas’s only briefly before sliding away in embarrassment. ‘Uh, Clive . . .’ he began, and stopped. His whole overweight body seemed to be writhing with discomfort.


  Thomas sighed and said, i’ve just been through all this with Lisa. I don’t want to talk about Anne. Please.’


  Mitchell bobbed his head in eager agreement then waddled forward, still avoiding eye contact. He perched his bulk on the side of a bench and said reluctantly, ‘I was told you . . . uh . . . performed the autopsy yourself, Clive.’ It was obvious he disapproved.


  ‘Yes,’ said Thomas calmly. ‘Speed was of the essence. The deterioration process was still continuing. Is still continuing, in fact.’


  ‘And, uh . . . what did you find out?’ Mitchell spoke as if each word was like a tooth he was self-extracting.


  Thomas picked up his notes. ‘I found the same protein that I found before in the other victims. Only in this case it was still active. Like I suspected, it’s a kind of enzyme, but different from any I’ve ever encountered before . . .’ He gave a bleak smile. ‘In a way that fool of a doctor in St Albans was right. She had been injected with a form of venom but it wasn’t snake venom . . .’


  ‘I don’t understand.’


  ‘This enzyme is an incredibly powerful digestive agent. But it isn’t a specialized one. It breaks down everything, carbohydrates, lipids, proteins . . . the lot.’


  ‘A universal enzyme?’ exclaimed Mitchell. ‘But that’s impossible!’


  Thomas shrugged. ‘Sorry, but that’s what it looks like to me, but don’t ask me how it works. Somehow these worms produce an enzyme that reduces the entire contents of a human body to a mulch of amino acids which is then quickly extracted by the worms by some unknown means. I’ve found traces of other unidentifiable compounds as well. Obviously one of them is responsible for the mineralization process that the skin of the victims undergoes, but again don’t ask me how that works, or why.’


  Mitchell said despairingly, ‘But don’t you know yet what these worms are?’


  ‘Sorry, Henry. I can’t match any of this up with any known metabolic process.’


  ‘So we’re still no nearer to identifying these organisms,’ groaned Mitchell.


  ‘No, I’m afraid not. I’m beginning to lean towards Lisa’s theory. They’re mutations of some kind, perhaps of ordinary, common garden earthworms. But whatever they are they are highly dangerous. Anne only received a tiny amount of the digestive agent but it was sufficient to cause cellular breakdown throughout her body. When the things are able to inject the full amount - as they did with their other victims in Harpenden - the process of dissolution and absorption is horrifyingly swift . . .’


  Just then Lisa returned with the coffee. She was followed by one of the night security men who was carrying a brown envelope. ‘Got your photographs, Dr Thomas,’ he said, handing him the envelope. ‘Used up a few favours with a mate of mine at the police college round the corner. Told him how important you said it was but he wants to know what’s so special about a roll of holiday snaps . . .’


  Thomas tore open the envelope and winced. The top photograph showed Anne wearing her blue summer frock and smiling at the camera. She was standing in front of one of the Roman ruins at Bath. He remembered taking that photograph three weekends ago. She’d always been very interested in Roman Britain and visiting Roman ruins was one of her chief pleasures . . . had been.


  Steeling himself, he quickly sorted through the other photographs, trying to ignore the memories they provoked, until he found the one he was looking for.


  It wasn’t a good photograph. All it showed was a patch of ground crudely illuminated by the glare of a flash. There was the toe of a woman’s shoe at the bottom right hand corner but what caught Thomas’s attention was the long, black shape near the top of the photograph. It glistened obscenely . . .


  Thomas stared hard at it. It was like a thick thread of dark jelly loosely packed within a transparent membrane. It was unlike any worm he'd ever seen before.


  He showed the photograph to Mitchell and Lisa. ‘There it is,’ he said tonelessly. ‘The thing that killed Anne. And the thing that’s going to kill a lot of other people unless we can stop it.’
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  Robin Carey didn’t get back to her St Albans flat until just after 11 p.m. that night. She’d wanted to stay on the scene outside Harpenden but she was too exhausted. She’d had no sleep the night before, having spent the lime in a futile effort to discover what was going on in Harpenden.


  After getting the tip-off from Anne Thomas she’d made some enquiries after typing up her interview and quickly discovered that there was something odd going on in the town. But by then the police road-block and news blackout had already been established and neither she nor any of her colleagues could get their hands on any definite information, despite an all-night vigil.


  The story wasn’t broken until dawn that day. By then too many people had been affected by the night’s events in Harpenden for the authorities to keep the lid on - they had no choice but to release the details. One by one the amazing facts emerged; the town had been hit by a plague of mutated worms that were highly poisonous; ninety-three people had been killed during the night along with numerous dogs and cats; cattle and sheep in adjacent farmland had also been killed ... No explanation or theory about the origin of these ‘worms’ was given apart from the reference to their being mutations.


  Robin witnessed the evacuation of the town and the arrival of teams of special army units trained for chemical warfare. They wore bulky protection suits and were sent down into the sewer system with flame-throwers and other weapons to hunt down and eradicate the worms. In other parts of the affected areas of the town large holes were excavated and chlorine gas pumped into the ground.


  She found it all very exciting but couldn’t help feeling resentful that this new story completely overshadowed her exclusive interview with Anne Thomas of the night before. Who cared about Mrs Thomas’s revelations now? The NIREX drilling site disaster had suddenly become old news.


  The day had worn on but no trace of the worms was found. All that the search of the sewers turned up were the remains of the team that had gone down there the previous night.


  At six o’clock all the media personnel were ordered out of the immediate area by the authorities who again sealed the town off. It was now the common opinion that the creatures were only active at night.


  A total of 2,000 soldiers, 400 police volunteers and scores of government scientists remained stationed in Harpenden. All had been issued with protective clothing and had a variety of weapons at their disposal. When the worms made their appearance they would be burnt, gassed and poisoned. It was going to be the biggest fumigation operation in history.


  Robin had waited for a few hours at the barrier, but as night fell her tiredness got the better of her and she decided to go home. It was unlikely the authorities would release any news until the following morning anyway . . .


  Her flat was stiflingly hot when she entered. It was a humid night and she knew that, exhausted as she was, she was going to have trouble sleeping.


  After opening all the windows she went into her small kitchen and got a bottle of Perrier water out the refrigerator. She drank half of it then poured herself a large scotch, added some water, and took it back into her combined bedroom and sitting room.


  After a large swallow of scotch she stripped off all her clothes then picked up her phone and dialled her office. She got through to Larry McCullough at the news desk. It's me, Robin. What’s the latest on Harpenden?’


  No change. There hasn’t been any official statement nice you left but the word on the grapevine is that the worms are playing shy tonight. Not a single one’s been ••potted so far.’


  Maybe all that gunk they pumped into the ground and the sewers today killed them off,’ she said.


  ‘Maybe,’ he agreed, though he sounded disappointed. Well, let me know if anything breaks. Otherwise I’ll see you tomorrow. ’Night, Larry . . .’


  Wait, before you go, did you hear about Anne Thomas?’


  Robin frowned. ‘What about her?’


  ‘She’s dead.’


  ‘What?!’


  She was one of the Harpenden victims,’ said Larry. ‘But she couldn’t have been!’ cried Robin. ‘I checked through the list of names of all the casualties. I would have recognized hers if it had been on there.’


  ‘She didn’t die in Harpenden. She was taken to the hospital in your neck of the woods - St Albans. That’s why she wasn’t on the original list.’


  ‘Oh shit,’ said Robin softly and hung up. She felt sick. She finished the scotch and went into the bathroom. For hours she’d been looking forward to a shower but she didn’t even feel the water on her skin as she stood under the cool spray. Her thoughts were centred on the woman she’d interviewed yesterday - the woman she’d betrayed . . .


  She returned to the bedroom, towelling herself absent-mindedly. The heat seemed to have become even more oppressive. She opened a cupboard and took out an old electric fan. She set it up on her bedside table and switched it on. It made a racket but it was a powerful old machine and immediately began to stir up the heavy, humid air.


  In the kitchen she poured herself another large scotch, this time without any water. She wanted to knock herself out. She not only wanted to escape the heat but also the sense of guilt she had about Anne Thomas.


  In a house two streets away from Robin Carey’s ground-floor flat Sebastian Morgan sat on his toilet engaged in yet another bout of his apparently never-ending struggle with constipation. A semi-retired movie art director, he blamed the shattered state of his stomach and bowels on a seven-month location shoot in India back in the late 1960s on a film called The Punjab Mutiny. He had spent the whole seven months enduring digestive torture despite drinking only bottled water and eating tinned food sent from England. He hadn’t been the same since. And to make matters worse the film had bombed . . .


  Constipation was the least of his symptoms but definitely the most time-consuming. He spent hours every day trying to achieve a satisfactory bowel movement, usually without success. He had tried all the recommended remedies, from Chocolax to massive intakes of Allbran, but nothing worked for him.


  Tonight was typical. He’d been on the toilet for over an hour without even the slightest stirring of activity. He decided he would try for just a few more minutes and then give up for the night.


  He strained as hard as he could, feeling the blood rush to his face from the effort. One of his fears was that he would burst a blood vessel in his brain one night as a result of all the effort . . .


  Something cold touched him between his buttocks. At first he thought it was a splash of water but, as he was only too well aware, nothing had dropped into the bowl, so what could have caused the splash?


  The cold feeling continued, then he gasped with pain as a stinging sensation shot through his rectum.


  Alarmed, he raised himself off the seat, his flesh reluctantly separating from the plastic on which it had almost welded itself over the past hour, and looked. He was shocked to see a long black thread hanging from beneath him. The thing went down into the toilet bowl and out of sight.


  Panic seized him. What was it? Had he ruptured himself? Was it part of his bowel?


  He tried to stand all the way up but felt himself being pulled back down onto the seat by the thing, as if he’d become attached to a large rubber band.


  Then, to his horror, he felt it moving inside him.


  He gave a feeble cry for help even though there was no one in the house to hear him. Then he tried to get to his feet again but all the strength had gone from his legs.


  By now he knew that the thing wasn’t part of him as he’d first feared but something that had come out of the toilet. Something alive . . .


  Frantically he scrabbled for the flush handle and turned it, hoping he might be able to flush the thing away. But the creature remained attached to him. He could feel it burrowing its way upwards.


  Then a paralysis rapidly spread through his body and all he could do was sit helplessly on the toilet, his scream of terror trapped inside his skull . . .


  Jill Donaldson stirred in her sleep. Colin was tickling her. She could feel his finger running over the palm of her hand . . .


  She came fully awake when she realized it was her left hand being tickled but that Colin was lying, as he always was, on her right.


  She lay there in the dark, wondering if she’d dreamed the tickling sensation on her hand, which was dangling over the side of the bed.


  But when she felt it again - it was like being touched by the wet nose of a dog - she knew it had been no dream. She jerked her hand away, sat up in bed and reached for the switch on the bedside lamp.


  The light came on and she screamed. Swaying next to the bed was something that resembled a thin, headless snake . . .


  ‘Colin!’ she cried, turning to him and digging her fingers into his shoulder to wake him up.


  Her second scream was even more shrill as she saw her fingers go right through his skin as his shoulder crumpled with a powdery snap.


  Robin lay naked on her back, arms and legs splayed out to offer as much surface area as possible to the breeze from the clanking fan.


  Less than a yard from her bed the questing tip of a black tendril appeared on the sill of her open window. The tip swung from side to side for a few moments then remained pointing at Robin. Slowly the tendril moved over the sill and down onto the floor. Then it began to undulate towards Robin’s bed.
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  Clive Thomas woke up in a panic. For a second or so he didn’t know where he was, then he realized he was in his own bed. He turned and saw Anne’s bare back reassuringly beside him. He let out a sigh, reached over and put his hand on her shoulder. ‘God . . .’ he muttered.


  She stirred and said, ‘What’s the matter?’


  ‘I had a nightmare. A terrible nightmare.’


  ‘What about?’


  He hesitated to tell her. How could he admit he’d dreamed she was dead? And that he’d performed an autopsy on her body? ‘I dreamed ... I dreamed you’d gone away. That you’d left me.’


  She turned over in bed so that she was facing him. She kissed him on the nose, smiled and said, ‘You know I’d never do that . . .’


  ‘I know.’ He put his arms around her and held her as hard as he could . . .


  There was a banging on the door. He had the impression it had been going on for some time but he’d only just become aware of it. ‘There’s someone at the door,’ he told Anne.


  ignore it,’ she whispered in his ear. ‘Just hold me. Don’t let me go . . .’


  But the banging continued.


  He sat up with a start and found himself on the couch in his office. He looked round for Anne but she wasn’t there - and yet he could still feel the lingering pressure of her body on his arms.


  Anne. There was something about Anne he shouldn’t remember . . .


  It was too late. Memory came flooding back and with it a sense of loss that hurt like physical pain, driving the breath from his body. ‘Anne . . .’ he gasped.


  Anne was dead. Dead.


  The banging on the door continued. It alone had been real.


  He stood up and swayed groggily as the room spun about him, then made his way over to the door and unlocked it.


  A girl stood there. A very attractive girl with eyes such a light shade of blue they looked as if they were illuminated from behind. ‘Dr Thomas?’ she asked, with an expression of alarm on her face. It made him wonder what he looked like. Pretty bad, he gathered. He hadn’t shaved in days.


  ‘Yes,’ he said wearily. ‘What do you want?’


  ‘Uh, I have to talk to you. It’s very important. But first I want you to promise you’ll hear me out. Losing your temper won’t help either of us . .


  He frowned at her. ‘Why should I lose my temper? Who are you? Come to that, how did you get in here?’


  ‘I told them at the gate I was your sister. I was in a hurry.’


  ‘You told them what?'


  ‘Dr Thomas, I’m Robin Carey.’


  There was a long silence. Thomas realized he was face to face with the girl who had, indirectly, been responsible for Anne’s death. If it hadn’t been for her interview with Anne, which had led to his terrible argument with her, Anne probably would have never gone to Harpenden that night . . .


  ‘You murdered my wife,’ he said coldly. ‘Get the fuck out of here before I do the same to you.’


  She took one step backwards but then held her ground, i’m sorry about your wife, Dr Thomas, believe me. And I’m sorry I lied to her . . .’


  ‘Your lies killed her as surely as if you’d stabbed her with a knife. Except that would have been a clean death and she sure as hell didn’t die cleanly. You want to take a look at her body? It’s not far from here, what’s left of it. Why don’t you go take a look at your goddamn handiwork!!’


  His voice had risen to a shout. She took another step backwards.


  ‘You don’t have to tell me how she died!’ she yelled. ‘I almost died the same way myself last night!’


  He sneered at her. ‘Another one of your reporter’s lies.’


  ‘No, it’s true! Haven’t you heard the news about the latest attack?’ in Harpenden again?’


  ‘No. While all the attention was on Harpenden the things came up in St Albans, five miles to the south of their last attack. But it was much bigger this time. Much bigger. It’s estimated that over 5,000 people died last night.’


  ‘Five thousand?’


  She nodded, it was terrible. The things were much more numerous. They were everywhere. You were lucky you weren’t at your house last night. The chances are you would have been one of the victims. I drove round to your place as soon as it got light - the things seem to disappear when daylight comes - but you weren’t home so I came here. I see now you must have spent the night here . . .’ She gestured at his couch.


  ‘I don’t understand,’ he said suspiciously. ‘Why were you so anxious to see me?’


  ‘I wanted to give you this.’ She slipped off her shoulder bag, opened it up and warily removed a black plastic bag. She held it out to him. ‘I thought you’d be the best person to take this to.’


  ‘What is it?’


  ‘Look and see.’


  Still suspicious, he took the bag from her. Whatever was in it weighed hardly nothing. He went over to his desk, cleared a space, and turned the bag upside down. A smaller, transparent plastic bag fell out. It contained two twelve-inch lengths of what appeared to be black jelly within a clear membrane.


  He turned and looked at her in wonder. ‘Where did you get these? And how?’


  She shrugged but there was a gleam of triumph in her blue eyes. ‘I told you. I was almost killed last night. By that. If I’d been asleep I wouldn’t be here but because of the heat and , . . well, I was still awake when it came in through the window and I heard it coming across the floor. There was an electric fan beside my bed. An old, rather dangerous one that belonged to my father. When the thing darted at me I grabbed the fan without thinking. I used it as a shield and the blades chopped right through the worm. Those two bits fell on the floor and the rest of it shot back out the window . . .’


  Thomas stared almost hungrily at the two glistening ‘worm’ segments. ‘Has anyone else managed to get a specimen of these things?’ he asked her.


  ‘Not that I know of. That’s why I thought it was important to bring them to you as soon as possible.’


  He nodded, picked up the bag, pushed by her as if she was no longer there, and hurried down the corridor.


  Robin, after a moment’s hesitation, followed him. What the hell, she decided, she’d come this far into the lion’s den, she might as well go all the way.


  She had to admit that Dr Clive Thomas was not what she’d been expecting. For some reason she’d thought he’d be a lot older than his wife. She’d had an image of a grey-haired, dotty type of character and got a real surprise when his door had opened and she found herself facing a youngish-looking man who bore a close resemblance to one of her favourite actors, Robert Powell. True, he looked haggard and unwell, and his clothes looked as if they'd spent the night in a tumble dryer, but none of this detracted from the basic appeal he had for her.


  She’d felt an instant regret that they were not meeting under different circumstances.


  She followed him into an all-white laboratory and watched as he donned rubber gloves and then, using forceps, extracted the segments from the bag and laid them out in two metal dishes. He seemed completely oblivious to her presence so she kept quiet and hoped her luck would continue to hold.


  After watching him work for about half an hour she looked at her watch and saw that it was now 8.30 a.m. Quietly she left the lab and walked back down to his office. Inside she picked up his phone, figured out how to get an outside line and called her paper.


  Larry’s reaction, when she got through to him, surprised her. ‘Jesus Christ!’ he cried. ‘You’re still alive! We thought you were dead for sure. I’ve been trying to call you for hours but you haven’t answered your phone . . . are you okay, hon?’ i’m fine. I had a visitation last night but I survived it.’ ‘You mean one of those things did get into your place? Jesus, how did you get away from it? And why the hell didn’t you call the paper afterwards? No other paper’s run a first-hand description of a worm attack yet.’


  She couldn’t help smiling. One moment Larry was all concern for her welfare and the next his reporter’s instinct had taken over. ‘Sorry, Larry. I had other things on my mind. Like survival. I spent the rest of the night waiting for another one to appear.’


  ‘Well, okay, dictate it to me now. I’m all ready.’ ‘Uh-uh, Larry,’ she said. If she described what had happened she would have to admit she had segments of


  the worm and she wanted to keep that back for the time being. ‘No can do just yet. I’ll explain later.’


  ‘What do you mean, you’ll explain later? The Old Man is going to blow his top when he finds out you’re sitting on an exclusive.’


  ‘So don’t tell him. Look, Larry, I’m following up an angle which should give us an even bigger exclusive, promise you! Just give me some time, okay?’


  There was a pause at the other end of the line. Then Larry said, ‘Don’t have any choice, do I? Where are you calling from?’


  ‘Sorry. Can’t tell you that either yet.’


  ‘Bloody hell, Robin, what can you tell me?’


  ‘Only that things are getting bad out there. The roads are choked with cars. Not commuters but whole families. Looks like a panic reaction is setting in , .


  That I know already. Worm hysteria is spreading right across the country. There have been reported sightings all over the place, from Brighton to Edinburgh.’


  ‘God.’ She suddenly felt queasy. ‘You mean those things are everywhere?’


  ‘No,’ he assured her. ‘None of the sightings outside of St Albans have been verified. So far the worms appear to be a purely localized event.’


  ‘Some local event. They struck throughout St Albans last night. There are definitely more of them than there were in the Harpenden attacks. If they keep multiplying at this rate they will spread across the whole country. What’s the government doing?’


  ‘There’s an emergency cabinet meeting taking place right now. It’s presumed the PM will declare a State of Emergency some time during the morning.’


  ‘Oh, great. I’m sure that will put those worms in their place,’ she said sarcastically. ‘Anyone know yet what these things are or where they come from?’


  Nope. Lot of theories flying about but no one seems to really know.’


  She smiled to herself. ‘Well, that situation could soon change. I’ll keep you posted. Got to go now. Bye, Larry.’ ‘Wait, Robin! What are you up to?’


  ‘Sorry, Larry. Talk to you later,’ she said and hung up. She went back to the laboratory. Thomas was hunched over a microscope and didn’t look up as she entered. She decided not to say anything.


  Just before 9 a.m. a slightly built woman aged about 30 came into the lab. She had light brown hair and wore very thick glasses. She gave Robin a curious look as she hung up her coat and put on a white smock, then walked over to where Thomas was working. ‘Morning, Clive,’ she said in an American accent. ‘What’s going on?’ Thomas made a grunting sound without looking round. He was busy with a large, cylindrical piece of equipment that had a small TV monitor attached to it. Robin had no idea what it was.


  ‘Er, are you going to introduce me to your friend?’ asked the woman, indicating Robin.


  Again his only response was a grunt. The woman then noticed one of the trays containing a worm segment. She peered hard at it and said, ‘Clive, is this what I think it is? It looks exactly like the thing in Anne’s photograph.’ This time Thomas didn’t answer at all. After another look at the thing in the tray the woman hurried out of the room. A few minutes later she returned, accompanied by three men. One of them was the fattest man Robin had seen in a long while. All of them glanced briefly in her direction as they entered, but their interest was centred elsewhere. They gathered round the worm segment like a group of relatives admiring a new-born baby.


  ‘Good God, Lisa!’ exclaimed the fat man. ‘You were right! It is one of them!’ He turned to Thomas. ‘Clive, where on earth did you get this?’


  Still engrossed with the TV monitor, Thomas jerked his thumb towards Robin. All eyes turned towards her.


  Nervously, she said, ‘I live in St Albans. I was attacked last night, but I was lucky . . She told them about the fan.


  When she’d finished the fat man said, 'You certainly were lucky, young lady. There have been no other reported survivors of a direct attack.'


  'I know,’ she said, hoping that Thomas wouldn’t mention she was a reporter just yet. She didn’t want to be thrown out of the lab before she found out what Thomas was learning about the worm.


  The fat man turned back to Thomas. 'Well, Clive, what is the thing?’


  Thomas sighed and switched off the machine. When he turned round she saw his face was even more haggard than before but his eyes were disturbingly bright. He gave a long sigh and said, ‘I can’t tell you what it is but I can tell you this - it’s of extra-terrestrial origin.’


  His words were met with a long silence. Finally the fat man said, ‘I don’t understand what you’re saying, Clive. Extra-terrestrial . . . ?’


  ‘Extra-terrestrial,’ repeated Thomas. ‘Not of this earth. Alien. From outer space. Something from another planet. I can’t think of any other definitions of extra-terrestrial, Henry.’


  The fat man looked stricken. ‘You can’t be serious.’ i’m afraid so.’ Thomas nodded towards the tray. ‘What we have there is part of a genuine creature from outer space.’


  The fat man groaned.
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  Have you lost your senses completely, Dr Thomas?’ asked Renton coldly.


  Thomas regarded Renton’s angry, thin-lipped face with weary indifference. He suddenly felt very, very tired. All lie wanted to do was lie down somewhere and sleep for a long time. Preferably forever.


  He scanned the other faces surrounding him - the lab was full of people now - and read different things in their eyes; curiosity, amusement, sympathy and pity, but not one message of unspoken agreement. Even Lisa was looking at him as if he’d just announced he’d seen a leprechaun in the men’s toilet.


  Tiredly he said, ‘I don’t like it any more than you do but it’s the only explanation. That organism . . .’ - he pointed at the thing in the tray - ‘. . . did not evolve on earth. It has a cellular structure unlike anything else on this planet. The only thing it has in common with life-forms on earth is that it’s carbon-based.’


  i thought you said you found silicon-based compounds,’ said Mitchell accusingly.


  Thomas nodded. ‘I did. In the cell membranes. But the bulk of the cell material is carbon-based. It is not a silicon-based life form, though what the function of the silicon compounds is I can’t say.’


  Renton gave a derisive snort, it’s a mutation, that’s all. You have no evidence that it’s of extra-terrestrial origin.’


  ‘I told you before, Professor Renton,’ said Thomas wearily. ‘The cells have no nuclei. No chromosomes. No


  genes.’


  impossible,’ sneered Renton. ‘You just haven’t detected them yet.’


  ‘I’ve done several scans on different cells with the electron microscope. Same results each time. No nucleus in any of the cells. Period.’


  ‘But without any genetic material it would be impossible for the cells to reproduce themselves,’ said Mitchell.


  ‘By the methods we’re familiar with, I agree,’ said Thomas. ‘But perhaps this life form uses an alternative system. I detected a large number of what I presume to be mitochondria in the cytoplasms. Various shapes and sizes but none of them identifiable to me. It may be that apart from the breakdown of food into energy and the synthesis of the structural materials of the cell, which are the functions of mitochondria in cells that have evolved on earth, these alien ones also control replication. But however they do it they don’t use either DNA or RNA.’ Renton’s expression grew almost murderous, then abruptly softened and he said, with patently false concern in his voice, ‘Dr Thomas - Clive - you’re under a great deal of strain at the moment. It’s understandable, after the shocking death of your wife the night before last. You shouldn’t be at work, you should be resting somewhere. It’s not surprising that you are behaving in this erratic manner and coming up with, er, somewhat farfetched theories. I suggest you take some leave, say a month, and come back when you’re feeling better.’


  ‘My going on leave won’t change the results of my analysis, Professor Renton,’ Thomas told him. ‘You can’t simply ignore my findings.’


  Renton’s mask of concern was already beginning to slip as he said, ‘I assure you more tests will be carried out on the specimens until we establish the real truth about them. I’m certainly not calling up the Minister of the Environment and telling him that one of my scientists thinks we’re being invaded by monsters from outer space.’


  I le turned and glared at the others in the lab. ‘And I want this kept absolutely quiet, understand? Not a word to anyone.’ He turned back to Thomas. ‘And that especially goes for you. You keep your crazy ideas to yourself. I find myself reading about them in any newspaper and your career here is over.’


  It was only then that Thomas remembered the woman reporter. He glanced round the lab for her but she was not there. She had already gone. Back to her paper, no doubt.


  But he couldn’t care less.


  Thomas had trouble driving home. As the whole St Albans area had been evacuated he was stopped several times by both police road-blocks and army patrols. But by using his CPHL identification he was able to persuade them that he was there on official business and he was allowed through.


  It was noon as he pulled up in front of his house and the sun was shining brightly in a cloudless sky but the tree-lined street was completely deserted. No children playing, no housewives in their gardens, no traffic. The street was dead. Empty. Like his own house. And his life.


  He paused at the front door, steeling himself for what lay beyond. Then he put the key in the lock, opened the door and went inside.


  Her presence was everywhere, as he’d feared. It was as if she’d stepped outside for a moment but would be returning shortly.


  He went into her small workroom. There was an unfinished page still in her typewriter. Part of her new children's book which would now never be published. He read the page with stinging eyes then went into the living room and opened the drinks cabinet. He poured himself half a tumbler full of whisky and took it up to the bedroom.


  In there her presence was stronger than ever. He opened the wardrobe and stared at her clothes. He reached out and touched the fabric of one of her blouses. It was impossible to believe she would never wear it again.


  He went and sat heavily on the bed. His body ached with physical and emotional fatigue. He drank some more of the whisky then noticed the bottle of tranquillizers on the bedside table. He picked them up and read the label. Valium. He shook two of the tablets out onto his palm and swallowed them with a mouthful of whisky. Idly, he considered swallowing the rest of the tablets but decided not to. Not yet, anyway. He wanted to sleep and dream. He hoped Anne would visit him again in his dreams, as she had that morning. He took the phone off the hook and lay back on the bed.


  He didn’t dream of her. He didn’t dream of anything, but he did, finally, hear his name being called. It sounded like Anne’s voice but he couldn’t be sure. He opened his eyes. ‘Anne?’ he cried.


  There was silence. He looked blearily at his watch. It was now after 10 p.m. And it was dark. Then he remembered the worms.


  He felt no real anxiety as he got up, turned on the light and went downstairs. He was past caring about his own life, but the worms continued to obsess him. He wanted to know as much as he could about them before he died. He couldn’t die without knowing exactly what it was that had killed Anne.


  He went outside into the back garden and got an axe from the tool shed. Then he went to the living room, turned on the radio so he could hear the news bulletins, and sat down in the dark with the axe across his knees and the bottle of scotch beside him.


  The night passed slowly. On several occasions he thought he saw movements out of the corner of his eye but when he looked there was never anything there.


  He even felt disappointed when the first light of dawn appeared. The worms wouldn’t come now. And according to the radio his wasn’t an isolated case. There were no reports of worm attacks at all. Not in St Albans or anywhere else.


  When the sun rose he returned upstairs, took two more valium and went back to bed.


  That night he went through the same routine but again the worms failed to make an appearance. It was the same the following day. By the fourth day a government spokesman on the radio was saying with tentative confidence that the danger might be over - that the worms had only been a temporary phenomenon - but that everyone should remain alert for the time being. He added that there was no truth in the story published by a popular newspaper that a government scientist was claiming that the worms were from outer space.


  Thomas smiled when he heard this. So that reporter had done it again. Not that he cared less this time. Instead it amused him to wonder what Renton’s reaction had been when he saw the paper. No doubt Renton had tried to call him about it but hadn’t been able to get through.


  From the fifth day onwards Thomas entered a state of increasing apathy. He gave up his nocturnal guard duties and stopped listening to the radio. He spent most of the time asleep and got out of bed only to open another bottle of wine or spirits. He’d run out of Anne’s valium and was now taking pills from his own supply of barbiturates. He ate only occasionally, his appetite being almost non-existent.


  By the end of the second week there was little to distinguish between his sleeping and waking moments. During one rare period of lucidity he heard someone ringing the front door bell but he ignored it. Another time he became aware of the shouts of his neighbour’s children in the front yard and realized that there were people living in his street again, but the knowledge meant nothing to him.


  He would have been totally content if only Anne would visit him in his dreams as she had that first morning, but she didn’t . . .


  He woke into bright, dazzling sunshine. The bedroom was hot and he was soaked in sweat. He felt thirsty so he staggered to his feet and went downstairs. It was only as he reached the bottom of the staircase that he realized someone was both ringing the doorbell and banging on the door itself. He’d been hearing the sounds in the background ever since he woke up but it had taken this long for them to penetrate his consciousness.


  He contemplated not opening the door but the very persistence of the ringing and the banging drew him unwillingly towards it.


  The bright sunlight made him blink as he opened it. Then he gasped. Standing there, her hair aglow as if it was on fire, was Anne.


  He tried to speak but all of a sudden the floor tilted beneath his feet. He felt a pain in the back of his head and then the blackness rushed into his mind like air into a vacuum.


  He opened his eyes and focused on the face that was hovering above his own. He groaned when he saw it wasn’t Anne but Robin Carey.


  ‘Thank God,’ she sighed. ‘I was getting really worried about you. If you hadn’t come round soon I was going to call 999.’


  ‘Go away . . .’he croaked. ‘Get out ... of my house.'


  ‘What have you been doing to yourself, Doctor? Or what haven't you been doing to yourself?’ she asked. ‘You’re nothing but skin and bone. I was able to carry you to this sofa all by myself. When did you last eat?’


  ‘Told you ... get out . . .’ he said weakly and tried to sit up. She put her hands on his shoulders and pushed him back down. He had no strength to resist.


  ‘I said, when did you last eat?’ she repeated firmly.


  ‘I don’t know . . . yesterday . . . day before . . .’


  ‘Or last week. And it must be more than three weeks since you changed your clothes or had a bath. Don’t take offence, Doctor, but you stink. In fact, this whole place stinks. What have you been breathing since the air gave out?’ She got up off her haunches and went and opened all the windows in the room. He watched her helplessly. He wanted to throw her out but he couldn’t summon the energy to get off the sofa.


  She came back and stood over him. ‘First things first - we’ve got to get some food into you. Where’s the kitchen?’


  He didn’t answer. She thought for a moment and said, it’s okay, I remember.’ As she walked out of the room he thought bitterly, Yes, you do know . . . you’ve been here before ...


  She returned some five minutes later holding a large mug. She helped him to sit up and held the mug to his lips. ‘It’s beef and vegetable soup. Drink!’ she commanded. He did as he was told, lacking the willpower to resist her. His total weakness was beginning to disturb him.


  When he’d finished the soup she let him lie back and left the room again. The next time she returned she was carrying two cups of coffee. She handed him one and took the other over to an armchair. She sat down and watched him thoughtfully. He tasted the coffee. It was very sweet. He didn’t like sugar in coffee as a rule but saw the logic in what she’d done. The large amount of sugar would provide him with a quick energy boost.


  ‘You must have loved her very much,’ she said quietly. ‘To want to kill yourself this badly.’


  He glared at her. ‘Okay, Miss. You’ve done your good deed for today, now piss off. I don’t need your help or your pity.’


  ‘You need someone’s help by the look of you. But I’m afraid my motives for this visit are not exactly altruistic. I needed to talk to you . . .’


  ‘I don’t like reporters. I particularly don’t like you.’


  She smiled faintly. ‘That’s obvious. But I think you’ll be interested in what I have to tell you.’


  ‘I doubt that very much,’ he said sourly.


  ‘How up to date are you on the worm plague?’


  ‘Not at all,’ he admitted. ‘Have there been any more attacks since the one here in St Albans?’


  ‘Nope. Not a single one. And that was nearly a month ago. No sightings either. The things have vanished. Despite all the holes dug around St Albans and a complete search of the sewer system not one worm has been found. Not even a dead one.’


  ‘What’s the official verdict?’


  ‘Same as before. That they were a short-lived mutation of some kind. The State of Emergency was ended last week but checks are still being made in the sewers all round the country and the police and the army are still on full alert. And, of course, there is going to be a full-scale government inquiry.’


  ‘Of course,’ he muttered. It was the British politician’s answer to everything.


  ‘There’s still a lot of public nervousness about the worms but people are beginning to try and forget the whole thing. My last follow-up story on it was buried on page 5.’


  ‘My heart bleeds for you,’ he said dryly.


  She ignored the sarcasm. ‘But I've got a strong hunch iMis thing isn’t over yet. In fact it’s going to get a lot


  worse.’


  ‘And what do you base that theory on apart from your icporter’s reluctance to lose a big story?’


  This . . .’ she said, taking a map out of her jacket pocket. She unfolded it and handed it to him. ‘Look.’


  He looked. It was a map of Hertfordshire. Someone had drawn a line through Harpenden and St Albans. ‘So what?’ he asked.


  The first attacks took place on the northern outskirts of Harpenden. The second ones occurred in the south of the town. And then came the St Albans attacks. The line I've drawn connects them all up . .


  ‘So?’ he said, impatiently. ‘We already know the things were moving southwards. And why do you have the line extended north of Harpenden? There were no attacks before that.’


  Quietly she said, ‘The line begins at a point west of Stevenage, which is the location of the NIREX drilling site.’


  He stared at her and then at the map again. ‘Good God,’ he whispered. ‘You’re right. There could be a connection.’


  She leaned forward, i’m glad you think so. No one else has so far. My editor has refused to let me do a story on it but I know I'm right. The worms, or whatever they are, started at the site and then moved south. And now I believe they're under London.’


  ‘What?’ he said, startled. ‘What makes you think that?’


  ‘The disappearances. People are starting to disappear.’
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  She made him have a shower. He refused to at first but she insisted, saying that she wouldn’t tell him any more of what she’d learned until he not only had a shower but also put on some clean clothes.


  The soup was already making him feel stronger but even so he needed her assistance to get up the stairs. By the time he’d had the shower he felt much better and his mind was clearer too. He headed back downstairs, aware now that he was ravenously hungry. On the way down he heard noises in the kitchen and for one terrible moment his mind played a trick on him and he thought it was Anne. He had to pause and hang onto the bannister as the rush of grief caused a constriction round his chest that made it impossible for him to breathe.


  When he entered the kitchen he found Robin at the stove. She turned, looked at him and gave an approving nod. ‘That’s a lot better. Are you hungry?’


  ‘Yes,’ he admitted as he sat down at the kitchen table. ‘What are you cooking?’


  ‘Just potatoes. I’ll mash them up and mix a couple of eggs in with them. Your stomach is probably in no condition to take anything more solid than that.’


  He nodded silently. She was right. He didn’t like her but he had to admit she knew what she was doing.


  He watched her as she cooked. For the first time he realized just how very attractive she was. He ran his eyes down her tight jeans, observing the firm roundness of her bottom, her long thighs . . .


  He stifled these stirrings of sexual interest immediately. It was an insult to Anne’s memory to be thinking of the damn girl in that way. He couldn’t let himself forget that she was partly responsible for what had happened to


  Anne.


  He grunted his thanks when Robin put the large helping of mashed potato and egg in front of him. She made two more cups of coffee then sat down opposite and watched him as he ate.


  ‘Well,’ he said, between mouthfuls, ‘don’t keep me in suspense. Tell me about these disappearances.’


  ‘I noticed it about a week ago. A sudden rise in the missing person statistics. But it only concerns London so far . . . The police say the sudden increase is due to all I he confusion from the worm scare. A lot of people fled i he capital during the big panic and haven’t returned yet or they’ve returned and lost track of relatives or friends . . .’


  ‘How many disappearances have there been?’


  ‘Well, a lot of people go missing in London every week as a rule. But I would say that the increase is in the region of ten to fifteen per cent. An extra fifty people at least.’


  ‘Hmmm,’ he said thoughtfully. ‘Has anyone else apart from you linked these missing people with the worms?’ She frowned with annoyance. ‘No. And when I tried to do a piece on my theory my editor spiked it. Scaremonger-ing, he told me - the old hypocrite. Like I said, everyone wants to forget what happened. It scared people badly. It was almost supernatural.’


  He nodded. ‘It certainly scared me.’


  ‘There’s been a great deal of waffle from fundamentalist religious groups claiming the worms were a warning from God. You know, like one of the plagues of Egypt . . .’ ‘God’s become a bit of a busybody in recent years,’ he said dryly. ‘What with inventing AIDS to punish homosexuals, setting fire to the roof of York Minster to punish the Bishop of Durham and now letting loose a


  plague of killer worms. Shades of the Old Testament.’ He ate some more food and then said, ‘What makes you so sure that the police aren’t right about this spate of missing people? I mean, the worms didn’t make people completely vanish. They left some remains behind.’ He thought of Anne and winced.


  ‘I know,’ she said. ‘And I can’t explain the difference. But I’ve sifted through most of the cases for the last week and after you separate the ones that are obviously ordinary missing people situations - runaways, wives walking out on husbands and vice versa - you’re left with a number that are definitely odd.’


  She got up, went to her bag and took out a notebook. As she sat down again she flipped through the pages and said, ‘Take this one, for example. Happened last Wednesday in Westminster. Teenage boy and girl walking along Millbank late at night. The boy stops to tie his shoe; the girl walks on. Girl keeps walking slowly waiting for him to catch up. He doesn’t. She turns back. No sign of him. Hasn’t been seen since.’


  ‘Maybe he fell in the river.’


  She shook her head. ‘The police have searched the Thames. No sign of any corpse. And what about this one.’ She turned another page of the notebook. ‘Bunch of drunk Welsh Rugby fans at the end of a night’s heavy drinking in London. Six of them altogether. They go down into the Russell Square tube. They horse around on the platform while they wait for the train. Suddenly there’s only five of them. The sixth man has vanished, presumably into the tunnel mouth, but a search of the tunnel by police and Underground staff doesn’t produce him. And again he hasn’t been seen since.’ She closed the notebook. ‘I’ve got similar examples.’


  He finished the last of the mashed potato and then took a sip of coffee. He still felt very weak and he had a pounding headache but his mind was growing more alert with every passing minute. After a long pause he said, ‘What made you link the incident at the NIREX drilling site with the worms?’


  ‘A couple of things. But mainly it was because of that stuff they got out of the drill hole just before the eruption. 1 spoke to the geologist who examined it. He said it could have been fibre from some animal but he’d never seen anything like it before. And when you analysed that worm specimen I brought you you said you’d never seen anything like it before either, so . . .’ She gave a slight shrug then said, 'And there was something else. Something your wife told me . . .’ She looked down into her coffee cup.


  'Go on,’ he said coldly.


  'She said the material reminded her of something from her childhood. A silkworm’s cocoon. I didn’t pay any attention at the time but yesterday it occurred to me that . . well, I know it sounds kind of silly, but . . .’


  ‘You think the drill broke open a cocoon of some form and released those worms?’ he said before she could finish.


  She looked at him anxiously. ‘What do you think?’


  He didn’t answer. He’d just remembered something Anne had told him as well. Something he’d dismissed and forgotten, like Robin. ‘Anne said she saw something alive in the geyser of black liquid,’ he said slowly. ‘Just before the derrick collapsed. I told her she was imagining things.’


  They looked at each other across the kitchen table. For a long time they didn’t say anything. Finally he said, These fibres, what happened to them, do you know?’ ‘Yes,’ she said excitedly. ‘And that’s one of the main reasons I came here to see you. I need your help. I know it was taken to the Department of the Environment for analysis but whenever I ring up about it I get stonewalled. So I thought you might be able to get some answers out of them in your official capacity as a government scientist. Will you try?’


  He smiled cynically at her. ‘You’re a reporter all the way to the bone, aren’t you? Have you ever met a person yet that you haven’t used?’


  He was surprised to see a brief flicker of pain in her eyes but she recovered quickly. ‘Look, I know you think very little of me, Dr Thomas, and I admit I’m after a big story here but you have to admit that if I’m right it’s vitally important that people find out about it. Thousands more lives could be at risk. So are you going to help or not?’


  He sighed and, with difficulty, stood up. ‘I don’t have any choice, do I?’


  It took him an hour and several phone calls before he finally got to speak to someone at the Department of the Environment who knew what he was talking about, but being familiar with government bureaucracy he wasn’t too surprised. And, after some blatant lying and bluffing, he got what he wanted. He found out that the sample had been sent to the Natural History Museum for identification.


  After getting the details of who to speak to he rang the museum and eventually got on to a Professor Blinn. The professor was only too happy to talk about the sample, it’s absolutely fascinating!’ he said loudly over the phone. ‘Haven’t got a clue what it is. All I know is that it’s a natural fibre with very unusual properties. In many ways it more closely resembles a synthetic resin than a natural fibre - incredibly strong network of molecular cross-linkages - but it’s definitely a protein.’


  ‘But not one you’ve encountered before?’ Thomas asked him.


  ‘No. Absolutely not. Right out of the bag. And how it incorporated all that silica is totally beyond me.’


  ‘Silica?’ asked Thomas, trying to conceal the eagerness in his voice.


  ‘Yes. Forms a protective sheath around the fibres. 1 Extraordinary. Accounts for the incredible age, I expect.’


  ‘What do you mean?’


  ‘We did a carbon dating test on the substance. Twice, actually, because I thought we’d made an error the first lime. Do you realize that those fibres are over 65,000,000 years old?’


  Thomas sat in the living room, deep in thought. He badly wanted a drink but he wouldn’t let himself go to the depleted supply in the basement. It was important he kept his mind clear.


  Robin had been sitting hunched forward on the sofa for nearly a half an hour without saying a word but now her impatience was getting the better of her. ‘Well?’ she demanded. ‘What’s the verdict?’


  He blinked as she broke into his concentration. Then he said slowly, ‘Millions of years ago an alien organism arrived on earth somehow. Maybe it was in a very simple form - a spore in a meteorite or perhaps the earth passed through a cloud of cosmic debris that contained organic matter. Anyway the thing gets here and manages to survive in what is to it an alien environment. It is highly adaptable - in fact, maybe it had evolved that way, a non-specialized life form that drifts through space with the ability to adapt to any environment it encounters . . .’ He fell silent again.


  ‘And then what?’ asked Robin, wide-eyed with excitement.


  He roused himself. ‘What? Oh, it flourished on earth for a while and then it reproduced itself, asexually, presumably ... or perhaps it went into hibernation, span a cocoon around itself for protection and just lay there for millions of years . . .’


  ‘And sediments build up over it until finally it’s deep underground, like any fossil,’ she said eagerly. ‘And then the NIREX drill hole goes right into it and those worms get out.’


  He shook his head. ‘They’re not worms.’


  ‘What are they then?’


  ‘I think I know, but I don’t like what I’m thinking.’


  ‘Tell me!’


  He ran his fingers worriedly through his hair. ‘An animal in a cocoon couldn’t survive millions of years underground while layers of sediment turned to rock above and around it. For one thing the pressure would have crushed it, so it wasn’t alive in a way we would recognize. And to avoid compression the bulk of its body within the cocoon must have been in liquid form. Still is, probably . . .’


  She frowned at him. ‘You’re talking in the singular and yet there were lots of those worms.’


  ‘That’s what I’m trying to tell you. I think there’s only one creature. And those “worms” are just part of it.’


  As his words sunk in, her mouth dropped open with astonishment. Then she said, ‘But that would make it enormousV


  He nodded. ‘Yes, it must be very big by now. After all, it’s been eating very well since it woke up.’


  Sylvia Trent hated the Underground. She especially hated the Underground during the rush hours which, due to the inflexible hours of her job at the bank, was when she was obliged to use it. She hated being jammed up with all those people. Invariably she found herself pressed face to face with some leering man who would persist in staring into her eyes while she did her best to pretend he wasn’t there. Men.


  She’d discovered that the carriages least likely to be packed out were the ones on each end of the train. This was not always the case but even so it was now her habit to wait at the farthest end of the platform away from the main mass of people.


  That was where she was standing on this particular day in the Chancery Lane Central Line station. She was tired, hot and feeling irritable. She couldn’t wait to get back to her flat, and her cat, in Shepherd’s Bush, but the train -wouldn’t you know it - was late . . .


  She peered impatiently into the black mouth of the tunnel, listening for the rumble that would signal the approach of a train.


  Nothing. Not a sound.


  But wait, there wax something. She could hear a kind of rustling sound in the tunnel. And then came a slight stirring in the air, and with it an unpleasant smell.


  Curious now, she stepped to the very edge of the platform and leaned forward. It wasn’t a train, so what was it?


  The rustling got louder.


  She saw something moving in the darkness . . .


  Then she screamed.


  A great brown mass erupted from the mouth of the tunnel. It flowed up onto the platform and swirled over Sylvia’s feet.


  It was a living carpet of rats.


  Thousands and thousands of panic-stricken rats.
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  ‘Hey, you! Copper!’


  Constable John Fifield turned and saw a tramp gesticulating wildly at him from the gateway leading into the gardens behind the Savoy. The tramp had the bushiest beard that Fifield had ever seen and even from a distance of ten yards it was obviously the dirtiest beard he’d ever seen as well. He sighed. His beat along the Embankment could be very pleasant at times, particularly in this fine weather, but it had its drawbacks and the tramps constituted the main one.


  He walked unhurriedly towards the man who was still waving at him frantically. As he got closer he saw that the man was very agitated indeed. His eyes were bulging with fear and his hands were shaking. Then Fifield grimaced with distaste when he saw that the front of the tramp’s old coat was covered with fresh vomit. An alcoholic, he told himself. Probably had an attack of the DTs . . .


  ‘Okay, mate, calm down and tell me what the problem is,’ said Fifield authoritatively as he tried to hide his disgust. Up close the tramp was revolting. And he stank too.


  ‘It’s Old Bob!’ cried the tramp, grabbing him by the arm and trying to pull him into the park. ‘You got to see! It’s horrible . . .!’


  Fifield recoiled from the tramp’s touch. ‘Here, take it easy!’ he said with annoyance. ‘What’s the matter with you?’


  ‘It’s Old Bob!’ repeated the tramp. Saliva was running down his chin and an ugly sore on the end of his nose was oozing blood. ‘But I didn’t do it! I swear it, copper! I just found him like it, I did . . .’


  ‘Where is this Old Bob?’ asked Fifield, not liking the direction the conversation was going in. Apart from the tramp he was beginning to get the smell of serious trouble in his nostrils. It looked like his peaceful morning had come to an end.


  ‘This way! He’s over there!’ cried the tramp and hobbled away.


  Fifield followed him across the narrow park. The tramp then came to a halt and pointed a trembling hand at a clump of bushes by the wall. ‘He’s behind there. You look. I’m not goin’ near him again. Once was enough for me . . .’


  After giving him a suspicious glance Fifield walked over to the bushes and looked behind them. At first he couldn’t comprehend what he was seeing, then, when it clicked together in his mind a rush of vomit spurted hotly into his mouth.


  Caught by surprise, most of his half-digested breakfast ended up on the front of his uniform. He staggered away, bent forward, and waited for the spasms to subside. Then he fumbled for his radio and called for assistance.


  The tramp, meanwhile, kept saying, ‘I didn’t do that to him, copper. I swear it. I found him like it . . .’


  After making his call Fifield reluctantly went back to the bushes and looked again.


  The thing lying on the metal grating was barely recognizable as a human being. You had to look closely at the bundle of torn clothing, raw meat and white bones before it became evident that the blood-soaked mess had once been a man. And then the eyes began to pick up other details - the boot with the bleeding stump of a foot protruding from it; the human heart glistening redly among the splintered ribs; the detached lower jaw bone complete with its row of neglected, rotting teeth.


  Fifield wanted to throw up again but he had nothing left to vomit. He forced himself to keep looking at the remains. To get his mind off his protesting stomach he started to mentally write his report: ‘Preliminary examination of the body suggested that the victim’s assailant, or assailants (surely one person alone couldn’t have achieved such carnage), had attempted to push him through the grating of the ventilator shaft . . .’


  Lisa reacted with surprise as Thomas walked into the lab.


  ‘Clive! My God! What happened to you? You look terrible!’


  ‘I know, I know,’ he said as he collapsed into a chair. ‘You don’t have to tell me that. But you should have seen me yesterday. I have it on good authority I looked even worse.’ He put the folder he’d been carrying onto the desk in front of him and opened it up. ‘To tell the truth I had something of a breakdown but I’m on the mend now and raring to go. Could you call Henry in here right away? I’ve got some important information for him. For you all, in fact . . .’


  Lisa didn’t move. ‘Uh, Clive,’ she said, with evident embarrassment. ‘Professor Renton’s been trying to get in touch with you. I take it you haven’t talked with him yet?’


  ‘No, I haven’t. Why?’


  ‘I think maybe you should go see him immediately,’ she said grimly.


  ‘Oh, to hell with Renton,’ he snapped. ‘I told you this is important. Would you please go and fetch Henry!’


  She sighed and said, ‘Don’t say I didn’t warn you.’ She left the lab. When she returned Renton was with her as well as Henry Mitchell.


  Thomas looked at her and said simply, ‘Thanks a lot, Lisa. Loyal to the core.’


  She refused to look him in the eye. Renton, however, was glaring at him. ‘So you finally had the nerve to come and face the music, did you?’ he demanded.


  ‘I beg your pardon?’ said Thomas. ’ He had no idea what Renton was going on about.


  ‘I told you what would happen if any of your crazy ideas got into the newspapers but you deliberately disobeyed me. You went and talked to a reporter straight away!’


  ‘No, I didn’t,’ said Thomas. ‘She was right here in the lab the whole time. I couldn’t help it that she overheard our conversation.’


  Renton’s face went dark red. ‘But why didn’t you tell me she was a journalist?’


  ‘You didn’t ask me,’ said Thomas calmly. ‘But none of that’s important now. I think I’ve found out what those so-called “worms” really are.’


  ‘I don’t want to hear any more about your stupid theories, Thomas,’ snapped Renton.


  it’s not a theory any more!’ Thomas protested loudly. ‘All the evidence points to it being fact! Look at this . . .’ He took a map from his folder and spread it out.


  ‘What’s that supposed to be?’ asked Renton impatiently.


  ‘Geological survey map of Hertfordshire. An old one.’ He pointed at a twisting line that ran down the map. ‘See that? It’s a feature that doesn’t show up on more recent maps.’


  Henry Mitchell leaned his bulk over the desk. ‘What is it?’


  ‘An underground river. Or underground stream would be a more accurate description. But it’s big enough to enable the creature to move fast from place to place. See where the stream runs? Through Harpenden and St Albans and then continues south . . .’


  ‘Creature?’


  ‘The worms were part of a single organism. They were some kind of feeding tendrils attached to the main body,’ he told them quickly. ‘Probably sensitive to infra-red, which is how they found their victims, and also the reason why they were only active at night. The bulk of the organism must be amorphous. Most of the time it’s in a semi-liquid state enabling it to ooze through sediments and so on. But when it needs to solidify parts of itself, such as those feeding tendrils, it uses the silica compounds it stores up within itself to construct temporary membranes . . .’


  As if talking to a small child Renton said, ‘And can you tell us, Dr Thomas, where this extraordinary creature came from?’


  Thomas pointed again at the map. ‘That’s where the NIREX test hole was drilled. See? Almost right on top of the stream.’ He told them about the age of the fibres analysed at the museum and of his theory that the creature had been in a dormant state within its cocoon for millions of years. ‘I also think it has undergone, or is still undergoing, another transformation. That’s the reason why the “worm” attacks suddenly stopped. The question is, will its next stage be more dangerous than the last one? Personally I think we must assume it will be . . . and this is why.’


  Hastily, he took another map out of the folder. ‘This one shows all the known underground rivers and streams beneath London. See this one that goes up through Barnet? I can’t prove it yet but I’m sure it links up with the Hertfordshire stream, which means that the creature is probably under London right now. I have the horrible suspicion that the thing deliberately headed for an area where the population is at its densest. In other words, it wanted a plentiful food supply.’


  ‘I see,’ said Renton non-committally. ‘And what do you propose should be done about this?’


  ‘Well, obviously the city should be put on a full-scale alert right away. There should be contingency plans to evacuate fast any part of London that comes under attack. In the meantime both this lab and Porton Down should be working on a biological means of killing the creature. It seems the best way of dealing with it. Explosives, poisons and other conventional methods will be useless, in my opinion. We’d either end up destroying London ourselves or making it uninhabitable. What do you think?’ He looked at Renton anxiously, waiting for his reaction.


  ‘What I think,’ said Renton slowly, ‘is that you are in urgent need of psychiatric help and I advise you to seek it immediately. You’ve already admitted to your assistant here that you’ve suffered a breakdown. In any case it’s out of the question for you to continue to work here. I’m putting you on suspension at half pay and will be recommending to the Ministry that you be transferred to a less taxing position in another department. You have the right to appeal at the next disciplinary tribunal but I assure you it will be a waste of time.


  ‘Furthermore if you pass any of this crank rubbish to a newspaper or any section of the media I will have you arrested under the Official Secrets Act.’


  Robin could tell by the way he was walking that he’d been unsuccessful. She didn't say anything as he opened the door of her mini and slumped into the passenger seat beside her. He put his hand to his forehead and began to massage his right temple. ‘This headache is killing me,’ was all he said.


  ‘No go, hey?’ she asked finally.


  ‘No go is right. Renton thinks I should be buying strait-jackets off the rack. He not only didn’t believe a word I said but he threw me out of my own lab. I’m on suspension. He’s going to transfer me to a VD clinic or something.’ He gave a deep sigh. ‘Bloody fool,’ he muttered.


  ‘His mind is completely inflexible. All he’s really suited for is breeding new forms of anthrax bacteria. I wish he’d stayed at Porton Down.’


  ‘Can’t you go over his head?’ she asked. ‘You could tell the Minister directly, couldn’t you?’


  ‘Yes, and he’d refer back to my department head -Renton - who would say I’m a candidate for a rubber room.’


  ‘So what are we going to do?’


  ‘No choice now but to publish and be damned. Hopefully my warning will get through to the right people. Trouble is I will get damned.’ He told her of Renton’s threat to have him arrested.


  ‘You think he means it?’ she asked.


  ‘You can bet on it.’


  ‘Hmm, tell you what, we’ll hide you out at my place for the time being.’


  He looked at her. ‘Fine with me. I’m not exactly keen to go to prison. But won’t that be an inconvenience for you? I mean, with your husband or boyfriend or whatever?’


  ‘No husband and I’m between boyfriends and what-evers. Though I must admit I haven’t told Geoff that yet.’


  ‘Geoff?’


  ‘My last whatever,’ she said as she started the car.


  George whistled as he walked along the sewer that ran beneath High Holborn. He liked his job; liked the underground world that he thought of as his private domain. He’d been working in the sewers for over twenty years and wouldn’t have traded those two decades for anything else.


  But not all his colleagues shared his enthusiasm for the profession, particularly the younger ones, like Harry who was trudging along behind him and muttering to himself.


  ‘Cheer up, son!’ called George over his shoulder. ‘Almost lunchtime.’


  ‘Jesus, George, how the hell do you keep your appetite down here? The smell makes me want to puke all the time.’


  ‘You'll get used to it, lad,’ George told him as he shone his torch beam over the old, crumbling brickwork. Like most of the sewers beneath London, and all the other cities and towns in Britain, this one was in bad condition. Built in the Victorian era, they were beginning to crumble at a faster rate than they could be repaired. The situation had been predicted many years ago but the cost of replacing the nation’s sewer system would be so astronomical that no government to date had wanted to take on the task.


  Some new sewers were being built but only when an old one deteriorated to the point it could no longer be repaired. Actually Harry preferred working in the old Victorian ones. The new ones he considered to be soulless - they were just prefabricated concrete tubes and totally uninteresting. The old ones were masterpieces of craftsmanship and, in his opinion, even possessed a certain romance . . .


  ‘I don’t see why we have to check this section again,’ complained Harry. ‘Someone checked it only yesterday.’ ‘You know why, lad. Those damn worm things. Orders are to keep a look-out for them in every bit of accessible sewer until further notice.’


  Harry swore loudly, his voice echoing down the tunnel. ‘There’s nothing down here but shit,’ he growled. ‘You don’t really believe in those bleeding worms, do you?’ ‘Well, something killed all those poor sods up in St Albans last month. And the people they interviewed on TV said they saw things that looked like worms . . .’ ‘Yeah, well, if you ask me it was all a cover-up,’ said Harry. ‘There was probably some kind of industrial accident, maybe, that the government wanted to keep quiet. A gas leak, like that one in India, remember?’ ‘Goodness me, son,’ said George sadly. ‘You’re always blaming the government for everything, yet without any real cause to at all . . .’


  ‘Oh yeah? I’ll tell you one thing, mate, if it wasn’t for the bloody government I wouldn’t be down here, would I? Last thing I wanted to do when I left school was to become a bloody shit-shoveller . . .’ He stopped as the tunnel began to vibrate. In the distance there was a growling rumble.


  ‘Tube train,’ said George, unnecessarily. He shone his torch on the ceiling of the tunnel just in time to see a brick shake loose and fall into the water.


  As the rumble died away Harry muttered, ‘No wonder these tunnels are falling to bits. What did those idiots who built these things use instead of cement?’


  This stung George in a sensitive area. ‘Son, you don’t know what you’re talking about,’ he said angrily. ‘These tunnels are engineering marvels! There was never anything like this city’s sewerage system before in the history of the world! Did you know London’s sewerage used to travel in open ditches in the middle of the street before the Victorians built all this?’


  ‘The shit still travels down the middle of the streets in my neighbourhood,’ muttered Harry. Then he said, ‘Christ, look!’


  Outlined in the beam of his torch were several rats. They were running towards them along the ledge of the sewer. And from behind in the darkness others appeared . . .


  The trickle of rats turned into a torrent. For nearly two minutes the two men stood speechless as the rats poured along the ledges on either side of the tunnel, squeaking frantically as they ran.


  As suddenly as it had begun the exodus was over.


  Apart from a few stragglers, the mass of rats had passed them by, their squeaks fading away up the tunnel into the darkness.


  Harry gave George an accusing look. ‘Does that happen very often down here?’


  George shook his head wonderingly. ‘No. I’ve never seen so many rats in all my twenty years in the sewer. I don’t understand . . .’


  The tunnel started to vibrate again.


  ‘Another tube train?’ asked Harry worriedly even though he couldn’t hear the rumble of any train.


  ‘That’s no train. I don’t know what it is,’ said George.


  Bricks began to fall from the ceiling in increasing numbers.


  ‘Run!’ yelled George. ‘Fast as you can, lad!’


  Both men turned and ran back up the tunnel the way they’d come. They didn’t get far. A whole section of the ceiling came crashing down less than five yards in front of them.


  Then George felt a brick strike him a glancing blow on the side of his head. Stunned, he fell forward onto his hands and knees, dropping his lamp into the water.


  For about thirty seconds he lost consciousness. When he became aware of his surroundings again he found himself in total darkness. Harry had obviously lost his torch as well.


  ‘Harry? You okay, lad?’ called George as he got to his feet. ‘Harry?’


  Arms outstretched he stumbled blindly forward and almost immediately hit his knees on a sloping pile of bricks. It was soon clear to him that the tunnel was completely blocked.


  ‘Harry!’ he called again. Was the boy buried under all that, he wondered desperately. Or was he safe on the other side?


  From behind, something that felt like a hand clasped him on the right shoulder.


  ‘Harry?’ he said hopefully.


  But it wasn’t Harry. And it wasn’t a hand.
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  Terry Dixon was doing what he enjoyed most of all -venting his spleen on the ‘civilian’ motorists as he bulldozed his way along High Holborn towards the turning into Kingsway. He was a black cab driver and had an urgent fare to pick up at the Savoy Hotel.


  ‘Give over, you stupid pillock!’ he bellowed out of his window as he cut in front of a nervous-looking young man driving a Volkswagen. Terry’s driving tactics involved part-bluff and the ability to use his sturdy vehicle as a blunt instrument.


  He was almost at the Holborn junction when, to his amazement, he saw a section of the road immediately in front of him suddenly drop away. As if by magic a hole some twenty feet in diameter stretched across the road.


  He braked but the cab skidded onward and went over the edge of the hole. He screamed as the cab tilted and tipped forward. All he could see through the windscreen was blackness . . .


  The cab didn’t fall far. When stunned pedestrians and other, luckier, motorists got over their initial shock and ventured near the edge of the hole they saw that the rear of the black cab was visible about twelve feet down. But when members of the Fire Brigade’s Emergency Rescue Service arrived on the scene and climbed down on ropes into the hole they found that the driver had vanished.


  Thomas was watching television when Robin returned to her flat. He looked up expectantly as she came into the room. She shook her head.


  ‘My turn to admit defeat, I’m afraid,’ she told him.


  ‘My editor refuses to run the story. Afraid of burning his fingers. He said he got too much flak from the powers that be after he ran my story about you saying that the worms were from outer space. Apparently the word is out that you’re a crank.’ She gave a helpless shrug. ‘Sorry.’


  He scowled. ‘We’re all going to be sorry. Very sorry. Time is running out. I just saw a news bulletin about that sewer collapse under Holborn . . .’


  ‘You think it was responsible?’


  ‘There were three casualties - two sewer workers and a cab driver - and so far none of their bodies have been recovered. So chalk up another three to your list of mysterious disappearances.’


  ‘Why do you think it’s taking people away whole instead of leaving those horrible shells like it did before?’ ‘I don’t know. Like I said, it’s changed in some way. What I don’t like is the fact that it’s active during daylight hours now.’


  ‘But only underground, where it’s dark,’ she pointed out.


  ‘Yeah, so far,’ he said grimly. He looked at his watch. It was 6.35 p.m. ‘Let’s hope it doesn’t pick tonight to come out of its hole.’


  ‘But you think it will sooner or later?’


  ‘You can bet on it. If I were you I’d steer clear of the centre of London.’


  ‘Bit difficult seeing as I work in Fleet Street, but thanks for the thought anyway.’


  ‘You’re welcome,’ he said coldly and stood up. ‘Well, no reason for me to play the fugitive if they’re not going to publish my story. Mind giving me a lift home?’


  ‘Of course not, but why don’t you stay here anyway? I’ll make us a meal.’


  ‘I don’t think that’s a good idea,’ he said.


  She smiled. ‘What? The idea of my cooking us a meal or your staying here.’


  ‘You know what I mean.’


  ‘Please stay. I need company, badly. I’ve an odd feeling about tonight. I don’t want to be alone.’


  He was going to refuse again but then he thought of going back to his empty house with all its painful memories and realized that he badly needed company tonight too. Even hers . . .


  At 11.40 p.m. that night the giant display board in the control room of London’s underground train system suddenly showed a complete loss of power on the section of Bakerloo Line track between Piccadilly Circus and Oxford Circus. As a train had just left Oxford Circus towards Piccadilly it meant it was stuck, helpless, somewhere in the northbound tunnel.


  The Controller immediately brought the entire Bakerloo line to a halt. Station staff at Oxford Circus and Piccadilly Circus were contacted by phone and informed of the situation. The guards on the platforms at both stations reported there was no sign of any smoke coming out of the tunnel mouths, which at least indicated that a fire wasn’t responsible for the power fault.


  Staff then entered both ends of the northbound tunnel. Whichever group encountered the train first would lead the passengers back along the line to the nearest station. At the same time they would try and establish the cause of the break in the electrical system.


  Neither group encountered the train in the tunnel.


  What they did find was a massive hole in the floor of the tunnel at a point almost halfway between the two stations.


  Both groups came to a halt on each side of the pit and shone their torches down into it. Far, far below they caught a glint of metal. It was the end of the rear carriage.


  It was sticking up at an angle of forty degrees. The rest of the train was obviously beneath it.


  The northbound Northern Line platform at Tottenham Court Road station was packed with people but Ross Chapman didn’t mind because it gave him an excuse to stand closer to Shirley. It was the first time he had been out with her but he was feeling confident that he’d made real progress with her this evening. He wished now he'd had the nerve to ask her out weeks ago but what had put him off was all the inevitable kidding he’d get from the other lads in the office. Now he couldn’t care less what anyone said tomorrow. She was worth it. She was definitely the best-looking girl he’d ever dated. She had the sort of figure that really turned him on. Big breasts, very small waist, pert bum. She also had long blonde hair, another one of his turn-ons. And she wasn’t even 17 yet . . .


  Best of all, she’d mentioned that her whole family would be going away this weekend, leaving her alone in the house. And she’d invited him to come round on Saturday . . .


  ‘Where has that High Barnet train got to?’ she said with annoyance. ‘The indicator said six minutes and we’ve been here ten minutes at least.’


  He looked at the illuminated indicator. It had gone blank now. There’d been an announcement over the loudspeaker a short time ago but as usual with such station announcements he hadn’t understood a word of it. Was there someone under a train somewhere? Most of the delays on the tube seemed to be caused by people jumping in front of the trains these days.


  He put his arm around her shoulder. She responded, to his delight, by leaning her head against him. ‘Not that I’m in that much of a hurry to get home,’ she said coyly.


  ‘Me neither,’ he told her. Feeling the abundant curve of her left breast pressing against him he hoped the train would never come. He would be content to stay on that platform forever . . .


  Thomas walked into his bedroom and froze. Lying there naked on the bed, with her back to him, was Anne.


  He felt a rush of relief. She wasn’t dead after all. It was all some ghastly mix-up. ‘Anne . . .’ he said softly.


  She stirred, then rolled over to face him. ‘Hello, Clive,’ she said, smiling, i’m home again.’


  He screamed.


  Her chest was gaping open. The flesh on each side had been peeled back to reveal her rib cage and the organs within.


  ‘What’s the matter, darling?’ she asked. ‘What’s wrong?’ She got off the bed and stood up. The two great flaps of mutilated flesh quivered as she moved.


  She came towards him. ‘Aren’t you going to give me a welcome home kiss?’ she asked.


  He closed his eyes and screamed as loud as he could.


  He felt her arms embrace him and then the wet, hideous touch of her raw torso . . .


  ‘Dr Thomas! Clive! Wake up . . .!’ -


  He tried to push away the clutching hands but they hung onto him, shaking him. He opened his eyes. Robin Carey was bending over him and looking very alarmed. Then he realized where he was. He’d gone to sleep on the couch in Robin’s living room . . .


  ‘Oh God,’ he sighed with a shudder and reached out for her. ‘Help me . . .’ He put his arms around her and hugged her in a convulsive grip. She didn’t resist. Instead she eased herself down onto the couch and lay beside him.


  it’s alright,’ she said soothingly as she held him tight. 'You were having a nightmare . . .’


  He clung to her with atavistic hunger - he was hungry for her warmth, for the sense of security the feel of her woman’s body reawakened in him, for her very aliveness; he was hungry for every particle of her. He wanted to lose himself completely within her - to let all his senses be overwhelmed by the touch of her skin, her smell, her all-pervading femaleness . . .


  The violent trembling in his limbs gradually died away but he continued to hold onto her. Nor did she make any move to let go of him.


  What happened next seemed perfectly natural to him. He began to kiss her on the mouth. She responded eagerly . . .


  His gentle caresses rapidly acquired an urgency which she met with an equal display of desire. The feelings of maternal comfort her body had given him had been totally evaporated by the fierce heat of his growing lust -now her body symbolized an entirely different kind of comfort.


  Without exchanging a word they let go of each other. She stood up. He saw, for the first time, that she was wearing just a man’s shirt which she’d obviously flung on in a hurry when she’d heard him scream as only a couple of the buttons were done up. She undid them and took off the shirt. Beneath it she was wearing only a small pair of black briefs.


  He looked at her, examining the length of her slim body with almost clinical precision, taking in her small breasts with their small, dark nipples, the smooth flatness of her belly, her narrow hips and her long legs. Her skin was very pale - so pale it seemed to glow.


  She gestured for him to get up off the couch. He did so and stood there passively as she slowly undressed him. After she had pulled down his trousers and pants she got on her knees in front of him and took his erect penis into her mouth. The touch of her lips and tongue upon him produced a shock of almost intolerable pleasure. He leaned back his head and groaned as she sucked at him.


  When he could stand it no longer he put his hands on her shoulders and pushed her away. He pushed harder than he’d meant to. She toppled onto her back and lay blinking up at him in surprise. Then she gave him a teasing smile, reached down and slowly, and provocatively, removed her briefs - then she opened her legs to him.


  The sight of her like that sent his lust surging through the final barriers of his self-control like a flash flood.


  He took her forcefully; almost angrily, pinning her body beneath him. He thrust himself into her as hard and as deeply as he could. The weakness he’d felt ever since she’d woken him from his starved, semi-drugged state was suddenly gone and his body now sang with a tigerish energy.


  He dug his fingers into her breasts as he rode her. She groaned loudly, twisting her head from side to side, her eyes shut tight. He, in turn, felt her fingernails rake his back.


  When he finally climaxed his orgasm was so powerful it seemed his body was being shaken to pieces. Then he gave a last drawn-out cry and collapsed on top of her, the sweat pouring from him.


  After a time he rolled off her. She lay unmoving on her back. Her eyes, half-open, were glazed. Her mouth hung slackly open, a thin thread of saliva running from one corner. If it wasn’t for the rapid rise and fall of her breasts he would have thought she was dead. Like Anne.


  Anne. He was suddenly overwhelmed with guilt and self-disgust. How could he have made love to her, of all women, while he was still grieving for Anne? And the way he’d made love to her. He shut his eyes. ‘We shouldn’t have done that,’ he sighed.


  He heard her chuckle. ‘Well, I’m jolly glad we did,’ she said. ‘Don’t tell me you didn’t enjoy it.’


  He looked at her again. She had propped herself up on one elbow and was regarding him with amusement. Like him she was dripping with sweat. He saw a drop trickle down her lolling right breast and fall from the nipple onto the carpet. Then he noticed the red finger marks on 'her breasts and experienced another wave of guilt. ‘I hope I didn’t hurt you,’ he told her, even though he knew that had been his intention.


  ‘You didn’t hurt me. You would have known damn quickly if you had, I assure you.’ i’m not normally like that . . .’he said brusquely.


  ‘No,’ she agreed. ‘I would imagine you’re not.’ She gave him a lascivious smile.


  ‘Maybe I should go . . .’ He started to sit up.


  ‘Shush. You’re going to spoil things with all this post-coital angst and depression, just stay right where you are, doctor. Lie back, relax and think of England.’ She got onto her knees and made him stretch out so that his head was resting on the edge of the couch. Then she bent over him and, using her tongue, had him hard again in a remarkably short time.


  When he was fully erect she got up, straddled him and then slowly lowered herself down over him. It was like being gripped by a warm, silken glove.


  She looked him directly in the eyes and said softly, ‘The last time was fun. I like it that way occasionally but most times I like it gentler, like this . . .’ She leaned forward and kissed him.


  ‘Here’s the train,’ said Shirley. ‘At last.’


  ‘Yeah,’ said Ross. He too felt the rush of stale air from the tunnel that signalled the approach of a tube train. He looked up at the indicator but it was still blank. He hoped it was the High Barnet train as conditions were getting had on the platform. More and more people had poured onto it during the thirty minutes he and Shirley had been waiting and it was now packed to the point of being dangerous, especially for those nearest the edge. With this in mind he’d led Shirley to the back of the crowd some minutes ago. They’d have trouble getting on the train but it was better than falling onto the lines.


  ‘Ross,’ said Shirley, her voice sounding odd. ‘Ross . . . the train’s coming from the wrong direction.’


  He realized, with a shock, that she was right. The breeze of stale air was blowing out of the northern tunnel mouth, which was fifteen feet away from where they were standing, when, of course, the train should have been coming from the south . . .


  As Ross stared, mystified, at the tunnel mouth a woman started to scream. Other voices joined hers - there were shouts of alarm and more screams. Immediately the mass of bodies surged backwards, away from the edge of the platform, pinning Ross and Shirley against the wall.


  Shirley, being quite short, couldn’t see over the people in front of her and cried, ‘Ross, what’s happening? What’s wrong?’


  ‘I don’t know!’


  Panic was spreading along the crowded platform like a forest fire and people were pushing frantically in all directions as they tried to get away.


  And then he saw something. It rose above the heads of the crowd like a great black snake, its headless tip swaying back and forth as if searching for something. Then it darted forward . . .
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  The thing disappeared from view briefly. When it rose into the air again Ross saw it was holding aloft a struggling girl. She was shrieking and kicking wildly but the thing was coiled tightly around her waist. As Ross watched, the shiny, black tentacle withdrew into the darkness of the tunnel mouth.


  As Ross tried to comprehend what he’d just witnessed the mass of bodies that had been pressing Shirley and him to the wall suddenly divided in front of them and he saw, to his horror, that there were more of the things. One of them, like a badly made elephant’s trunk, was wrapped around the leg of a heavily built young man with a punk hair style and was dragging him across the platform as if he weighed nothing at all.


  Other tendrils, some as thick as a man’s waist, were emerging from the tunnel mouth like the tentacles of a giant squid.


  Behind him, Shirley started to scream. He looked around desperately. There was an exit along the platform to their left which led to the southbound platform but it was jammed with an unmoving press of struggling bodies. The nearest other way out was the stairs at the end of the platform, but being next to the tunnel mouth they were in easy reach of the questing tendrils. But he saw that at least people were succeeding in moving, if slowly, up the stairs . . .


  He made up his mind. Grabbing Shirley by the arm he pulled her towards the stairs. She resisted, screaming that she wanted to go the other way. But he ignored her protests and charged through the crowd towards the stairs. He pushed, shoved and elbowed his way into the mass, not caring what damage he inflicted, He was even taken aback only momentarily at one point when he realized he was walking over the writhing body of some poor bastard who’d obviously lost his or her balance in the melee and fallen underfoot.


  Eventually they reached the bottom of the stairs. He looked over his shoulder at Shirley. She was white with shock and fear and there was an ugly bruise on her left cheek. ‘Put your arms around my waist!’ he yelled, pulling her closer to him. ‘And don’t let go!’ He was going to need both arms free to fight their way up the stairs.


  As she was doing as he’d ordered he glimpsed a movement out of the corner of his eye. He turned and saw one of the black tendrils curving round out of the tunnel towards them. As it swayed overhead he noticed that, unlike the others, it had a bulbous shape on its end. Then, slowly, the bulk opened up like a flower. There was a popping sound and suddenly the air was filled with long, grey, glistening threads . . .


  Like the contents of some giant party popper the grey threads floated down onto the panic-stricken crowd below.


  Ross didn’t wait to see what happened next. He turned and redoubled his efforts to fight his way up the stairs. Behind him the screams rose in volume.


  At last he began to make some progress. With Shirley clinging to him tightly he fought his way up to the first landing. Soon they would be in the pedestrian tunnel that led to the escalators and would be safe. Surely those tendrils couldn’t reach that far . . .


  All of a sudden he couldn’t go any further. Shirley was pulling him back. He looked round and gave a crazed cry of dismay. One of the grey threads had wrapped itself around Shirley’s neck. Tightly. Her face was dark blue, her eyes were bulging and the end of her tongue protruded blackly from between her lips.


  She was dead.


  The grey thread was pulling on her. Ross tried to remove her arms from around his waist but the fingers of her two hands were locked together in a death-grip. He couldn’t get free and, like her, was dragged inexorably back down the stairs.


  They were not alone. Several other people were also caught in the coils of the threads and were being reeled in like so many helpless fish.


  He hammered at her clenched hands, trying to break her grip, but it remained fast. Then he lost his footing and fell backwards. Together they rolled to the bottom of the stairs. Then they were pulled slowly along the platform.


  As he struggled he turned his head and found himself looking into the terrified eyes of a middle-aged woman less than three feet away. She too was being dragged along the ground, a grey thread tightly wrapped around her left ankle. She was digging her fingers into the platform surface but to no avail. For a few seconds they stared silently at each other in mutual terror and then this last human contact of Ross’s short life ended when the woman disappeared over the edge of the platform. It wasn’t long before he followed her.


  , Dazed from the fall onto the tracks he was only half-aware of being dragged along the tunnel, still in Shirley’s dead embrace, and into the darkness.


  Of all the passengers trapped in the tube train stalled in the tunnel between Pimlico and Vauxhall only Farrukh Ikoly was happy with the situation. While the hundreds of other passengers in the crowded, hot train waited impatiently for release from their prison Ikoly moved from carriage to carriage picking pockets with all his usual consummate skill. By the time he’d covered two thirds of the train his carrier bag was beginning to get quite heavy with stolen wallets and purses.


  Then came trouble. He was just slipping his hand into the shoulder bag of a young white woman who was standing pressed against one of the glass partitions by the doors when she looked round unexpectedly and caught him in mid-snatch. He quickly withdrew his hand.


  ‘What the hell do you think you’re doing?’ she demanded loudly.


  ‘What you on about, lady?’ he cried in a tone of outraged innocence. That was rule number one if you ever got challenged by your pigeon. Make it sound as if they were picking on you. Face them down. It threw them off-balance and gave you some extra time . . .


  ‘You had your hand in my bag!’ she accused him. By then the people surrounding them were beginning to show an interest. It was a diversion from the heat, the boredom and the stifling conditions in the packed carriage.


  He glanced round. Too many white faces. Normally they’d be unlikely to get involved in such an incident but in these unusual circumstances, with the normal reserve of tube passengers already broken down by the shared ordeal, anything could happen. He began to feel worried - trapped. Automatically he reached into his trouser pocket for the five-inch switchblade. First move anyone made against him he would cut the girl and then try and push his way through to the next carriage in all the confusion . . .


  The girl screamed.


  He couldn’t understand why. He hadn't taken the knife out yet. Was she a mind reader? Then he saw she was looking past him. She was looking at the door behind him.


  He turned. Pressed against the glass panel of one of the doors was the wet tip of what seemed to be an elephant’s trunk hanging down from the roof of the train. That was alarming enough but the fact there was some kind of eye in the tip made it even worse.


  ‘What is it?’ screamed the girl as she cowered away from the doors.


  ‘Buggered if I know,’ said Farrukh, drawing his knife and extending the blade with a click. The eye, round and crude like that of a fish’s, seemed to be staring right at him through the glass. It had to be some kind of crazy joke, he told himself.


  Everyone standing near the doors tried to back away from them, though it was impossible to move far in that press of bodies. Then the girl screamed again. ‘Look!’


  A long, black tentacle had joined the thing that looked like an elephant’s trunk. It began to prod at the rubber inner edges of the two doors as if trying to prise them apart.


  Two more black tentacles slithered down the glass and joined the first. The tip of one pushed its way between the rubber strips. Slowly, the doors were forced open until there was a gap of over a foot between them. Then the tentacles entered the carriage . . .


  There were screams and yells as people tried to get away from the things but the increasing jam of bodies made escape impossible.


  Farrukh, trying vainly to push his way through an impenetrable barrier of backs, could hear screams from the other end of the carriage. Were there more of the things? Was the whole train being attacked?


  Panic seized him. He thrust his blade into the small of the back of the man immediately in front of him. His victim cried out and tried to turn. Farrukh stabbed him again and again but the man stayed standing, held up by those pressing against him on all sides.


  Then Farrukh felt something cold, soft, but very strong, grip his left ankle. He tried to shake it off but it clung to him even tighter. Then it pulled him back towards the door. . .


  He tried to cling onto his dying victim but he was dragged inexorably backwards. He fell to the floor then twisted over onto his back. As he’d feared one of the tentacles had fastened onto him. There were several of them protruding into the carriage now, waving and writhing like a nest of giant snakes.


  Then he saw something that fuelled his panic tenfold. It was the girl he’d tried to rob. She was sitting slumped beside the partially open doors. The tip of one of the smaller tentacles had imbedded itself in her stomach, looking like some hideous umbilical cord. There were rippling movements running along the tentacle, away from the girl. Farrukh screamed shrilly as he saw her start to crumple in upon herself. First her face shrank inwards, causing her skin to wrinkle like that of a 100-year-old woman’s. Then her chest caved in and the sleeves of her denim jacket sagged as her hands turned into withered, boneless sacs of skin. It was as if she was a plastic, blow-up woman that someone was deflating . . .


  Out of his mind with fear, Farrukh slashed at the tentacle around his ankle with the knife. At first the blade had no effect on the tough skin of the tentacle but then he felt it go in. A black, jelly-like substance squirted out of the incision and the tentacle instantly let go of him.


  He scrabbled to his feet. It was chaos in the carriage now. The tentacles were everywhere. Some of the bigger ones had smashed straight through the windows. People struggled vainly in their grip and he saw one man hauled bodily out of a shattered window.


  Farrukh, screaming, slashed and pushed his way to the connecting door that led into the next carriage and wrenched it open. He came face to face with a middle-aged black man who was trying to escape in the opposite direction. Farrukh immediately saw why. The scene in the next carriage was identical to the one in his.


  The other man, his eyes wide with terror, yelled, it's Judgement Day, brother! The demons from the pit have come to drag us sinners down! Too late to repent now, brother, too late . . .’


  Hysterical with fear. Farrukh stabbed him in the heart. The older man grunted and fell backwards.


  But even before his body hit the floor it was snared in the black coils of an enormous tentacle. Farrukh turned and tried to get back the way he’d come but slipped on something greasy underfoot and crashed full-length to the floor. To his horror he found himself lying on top of an almost empty bag of skin. Only the suit revealed that this caricature of a human being had once been a man who had suffered the same fate as the girl by the doors.


  Farrukh tried to get up but his feet slipped again in whatever pool of fluid it was that covered the floor. He screamed as a thick tentacle came snaking down towards him. He struck out at it with his knife but even as the blade glanced off its skin he felt a burning sensation in his side. He twisted his head round and saw one of the smaller tentacles penetrating his left side at a point just below his bottom rib.


  He hacked at it with the knife but already the strength was fading from his fingers and arm. He dropped the knife and slumped to the floor. His only hope then was that he would be dead before his body began to wrinkle and sag . . . But he wasn’t.


  It, in its own unfathomable way, was pleased. The food was plentiful in these tunnels. Much of the food it incorporated immediately into itself, which increased the bulk of its body considerably, but some it preserved for future use.


  Exploiting its new mass it extended its variety of holding and feeding tendrils out along the network of tunnels in all directions. At the same time it began to reach upwards . . .
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  As was his habit at this time of the night, Tony Else was having a cup of coffee in the Burger Paradise hamburger bar on the corner of Old Compton Street and Greek Street near Cambridge Circus. He was on his break from the Starburst nightclub in Greek Street where he w'orked as a bouncer. Being a non-smoker he liked to get away from the club’s smoky atmosphere whenever he could.


  Despite the late hour the hamburger bar, which stayed open all night, was quite crowded. There were a few tourists scattered about but the rest of the customers were regulars and Else recognized them all. Such as the two prostitutes sitting in the next booth - Valerie and Liz. They’d both been on the game for years and were practically landmarks in the area. He’d first met them when he was in the CID working out of West End Central. That was a decade ago . . .


  Those had been good years, he reflected moodily as he stirred his coffee. But then, stupidly, he’d got too greedy - greedy to the point where none of his mates on the force, or even his superiors, could cover for him. And that was that. When he’d got out of prison he’d drifted back to his old stamping grounds in Soho. Things had worked out alright, he supposed, though he was 41 now and knew that his future was a bleak one. But then everyone’s future was bleak in the long run, with or without a police pension . . .


  ‘Would you look at that!’


  It was Valerie. He turned. She was pointing out the window. ‘He must be having a fit . . .’


  Else looked through the window. Across the road a man was threshing about on the footpath. He was in evening clothes and standing nearby was a middle-aged woman in a fur coat. She had her hands to her face as she watched the man on the ground.


  Heart attack, or epileptic fit more likely, decided Else. He got up, his policeman’s instincts taking over. When he got to the door he stopped and frowned. He could see something now he hadn’t spotted before. The man across the street seemed to be wrestling with what appeared to be a length of black cable . . .


  Else was just about to go over to him when there was a loud noise to his left. He turned in time to see a heavy manhole cover go flying up into the air about ten yards away.


  ‘Look out!’ he yelled to a young couple who were obviously unaware of what was happening. The cover came down with a crunch on the footpath just a few feet in front of them.


  While Else was trying to figure out what could have caused the heavy cover to go shooting off like that he saw something even more astonishing. Out of the open manhole erupted several long, black cables - identical to the one wrapped around the man across the street.


  It was only when he saw one of the cables whip itself around the girl and pull her into the manhole that he realized the things were alive . . .


  He started forward, then came to a halt again when the vanished girl’s dazed-looking companion was pulled off his feet by the things and dragged towards the manhole . . .


  / need a weapon, Else told himself as he stood there hesitantly. An axe . . .


  The young man, screaming, disappeared into the hole. A taxi pulled up and its driver, looking mystified, started to get out. One of the ‘cables’ snaked swiftly in his direction.


  'Don’t get out!’ yelled Else. ‘Get away!’


  The cab driver, halfway out, stopped and looked at him uncomprehendingly. Then he looked again at the advancing thing on the ground. He made up his mind and got back into the cab but before he could slam the door the tentacle darted forward.


  Else watched helplessly as the driver was pulled out of his cab, then he noticed that one of the things was now moving in his direction. He turned and ran back into the hamburger bar.


  ‘Stay back! Don’t go out there!’ he cried as he pushed his way through the knot of people gathered round the doorway.


  ‘What is it? What is happening?’ asked Santos, one of the waiters, as he peered outside. ‘What is that taxi driver doing on the ground?’


  'Dying, by the look of it,’ said Else tersely. ‘Get everyone to the rear of the restaurant, quickly!’ He started pushing people back from the doorway, ignoring their startled protests, then pushed the door shut. Fortunately it only opened inwards so he was able to jam it closed with a chair.


  There was a tap on the glass. He looked up. The tip of one of the things was pushing at the glass panel in the top half of the door. It left a smear of slime behind it.


  ‘Ugh! What is that thing?’ cried Valerie. 'A snake?’


  'I don’t know what it is,’ said Else, backing away from the door. 'But it’s dangerous. And there are more of them outside.’ He looked around the restaurant. What would make a good weapon? he wondered desperately. Then his gaze centred on the hamburger grill behind the counter. He pushed his way to the counter, climbed over it and quickly sorted through the cooking utensils by the grill. He decided his best bet was a small but heavy and very sharp cleaver. Then he noticed a fire extinguisher on the wall. He was just about to reach for it when he heard the sound of glass shattering . . .


  He turned and saw one of the biggest of the black tentacles come crashing in through the plate glass window. People screamed as splinters of broken glass showered over them and there was a panicked stampede towards the rear of the restaurant.


  ‘Santos!’ yelled Else over the din. ‘Get everyone out the back way! Hurry!’ He had no idea if the entire West End was crawling with these things but there had to be a better chance of survival outside than in here.


  As the crowd of terrified customers surged towards the door behind the counter that Santos had just opened, Else, without thinking, pushed in the opposite direction, the cleaver held ready. All he had was some vague notion of acting as a rear guard to the evacuation . . .


  Then he saw that not everyone was fleeing from the groping tentacle. Two people remained behind, staggering about helplessly as blood streamed down their faces. Both had been victims of the flying glass. One of them was Liz. She was screaming hysterically and staggering right towards the tentacle that was snaking its way into the restaurant. Behind it came smaller tentacles through the shattered window.


  ‘Liz!’ he yelled. ‘Not that way, you silly old whore! Come this way!’


  She stopped and started to turn towards him but it was too late. The great tentacle darted at her and snaked around her waist. Then it lifted her into the air.


  Else swore and rushed forward. He swung the cleaver as hard as he could and had the satisfaction of seeing it slice deep into the tentacle. Black fluid, like thick treacle, bubbled out of the incision. He swung the cleaver again and the tentacle relaxed its grip on Liz, letting her drop to the floor.


  He got the screaming woman to her feet and propelled her roughly towards the rear door. Only Santos remained, now, gesturing frantically at them to hurry. Else pushed her into his arms and as Santos led her out through the door he turned back to the other victim of the shower of glass. It was a man Else didn’t recognize - probably a tourist. Like Liz he was blinded by the blood on his face, and also like Liz had blundered into the grasp of a tentacle. It was a small one but was dragging him across the floor without any difficulty.


  Else had it in mind to free the man in the same way as he had Liz but as he ran forward, brandishing the cleaver, he was caught by surprise as another tentacle came whipping in through the window and wrapped itself around his waist.


  He grunted as he felt the enormous strength of the thing as it squeezed him hard and lifted him upwards. Then he struck out with the cleaver - but it was from an awkward angle and the blade merely skidded off the tough, semi-transparent outer membrane. He struck again and again . . .


  And at last felt a satisfying thunk as the blade bit deep and suddenly the awful pressure around his waist was gone. But as he fell heavily to the floor he lost his grip on the cleaver. He heard it clatter some distance away from him and then, before he could get to his feet, felt one of the smaller tentacles grab him by the left ankle.


  At the same moment there came a terrible scream of agony. He looked and saw that the other man was being dragged through the shattered window, the dagger-like shards of plate glass in the lower frame slicing into his body as he went. And Else was only feet away from a similar fate . . .


  He clung onto the leg of a table as he slid over the floor but the pull of the tentacle was inexorable and he was forced to let go or suffer a dislocated arm.


  Any second now, he knew, he would feel the cruel bite of the glass as he was dragged over the protruding fragments, and there was nothing he could do to save himself . . .


  A loud hissing noise. Clouds of billowing white mist, momentarily blinding him. Coldness. What was happening?


  Then he felt the tentacle release his ankle. A hand grabbed his arm, helping him up. It was Santos, the fire extinguisher in his other hand still sending out its pressurized white cloud over the tentacles, which were withdrawing rapidly from its touch.


  ‘Hurry!’ cried Santos. Else needed no urging. He ran for the rear door. Beyond was a short passage with storerooms and toilets leading off. The furthest doorway led into an alleyway.


  In the alley Else paused to try and get his breath. Santos joined him, dropping the now-empty extinguisher. The two men leaned panting against the brick wall. ‘Tony,’ gasped Santos, ‘what is happening? What are those things? Where did they come from?’


  Else didn’t answer. He was listening to the cacophony of sirens and alarm bells that he hadn’t been aware of before. The whole of the West End seemed to be going beserk.


  ‘Tony, what’s happening?’ repeated Santos pleadingly.


  ‘By the sound of it, the end of the world,’ answered Else.


  It had now extended its tendrils through the entire labyrinth of tube tunnels, sewers, conduits, pipes, ventilator shafts and ail the other passageways and tunnels, many of them unknown to the bulk of the city’s population, that lay beneath central London. The affected area stretched from Camden Town in the north to Battersea in the south, and from Kensington in the west to as far as Mile End in the east.


  The tendrils erupted not only from all the tube entrances within this area but from sewers and manholes as well. In some cases they forced themselves up through the very pavements and basement floors, utilizing the powerful hydrostatic forces that it had harnessed within its mainly liquid body.


  The damage it caused was on a huge scale. The passage of its thrusting tendrils weakened building formations, cut telephone and power lines, and fractured gas pipes. Large parts of inner London were soon blacked out, and then followed a series of large gas explosions . . .


  And in all this chaos, as fires raged, buildings collapsed and panic-stricken drivers crashed their vehicles into each other on the darkened streets the tendrils continued their harvest of humanity, snaring people one by one and dragging them underground . . .


  The air was heavy with the musky odour of sex. They lay sprawled out on the floor - both still naked, but not touching. She was asleep, on her side, her head resting on a cushion. He lay some feet from her, propped up against the side of the sofa. He was awake but in a kind of dazed torpor, his new-found strength exhausted by his recent activities.


  He was watching her reflectively, trying to analyse his confused, ambiguous feelings. He still felt guilty about Anne; he had, he knew, betrayed her by making love to the woman who had been involved in the events leading up to her death.


  On the other hand he no longer felt guilty about the way he’d used Robin, or the way he intended to keep using her. He still didn’t particularly like her very much, and probably never would, but on another level - a purely physical one - he needed her with an intensity that disturbed him.


  Even now, sated and tired as he was after making love to her three times in the space of a couple of hours, the sight of her lying there created in him an acute pang of desire. He knew why he needed her; he was using her as an anaesthetic to blot out the pain of losing Anne. And he would keep on stunning himself with her body for as long as he could - which he knew was going to make him feel even guiltier about Anne and increasingly resentful of Robin.


  Catch 22.


  The phone began to ring shrilly, making him start. Robin, too, twitched then sat up, blinking anxiously. For a second or two she looked vulnerable and defenceless and he briefly saw her in a different way, but then, quickly, she had regained her usual cool poise. She got up and, oblivious to her nakedness, hurried over to the phone.


  He idly examined her sweat-slicked buttocks as she answered it, his gaze centring on the cleft between them. He decided he would have her from behind next time -as soon as he’d regained some of his strength.


  Then, reluctantly, he became aware of the growing tone of alarm in her terse responses to whoever was on the other end of the line.


  She turned to him, her face white, it’s Larry, calling from the office,’ she told him quickly, it’s happening, what we were afraid of. The things are coming up out of the ground all over central London, attacking people. And they're spreading . . .!’
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  Renton did not take defeat graciously. When he entered the conference room and saw Thomas sitting there his face stiffened, then he said bluntly, if you expect me to admit that there was some basis in your wild theories after all, Dr Thomas, you are sadly mistaken. There is no proof that these tentacle-like manifestations are part of a single organism, and none at all to suggest they are of extra-terrestrial origin.’


  Thomas sighed inwardly. He’d hoped that the night’s horrific events would at least have made Renton a bit more open-minded. Instead he could see it was going to be a difficult job to make him see reason, in spite of everything.


  ‘Excuse me, Professor Renton,’ said Doctor Montgomery, who was in charge of the Department of Haemor-rhagic Diseases at the Central Laboratory, ‘but I must insist it goes on record that Dr Thomas was correct in his warning that the organisms, or organism, might strike next in the centre of London.’


  Renton scowled at him as he took his place at the head of the table. He said, ‘The time for post-mortems on what this facility did or didn’t do will be when the emergency is over. In less than an hour the Prime Minister will be holding an emergency cabinet meeting at Chequers which means I must submit a list of proposals to the Minister of Defence as to how the CPHL Centre and Porton Down can assist in dealing with the problem. So let’s attend to the matter at hand, shall we, gentlemen . . .’


  ‘Professor, before we start I have a question,’ said Thomas. ‘Did anyone repeat my tests on the specimens?’ Renton’s look was one of pure poison. Coldly, he said, ‘Yes, Dr Thomas. They were analysed again both here and at the CAMR facility at Porton Down.’


  ‘And?’


  Renton shrugged. ‘Your findings were duplicated, but he added, ‘not your interpretations of them.’


  ‘But no DNA was found in any of the cells?’ asked Thomas.


  ‘Not yet, Dr Thomas,’ said Renton.


  ‘If three different sets of tests have failed to locate a trace of any DNA in those specimens it means there isn’t any to be found. And that means we’re dealing with a totally alien form of life.’


  Renton pursed his thin lips in annoyance. ‘Doctor, as a microbiologist you define life as a relationship among molecules, am I correct?’


  Thomas nodded.


  ‘And,’ continued Renton, ‘the two key molecules in that relationship are DNA and protein. Remove either one from the relationship and you don’t have life. Right?’ ‘Not as we define it,’ admitted Thomas wearily. ‘Which is why I believe the organism we’re dealing with evolved somewhere other than this planet.’


  ‘This is wasting our time, Dr Thomas!’ snapped Renton. ‘You know my feelings about your theory, so, if you don’t mind, we shall drop the subject and proceed with the meeting.’


  Thomas sighed and settled back into his chair as Renton went on acting as if this was just a normal inter-depart-mental budgetary meeting. He guessed it was Renton’s way of dealing with the unthinkable. He looked at the faces of the other men around the table. All of them were pale, their eyes dulled with shock. And there were empty spaces at the table. Three of their number were missing, presumed dead, including Henry Mitchell.


  Thomas glanced out the window. The sun was shining in a blue sky. It was a hot summer’s day, the sort of day when the parks in the city would be full of office workers during the lunchtime period. Except that today the parks would be empty. Inner London was still in a state of chaos. Fires raged uncontrollably in several parts of the city and the evacuation of everyone in a five-mile radius from Piccadilly Circus was still underway.


  There was no power, no water, no sewer system, no gas, no television or radio and no telephone communication. In the space of a few hours the heart of one of the world’s biggest cities, and the technological and administrative heart of Britain itself, had been destroyed.


  If the cause had been a natural disaster, like a flood, or even an atomic explosion, people could have come to terms with it because any of those events, while deplorable, would at least have been a part of their familiar world. But instead the cause was something inexplicable, something beyond comprehension. It was as if the unknown itself had suddenly taken on solid form. How could you rationally explain the things that erupted out of the ground, out of floors, sewers and drains, and dragged their victims, struggling and screaming, down into the darkness?


  The attacks, spreading outwards in all directions from inner London, continued until dawn. Then, with the first rays of the sun, the tentacles retreated back below the surface. But they remained active in the tunnels and sewers, as the military units, who went below in a hastily organized search for survivors, soon discovered to their cost.


  Yet here, in this Victorian conference room on the north-west outskirts of London, it seemed to Thomas that the events of only a few miles to the south were figments of a wild dream. It all appeared so normal, but he knew if he went outside he would find the streets of Colindale choked with refugees.


  Accurate figures were so far impossible to obtain but it was estimated that nearly 100,000 people had been killed during the night. Not all of them had been victims of the tentacles - several thousand had been killed in the gas explosions, fires and violent subsidences that had racked the city. There were thousands of severely injured casualties as well, which had put a tremendous strain on the facilities of those hospitals outside the danger zone.


  The big fear on everyone’s mind was not just that the tentacles would resume their attacks during the coming night but that they would spread even into outer London. For that reason most people didn’t consider the five-mile radius danger area established by the army to be sufficient and were trying to get completely out of London before nightfall. The result was a massive, slow-moving and chaotic exodus that the police and the military, despite the declaration of martial law, were finding it impossible to control.


  Thomas returned his attention to what Renton was


  saying.


  . . which is why, despite the scale of the catastrophe, we must not be intimidated by these creatures. Whatever they may be they are not manifestations of the supernatural. They are vulnerable. The successes that some of our brave soldiers have had in dealing with them proves that. They have proved vulnerable to bullets, flame-throwers, even ordinary axes. So let’s approach the problem calmly and rationally. I suggest you view the task ahead of us as simply a question of how best to fumigate an unusually large area. And fumigation, gentleman, is what I believe to be the solution to the matter, and I shall be telling the Prime Minister that, or rather the Minister of Defence . . .’ he gave a dry cough, ‘. . . shortly


  Good grief, thought Thomas. Here we have an unbelievably dangerous alien organism of monstrous dimensions under London and Renton was talking as if it was just a job for a pest exterminator.


  ‘First, we must decide what agent would be most effective,’ continued Renton. ‘Personally I favour pumping phosgene gas into the tube and sewer system and then, twenty-four hours later, large quantities of sarin nerve gas. Nothing could survive such a lethal mixture. Agreed?’


  There were subdued murmurs of assent around the table. Thomas spoke up, ‘Excuse me, sir, but you’re still acting on the assumption that we’re dealing with more than one creature.’


  Renton eyed him with displeasure. ‘It’s an assumption I will continue to hold until I get proof to the contrary.’ ‘But no one has yet seen one of your creatures complete, have they?’ argued Thomas desperately. ‘Even down in the tunnels no one’s seen anything more than the tentacles - no one’s ever seen what these things are attached to, correct?’


  ‘It may be that the tentacles are the creatures,’ said Renton easily. ‘They’re like snakes.’


  Thomas gave a scornful laugh. ‘Yeah, the “worms” have grown up into snakes. When are you going to face the truth? We’re dealing with a single organism. The bulk of its body probably lies far beneath the networks of tube and sewer tunnels. Sure, you can flood the tunnels with phosgene and sarin gas and you’ll probably do some serious damage to those tentacles, but you won’t kill itV Renton looked at him and said, ‘Have you finished your tirade, Dr Thomas? If so, we shall continue with the meeting.’


  Thomas stood up, his chair scraping harshly on the floor. ‘Yes, I’m finished, and I’m leaving! Why waste both your time and mine!’


  ‘I quite agree,’ said Renton as Thomas marched out of the conference room.


  Robin was waiting for him in his lab. As she couldn’t get to her office - and had no need to, seeing that her paper couldn't be published until it was declared safe for people to move back into central London - he had reluctantly permitted her to accompany him to the lab. ‘I want to be near the centre of the action,’ she’d told him. 'When this thing is over and we start printing again I’m going to have a hell of an exclusive.’


  'If it’s ever over,’ he’d muttered bleakly. But he couldn’t help feeling a perverse admiration for her overriding self-interest.


  She grinned at him as he entered the lab. ‘Should I hail the conquering hero?’ she asked.


  ‘Nope. I’m still crying in the wilderness. What happened last night hasn’t even put a dent in Renton’s aura of infallibility. He’s still in charge and all the others seemed too shell-shocked to disagree with him. I walked out in disgust.’


  He went and poured himself a cup of coffee and then noticed, for the first time, Lisa sitting slumped in a corner. Her eyes were red-rimmed and her complexion pasty.


  ‘Hi, Lisa,’ he said. ‘You alright?’


  She looked up at him but didn’t answer. Her eyes were glazed.


  ‘I think she’s in a state of shock,’ said Robin quietly. ‘From the little she told me when she arrived it seems she narrowly avoided being a victim last night. Instead of going home she stayed over at her boyfriend’s place in Harrow, which I gather she doesn’t normally do on weekdays . . .’


  ‘No,' said Thomas, eyeing Lisa with concern. She was a creature of habits. He knew she always spent weekends with her long-term lover, a dentist, but during the week always slept at her flat in Kings Cross. And Kings Cross had been particularly badly hit during the night.


  He went over to Lisa, took hold of her wrist and felt her pulse. Her heartbeat was very slow. She didn’t resist as he tilted her round to face the light and examined her eyes. He saw the pupils were slow to contract. Robin’s diagnosis was right. He handed Lisa the cup of coffee and ordered her to drink. She did so. ‘Lisa,’ he said firmly. ‘Talk to me . . .’


  Frowning, she focused her eyes on him, then said, in a broken voice, ‘Linda . . . Cindy . . . I’m sure they’re both dead . . .’


  ‘You don’t know that,’ he told her. ‘They’re probably both safe somewhere.’


  ‘Who are they?’ asked Robin from behind him.


  ‘Linda’s her flat-mate; Cindy’s her Dalmatian . . .’


  He heard the door opening. He turned and, to his surprise, saw Paul Montgomery come in, followed by Robert Yanchinski, the head of the Immunology Department, and Professor Napier. The latter was a Ministry of Defence scientist who was now in charge of Porton Down’s military programmes, which, contrary to popular belief, are still quite extensive.


  ‘The meeting’s over already?’ Thomas asked them, wondering what they wanted with him.


  ‘Yes,’ said Montgomery uneasily. ‘As Professor Renton had already made up his mind there was little more for us to discuss. Which is why we’re here. We think he may be acting somewhat too hastily . . .’


  ‘That’s an understatement,’ said Thomas.


  ‘Montgomery has shown me your reports,’ said Napier briskly. ‘And he’s filled me in on some of the background details of your disagreements with Professor Renton. It seems to me you’ve been a step ahead of everyone else in this matter and it would be foolish not to hear your ideas on how we should proceed in dealing with the menace.’ Thomas looked at him in surprise. He didn’t know Napier very well but didn’t particularly like him and guessed that the feeling was mutual. Besides being a redfaced, army major type he was Renton’s man to his fingertips, all of which made this apparent mutiny even more unexpected. Thomas inclined his head in a mock bow and said, 'Thank you, professor. It’s gratifying to know that not everyone around here regards me as the resident crank. I’ll be happy to give you all my theories, way-out as they may seem . . .’


  'First, I think you should be brought up to date on the latest developments,’ said Napier. ‘Would you mind coming along to the autopsy room - there’s something there you should see.’


  ‘Sure,’ said Thomas.


  ‘Mind if I tag along?’ asked Robin.


  Napier turned and frowned at her. ‘Who ..?’ he began.


  it’s alright,’ said Thomas quickly. ‘She is working with me.’


  ‘Has she been positively vetted?’ asked Napier.


  ‘Oh, yes. And how. I saw to it personally.’ He had no qualms about lying to Napier. What did so-called ‘official secrets1 matter now? Anyway, when all this was finished he had decided to leave the CPHL. Maybe he would go into private practice somewhere . . .


  As they followed the three senior scientists along the corridor Robin whispered in his ear, ‘When did you positively vet me?’


  ‘Last night,’ he murmured. ‘Three times.’


  In the autopsy room Napier went to a metal tray lying on a table and, using a pair of forceps, picked up what appeared to be a large piece of greyish, shrivelled paper. ‘Know what this is?’ he asked Thomas.


  At first he didn’t, then he noticed that there was a length of long, black hair attached to a section of the ‘paper’ and he began to get a nasty suspicion . . .


  Napier confirmed it. ‘A human skin. All that remains of an adult female. And there are hundreds more just like it.’
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  ‘When the army units entered the tube system at various points this morning in the hope of rescuing any survivors they found bundles of clothing everywhere. Then they realized what was in the clothing . . .’ Napier gestured at the skin which had been spread out on one of the autopsy tables. It lay there like a grotesque, two-dimensional parody of a human being. A shrunken, shrivelled outline alarmingly complete with collapsed eyeballs, nostrils, a gash of a mouth, nipples, pubic hair and toe and fingernails.


  Overcoming his repugnance Thomas reached down and touched the arm of the thing with his bare fingertips. He heard Robin breathe in sharply as he did so. The skin was rough, like sandpaper.


  interesting,’ he said. ‘There’s been some mineralization but nothing like the petrification that the Harpenden and St Albans victims underwent.’


  ‘Can you offer any explanation for the difference?’ asked Napier.


  Thomas rubbed his chin thoughtfully. ‘Were any victims like this found above ground?’ he asked.


  ‘Not as far as I know.’


  ‘And all the petrified victims were attacked on the surface,’ said Thomas slowly. ‘But why is there this difference between the way it treats its victims above and below ground level . . . unless . . .’


  ‘Yes?’ said Napier, watching him intently.


  Thomas had remembered the small herd of petrified cows in the field outside of Harpenden. They’d looked so natural. And in the adjacent field live cows had been grazing unperturbed. ‘Perhaps,’ he said, thoughtfully, ‘in its early stages of development the thing prefers to attack by stealth. Now here you have a carnivore that attacks from below, from out of the ground itself, and it needs a lot of food - an individual member of a herd isn’t enough to satisfy it; it would prefer to consume the whole herd. So it attacks quietly and quickly, killing and eating its prey from within and leaving the “shell” behind so as not to panic the other members of the herd into fleeing.’


  The three scientists looked at each other. Napier nodded slowly. ‘It’s a possibility,’ he admitted. ‘But am I correct in assuming you think this has happened before -in prehistoric times?’


  Thomas told him about the analysis of the fibres from the NIREX drill hole and how he believed that the incident there was the direct cause of the subsequent attacks by first the ‘worms’ and then the larger tendrils.


  ‘Others have since come to the same conclusion,’ agreed Napier. ‘And I’ve seen the analysis report from the Natural History Museum myself. Sixty-five million years old . . .’


  ‘Which is about when a lot of species became extinct, including all the dinosaur species, except for those that evolved into birds. Safety in the air and all that . . .’ ‘Good Lord!’ gasped Napier. ‘What a thought! But surely a single creature, no matter how big it grew, couldn’t have wiped out so many animals right across the world.’


  ‘True. Which suggests there were more than one of them. Perhaps the original one reproduced as it grew or maybe more than one of the alien spores or eggs or whatever landed on the earth at the same time . . .’ Napier’s expression grew dubious. ‘All this “alien from outer space” business ... I must admit I’m in sympathy with Professor Renton on it. Don’t like it. Smacks of all that “sci-fi” nonsense.’


  Thomas shrugged. ‘How else can you explain the results of the tissue analysis? That thing certainly didn’t evolve on earth. I see it as a very primitive life form. Even an ersatz life form, if you like. A kind of space-going parasite or virus which infects different planets, feeds off their animal life, then goes into hibernation while it waits for new species to evolve and restock the planet with life. And then it wakes up and . . .’


  ‘Starts eating again,’ finished Napier grimly. ‘It would explain why there are several inexplicable periods of mass extinction in the fossil record, apart from the one 65,000,000 years ago.’


  ‘Yes, it would,’ said Thomas. ‘Except we have an advantage over its previous prey. At least I hope it’s an advantage.’


  ‘What’s that?’


  ‘We’re supposedly intelligent. Perhaps it’s never encountered an intelligent species before.’


  Napier nodded slowly. Then he said, ‘There’s something else you should see, Doctor . . .’


  Napier led them out of the autopsy room, down the corridor and into one of the labs. A friend of Thomas’s, Gary Fletcher - a rising young star in the microbiologist firmament - and a team of four assistants were at work in the lab. Fletcher and three of the assistants were hunched over microscopes - the fourth assistant was waiting beside a humming centrifuge.


  But what seized Thomas’s attention was the long, black shape lying on top of two lab benches that had been pushed together end to end.


  It was one of the tentacles.


  Thomas approached it, repelled and fascinated by it simultaneously. It was about eleven feet long and its outer skin glistened with a kind of mucus that stank horribly.


  It was nothing like the tentacle of an octopus or a squid - there were no suckers on it and no evident sign of any musculature development. It just looked like a six-inch-thick tube of clear plastic filled with black fluid. Just a bigger version of the ‘worms’, in fact.


  ‘The army patrols managed to lop off a few bits and pieces in the tunnels before they were overwhelmed and forced out,’ explained Napier.


  Fletcher left his microscope and came over. ‘That’s just one variety of the little buggers,’ he said cheerfully. ‘Come and take a look at this piece of nightmare.’


  Thomas followed him to the other end of the lab. Lying in a metal tray he saw what looked like the last two feet of an elephant’s trunk. The skin was grey and leathery.


  ‘Watch this,’ said Fletcher and jabbed it with a scalpel. To Thomas’s surprise - and alarm - the tip slowly unfolded and he found himself staring into what appeared to be a round, rudimentary eye.


  ‘Reflex action,’ said Fletcher nonchalantly. ‘I think.'


  The ‘eye’ slowly closed again. Thomas tried to suppress a shudder and failed.


  ‘More of a complicated structure than the beauty over there,’ said Fletcher, indicating the bigger tentacle. ‘But still basically very simple. Whatever this is it’s a very old form of life.’


  ‘But not of this earth?’ asked Thomas quickly.


  Fletcher nodded, i agree with you. Has to be of extraterrestrial origin. Like you and the others 1 haven’t found nuclei in any of the cells - if they are cells. But cells or not, they’re incapable of reproducing.’


  ‘But if they can’t reproduce, how can the tentacles grow to such enormous length?’ asked Napier as he joined them.


  ‘The only answer is that new tissue is added to the base of the tentacles,’ said Thomas. ‘Where they connect up to the base of the creature. As new material is added the tentacle is pushed outwards . . .’He turned back to the bigger tentacle and frowned. ‘I don’t understand the mechanism of their movement. I can’t see any muscle development yet they’re obviously very powerful . . .’ ‘You’re right,’ said Fletcher. ‘There’s hardly any muscle tissue at all. What there is controls a series of primitive, sphincter-like valves. The tentacles actually operate by means of a simple but ingenious hydraulic system. I know of no life form on earth that has ever developed such a mechanism, though I suppose you could say that trees make use of a different kind of hydraulic system - and in a much less spectacular way, of course.’


  ‘Are you suggesting this thing is some sort of gigantic vegetableV asked Napier incredulously.


  ‘No, I’m not. It’s neither vegetable nor animal. It’s something else. And more primitive than either.’ it’s best to think of it as a large, one-celled organism like a giant amoeba,’ said Thomas. ‘And these tentacles are its pseudopods. They appear to be multi-cellular but they’re not real cells, they’re quasi-cells. And they’re also expendable. The main body of the creature - the nucleus - is where its DNA, or its equivalent, is stored. And that’s what we should be aiming to attack, and as soon as possible.’


  ‘You think Renton’s plan for flooding the tunnels with phosgene and sarin is ill-advised?’ asked Napier.


  ‘Yes, I do,’ answered Thomas firmly. ‘For one thing it’s going to take a hell of a lot of gas to completely fill every cavity under London, and very difficult to make sure it gets everywhere. I doubt if you even have sufficient stocks of gas for the job.’


  ‘No,’ admitted Napier. ‘We’ll have to get extra supplies flown in from the States . . .’


  ‘Which means you won't be able to begin pumping in the gas today?’


  Napier nodded. ‘Not until late tomorrow at the earliest.’


  ‘By that time it may be too late. If we allow this thing to grow much bigger it will become impossible to destroy. The gas may kill off the tentacles but it will simply use the dead tissue to block off the tunnels and pipes and remain safe behind its barriers.’


  ‘What do you suggest?’ asked Napier.


  ‘We have to hit it dead centre. We have to get down to whatever nest it’s burrowed under London and inject poison directly into its nucleus. And we have to do it today, or tonight at the latest.’


  Napier ran a hand worriedly through his greying hair. ‘But how do we get to the centre? The army units this morning couldn’t get very far at all.’


  ‘I think the creature’s main sensory system operates by infrared. The tentacles are attracted by the heat of human and animal bodies. If a small team of men went down wearing insulated suits that didn’t leak any heat they might have a good chance of making it through without being attacked . . .’


  Napier looked at him with new respect. ‘Yes, by God, you’re right!’


  ‘Well, I could be wrong,’ admitted Thomas. He indicated the elephant-trunk-like tentacle. ‘That eye thing may be capable of seeing in wavelengths other than infrared. Let’s hope there aren’t too many of them around down there.’


  it’s a chance we’ll have to take,’ said Napier excitedly, i’ll get onto this right away. It’ll mean going over Renton’s head but that can’t be helped. I’ll speak to the Minister directly. Suggest we put together a team of SAS volunteers . . .’


  ‘Fine,’ said Thomas, interrupting him. ‘But there’s another problem. I’m not sure if either phosgene or sarin • are the ideal choices for the job. I’d prefer something even more toxic. We can’t afford to screw up on this - it may be the only opportunity we get.’


  ‘What do you suggest?’


  Thomas shook his head, i’m not sure. If there was still any in existence I’d say boxine, but all stocks of that were destroyed in 1979.’


  ‘I don’t think I’ve ever heard of boxine,’ said Fletcher, with a frown. ‘What was it?’


  ‘Developed by accident at the Queensland University in Australia. The US navy was paying the university to try and come up with an antidote to the toxin produced by the box jellyfish, otherwise known as the seawasp. One sting from a seawasp is invariably fatal. Very nasty stuff, but a scientist working on the project accidentally synthesized a version of the toxin which was a hundredfold more toxic. Naturally the US Navy knew what it had in its hands and stockpiles of boxine were produced. But they were destroyed by international agreement in 1979.’ Napier gave an embarrassed cough. ‘Well, not completely . . .’


  They looked at him. He reddened and said, ‘A small amount was kept for the purpose of developing an antidote against it in case the Soviets ever used it against us.’ ‘I see,’ said Thomas blandly, is there any in this country?’


  ‘Yes. We have some stored at Porton Down. I’ll arrange to have it flown in immediately.’ He turned to leave . . .


  ‘Wait!’ said Thomas. ‘One last thing.’


  Napier turned back. ‘What is it?’


  Thomas was just as surprised as the others in the room to hear his next words: ‘Your team of SAS volunteers are going to need someone with our knowledge and expertise accompanying them to make sure they administer the Boxine in the best possible target area within the creature . . and that someone is going to be me.’
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  I still say you’re crazy!’


  “ Thomas sighed. ‘I wish you’d stop arguing. It’s a waste of time. I’ve made up my mind. I’m going.’


  Robin and he were in his small office. He was stretched out on his couch, trying to get some rest before what he knew was going to be a physically exhausting experience. Robin, however, was pacing up and down in an agitated manner - and had been for almost the last hour.


  ‘But why you? Why don’t you let someone else play the hero? You know there’s a very good chance you won’t come back, don’t you?’


  ‘Robin, you’re not helping me at all. I’m well aware my chances of surviving are around the nil mark. And I’m scared shitless. I don’t want to go but I have to!’


  She stopped her pacing and stood over him, hands on hips. ‘You keep saying that!’ she accused him, ‘but you won’t say why you have to go.’


  ‘I can’t explain.’


  She stared at him for a time then said, in a softer tone, ‘Look, doctor, I know how you feel about me. We made love last night, true, but your feelings towards me haven’t really changed much. You don’t like me, right?’


  He didn’t answer.


  ‘Okay,’ she said, i understand why. But I’m going to throw away my pride - which is, I’ve been told, quite considerable - and tell you that I like you a lot. More than a lot. I don’t want to lose you. So I’m going to beg you not to go . . . look, I’m even going down on my knees.’ She dropped to her knees beside the sofa. She was smiling but there were tears in her eyes. She gripped


  his arm and squeezed it. ‘So come on, hey, don’t let all this humiliation go to waste; humour me and tell me you won't go.’


  He shook his head helplessly. ‘It’s no good. You don’t understand. I have to go. It’s because of Anne, you


  see . . .’


  ‘Anne?’


  ‘I’ve got to do something to shift this load of guilt I have about her. Because I acted like a shit I made her walk right into the arms of that creature. If I hadn’t been so spiteful and childish I would have got down off my juvenile high horse, accepted her apology and then told her about what was happening at Harpenden. She would never have gone there that night. She’d still be alive. But no, I was angry and hurt and wanted to hurt someone else in turn. Well, I sure succeeded in that. I not only hurt Anne, I fucking killed her . . .’


  ‘No, no!’ protested Robin. ‘You didn’t. You weren’t to know. You can’t blame yourself!’


  ‘But I do. Which is why I have to try and help kill that thing. I’ll never have any peace of mind otherwise . . .’ She slowly stood up. ‘And nothing I can say or do will change your mind, will it?’


  ‘No, I’m afraid not. But look at it this way, if I succeed it may make things different between us. What I mean is . . . if I can unload some of this guilt about Anne I’m probably going to feel differently about you when I get back.’


  ‘Oh, thanks a heap,’ she said sarcastically. ‘But please don't bother to do me any favours . . .’ She turned and strode angrily to the door. ‘. . . if you get back,’ she added just before she slammed the door behind her.


  He sighed. ‘Great. Just what I needed to hear.’


  The hours passed slowly. He was too nervous to sleep so finally he got up and went to see if the canteen was open. It was, barely. But the few staff members who’d made it in were succeeding in producing hot meals, thanks to the Laboratory’s emergency generator.


  He wasn’t hungry but he forced himself to eat the plate of stew. He knew he was going to need every extra calorie he could store away. As he ate he wondered if he had the necessary courage to go through with it. It was not too late to pull out . . .


  He pushed such thoughts from his mind and thought instead about Robin. Would he really feel differently about her when he got back? If he got back . . .? But then he wasn’t sure how he felt about her now. She was too scrambled up with his memories of Anne.


  He thought of the previous night’s lovemaking with Robin and felt a stirring of desire as he remembered the way her naked, sweating body had looked on top of him . . . It’s true, he reflected wryly. Imminent death makes you horny. He wondered if he could find Robin and persuade her to come back to his office for a quick one before he left. But he decided against it. Even if she was willing, which he doubted, he knew he couldn’t afford to waste his energy that way. He would have to wait until he got back.


  If he got back . . .


  He was just finishing his meal when he heard himself being paged over the PA system. He was to go to the conference room at once. The marines have arrived, he told himself as he got up and hurried from the canteen. His heart had already begun to race in an alarming manner and he hadn’t even left the Laboratory. What was he going to be like going down into the tunnels, he wondered.


  Napier was waiting for him in the conference room, along with two very senior-looking army officers and eight young men. The latter, Thomas guessed, were the SAS team, though they didn’t look like the macho supermen of popular legend. In fact they looked even less like soldiers than ordinary soldiers did. Their hair was of fashionable length rather than in the short-back-and-sides style and there was nothing particularly military about their demeanour. Even the fatigues they were wearing seemed more like casual clothes than army issue.


  Napier introduced him to the two older men who, in direct contrast to the others, exuded military correctness from every pore. One of them was actually a field marshal, the other a mere general. Then he was introduced to one of the SAS men. ‘This is Lieutenant Lindsay Cox-Hayward,’ said Napier. ‘He’s in charge of the mission.’


  As Thomas shook hands with Cox-Hayward, who was in his late twenties, he noticed an expression of doubt creep into the other man’s eyes as they surreptitiously scanned him. ‘Forgive me for saying so, Dr Thomas,’ said the Lieutenant, ‘but you appear rather, well, out of condition. Are you sure you feel up to it, sir? It’s going to be a hard slog and the suits we’ll be wearing are apparently quite heavy affairs.’


  ‘Don’t worry about me,’ said Thomas with a breezy confidence he didn’t feel, i’m fitter than I look. I won’t hold you up.’


  Still looking doubtful, Cox-Hayward nodded. ‘Very well, sir.’


  ‘And now, gentlemen,’ said Napier urgently. ‘Let’s decide on your plan of action, and quickly. It’s already 7.00 p.m. which gives us only another two hours of daylight to go . . .’


  They gathered round the big, oval-shaped table on which a large map of underground London had been spread out. It included all the tube tunnels and main sewer tunnels as well as several other subterranean features that Thomas didn’t recognize.


  The field marshal took charge. He tapped the map with a white pointer, indicating a red circle that had been drawn around an area encompassing Oxford Circus, Piccadilly Circus, Tottenham Court Road, Leicester Square and Holborn tube stations. ‘This is the area where the outbreaks started yesterday,’ he said crisply. ‘So it’s logical to assume that the centre of the disturbance lies somewhere beneath it . . .’


  Thomas noticed that the field marshal was reluctant to refer to it as a living creature. Like Renton, he had his own way of coping with the incomprehensible ... He wondered where Renton was. Sulking somewhere, he hoped, with his nose terminally out of joint.


  ‘That’s a hell of a big area to cover, sir,’ said Cox-Hayward, frowning at the map. ‘Take us at least twelve hours to check out every tunnel, and we don’t have that long.’


  ‘I agree, but there is a possibility that the best place to start searching is the Bakerloo tunnel between Piccadilly Circus and Oxford Circus.’ He indicated a spot almost halfway along the tunnel with his pointer, it was here that the first major incident occurred. A massive subsidence that took an entire tube train with it. That might just serve as a convenient route down to . . . down to where . . .’He was suddenly at a loss for words. He turned to Thomas. ‘What exactly do you think is down there, Doctor?’


  its nest,’ said Thomas, putting the emphasis on its. ‘I believe it has fashioned out a kind of sanctuary within the layers of clay and limestone below London. Probably level with the water table. It needs a lot of water, it seems . . .’ The field marshal flinched. ‘Yes, well, if you say so.’ He turned back to Cox-Hayward. ‘Well, Lieutenant?’


  The SAS man nodded slowly. ‘Fine. We’ll have the chopper drop us down in Piccadilly Circus and enter the Bakerloo tunnel there . . .


  He was interrupted by a knock on the door. Napier said, ‘Come in,’ and two of his staff from Porton Down entered. One of them was carrying a metal case the size of a portable typewriter. ‘The boxine, sir,’ he told Napier. ‘May I . . .?’


  Napier made an affirmative gesture. The white-coated man placed the metal case on the table and began to release a series of catches, it’s quite safe,’ he announced unnecessarily. He opened the case to reveal a row of six metal vials beside a device that looked like a toy gun


  attached to a bicycle pump. He glanced round question-


  ingly. ‘Who will be in charge of this?’ he asked.


  ‘Me,’ said Thomas, moving closer.


  ‘Right then, here’s how it works.’ He extracted one of the vials, gingerly opened it and carefully extracted a thick dart by its feathery tail. The needle on the other end was long and looked very sharp. ‘Each dart contains 50 cc of boxine. We’ve been assured that these darts, usually used for the anaesthetizing of large animals, can penetrate the hides of elephants. The gun itself is the most powerful we could locate . . .’


  Cox-Hayward said dubiously, is there enough of that stuff in there to kill something so enormous?’


  ‘Boxine is probably the most toxic substance that has ever existed,’ Thomas told him. ‘One microscopic drop on your skin would kill you in seconds. Moves incredibly fast through the body shutting off all intracellular activity as it goes. All your metabolic functions would cease almost simultaneously.’


  ‘Yes, quite so,’ said the Porton Down man approvingly. ‘Show me how to load the gun,’ said Thomas.


  The man did so. Then he removed the dart and handed both it and the gun to Thomas. Concealing his nervousness, Thomas repeated his actions.


  When he’d successfully loaded the thing Cox-Hayward said brightly, ‘Well then, let’s get this big-game hunt on the road.’
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  The large SAS helicopter squatted ominously in the Laboratory car park. Painted green and grey, it resembled some kind of giant primeval animal that had come down to prey upon the puny-looking vehicles that surrounded it.


  Thomas’s stomach did a slow forward roll when he saw it. He’d been so concerned about what was going to happen when they went down into the tunnel he’d forgotten his fear of flying. Travelling in commercial airliners was a big enough ordeal for him and he dreaded the idea of going up in a helicopter which, as far as he was concerned, was the unsafest form of air transport ever devised.


  ‘Good luck, Thomas. No need to tell you how much depends on the success of your mission.’ It was Napier. He was holding out his hand to him.


  ‘Uh, no sir. No need at all.’ Thomas was about to shake hands when he realized his palms were sweating badly. He tightened his grip on the handle of the metal case, then wiped the palm of his right hand quickly on his trousers. As he shook hands with Napier he glanced at the crowd of Lab personnel who’d gathered in the car park to see them take off. There was no sign of Robin, which disappointed him. She could have at least come to say goodbye . . .


  He turned back to the helicopter. The SAS squad had already clambered on board. The engines were making a high-pitched whine and the rotors were beginning to turn. He gritted his teeth and ran towards it, making sure he kept his head low. Cox-Hayward gave him an assist into the cabin then guided him to an unpadded bucket seat and showed him how to use the seat belt. No sooner had Thomas pulled the belt tight than the helicopter rose rapidly into the air with a roar of its engines.


  Thomas sat there with his knees jammed against a big crate and the metal case containing the boxine on his lap. As he worked hard to maintain the fixed grin on his face, which he hoped was at least partly fooling the SAS men, he wondered what the hell he was doing in a flying death trap clutching a box full of the most dangerous poison in the world.


  Robin had her problems too, though not on the same scale as Thomas’s. After leaving his office all those hours ago she had encountered an agitated young man wearing a white coat who’d come running up to her in the corridor and said breathlessly, ‘Quick, Miss, what blood type are you?’


  ‘Er, type O, I think. Why?’


  ‘Good! Go over to the hospital right away. Tell one of the nurses in reception that Dr Bresnihan sent you. She’ll show you where to go . . .’ And then he’d carried on down the corridor. As she stood there wondering what to do she saw him pounce on someone else in the distance.


  Despite him having missed out the vital part of the message she guessed that the young doctor was on the hunt for blood donors. The hospital he’d referred to could only be the Colindale Hospital, the Victorian pile adjacent to the Laboratory. She’d never given blood before and wasn’t too keen on the idea now but after a few moments’ reflection decided she should make herself useful. She certainly had nothing else to do . . .


  It was only when she entered the hospital that the true scale of the disaster began to hit her. It was bedlam in there. Even the reception area was filled with camp beds on which were lying badly injured people. Some of the injuries were so shocking they turned Robin’s stomach and she wondered why the people concerned weren’t being operated on or in intensive care, then she realized she was seeing just the tip of the iceberg. Everywhere she looked she saw more badly injured people - they packed the hospital corridors in all directions. And this was just one hospital . . .


  She managed to stop a harassed-looking nurse and told her Dr Bresnihan had sent her. The nurse gave her directions to Room B12 on the ground floor where blood was being collected. Robin then picked her way through the nightmare tangle of shattered bodies, averting her eyes from the more horrendous sights.


  A ridiculously young-looking nurse seemed to be in sole charge of Room B12 and the dozen or so donors laid out on make-shift beds with tubes in their arms. Robin hoped the girl knew what she was doing as she stood there waiting for a vacant space on the row of beds.


  While she was waiting an even younger nurse appeared briefly to take a blood sample from her thumb and then hurried away with it. When her turn finally came she lay on the bunk and kept her eyes fixed on the ceiling as the nurse made several unsuccessful attempts to find a vein. To distract herself from the pain she asked about the huge number of casualties outside. The girl told her they were mostly victims of collapsed buildings, gas explosions and so on, all due to the subsidences caused by the creature’s growth under London. ‘We’re completely overwhelmed here -but all the other hospitals outside of the no-go area are the same. They’ve been trying to get more of the casualties sent to hospitals outside of London but travel by road is impossible and there aren’t enough helicopters available to make a dent in the numbers . . .’


  She finally got the needle into one of Robin’s veins, handed her a rubber bulb and told her to keep squeezing it and then hurried away. Robin squeezed the bulb dutifully, resisting the temptation to twist her head round to see if the bottle on the stand behind her was filling up with blood. Instead she looked at the donor on the bed to her right. He was a beefy young man with a maze of tattoos on his muscular arm. To her annoyance she saw he was staring right at her, and obviously had been for some time.


  ‘Hi! How ya doin?’ he said and grinned. Even seen sideways the grin was plainly a lascivious one. She returned her gaze to the ceiling. ‘Marvellous,’ she muttered. Just what she needed. An amorous yob.


  The next half hour or so was not enjoyable for her as she lay there pumping away and trying to ignore the comments which came in a steady stream from her neighbour, who’d introduced himself as Kevin. She was relieved when the young nurse returned, removed the tube from his arm and told him he could go. ‘Where’s me tea and biscuits?’ he demanded.


  ‘Don’t be bloody stupid,’ said the young nurse. ‘There are people waiting to use that bed, so get moving!’


  ‘Up yours, Florence fucking Nightingale,’ he told her, but got slowly to his feet just the same. Then, with a final leer and a wink at Robin, he ambled away. Robin was more than pleased when his place was taken by a plump, middle-aged woman.


  A short time later the nurse removed Robin’s tube as well, dabbed at the puncture with a disinfectant-soaked swab and told her to keep the swab pressed against her arm for the time being. Robin took hold of the swab and sat up - and immediately felt a little nauseous. She told this to the nurse, who said, ‘I’m sorry. Normally you could lie there for a while to recover but we’ve got people queuing to give blood and we need it urgently.’


  ‘That’s okay,’ said Robin with what she hoped was a brave smile. She stood up and swayed slightly.


  if you feel dizzy, like you’re going to faint,’ said the nurse sympathetically, ‘sit down right away and put your head between your knees.’


  ‘I think it would be less trouble if I just fainted,’ said Robin. She started for the door then stopped and said to the nurse, ‘I feel I should be doing something more than just giving an armful of blood. There must be some other way I can help you people.’


  The girl wiped a strand of hair from her eye and surveyed her critically. ‘Had any nursing training? First-aid?’


  ‘No to both questions,’ admitted Robin.


  The girl frowned thoughtfully then her face brightened, i’ve got it! Wait here!’ She dashed out of the room then quickly reappeared with an overweight black nurse in tow. ‘Jasmine, take this lady downstairs and have her relieve Julie in the basement. Julie then will be able to give me a hand up here.’ She turned to Robin. ‘Thanks a lot, Miss.’


  ‘Oh, it’s nothing,’ said Robin with a shrug, wondering what the hell it was she’d got herself into.


  The black nurse led her through the carnage outside and then downstairs into the basement. There were casualties down there as well, even in the boiler room. Moans and sobs filled the hot and musty air. Robin had to take care where she stepped as she made her way between the mattresses that covered every available foot of floor space.


  Finally the nurse stopped at a door, opened it and ushered Robin through.


  Robin stepped into the room and found herself in one of her worst nightmares.


  The room - a storeroom of some kind - was full of children. Small children. All aged between two and four. There were about thirty of them altogether. Some were crying, some laughing. Robin hated children. Well, hated was not quite the right word. She loathed children. Especially small ones. She would avoid visiting the homes of her dearest and oldest friends when they succumbed to peer group and family pressures and surrendered their independence and every waking moment to one of these all-demanding pink parasites . . .


  A nurse stood slumped in the middle of the mass of children - a still centre in a hurricane. She looked expectantly to the other nurse and Robin.


  This lady’s come to relieve you,’ said the black nurse. ‘You’re to go help Sally in the blood room.’


  The nurse looked as if she was going to weep with relief. ‘Right!’ she said. As she hurried for the door, Robin, panic-stricken, cried, ‘I don’t know how to care for sick children!’


  ‘Oh, these kids aren’t sick. This is just a temporary creche we’ve set up until their parents can be found or relatives come and collect them.’


  ‘But what shall I do with them?’ asked Robin helplessly. ‘Just keep them entertained. And you may have to change a nappy or two.’ The two nurses then hurried out. The door closed behind them.


  Robin stared round the room and wanted to scream.


  The Lynx helicopter touched down in Piccadilly Circus. Thomas followed the SAS men out, grateful to be on the ground again. Then he gazed about in wonder at the desolate scene. Piccadilly Circus was in ruins. Buildings had collapsed, there were abandoned cars everywhere and large sections of the road and pavements jutted upwards as if there had been an earthquake. Overhead a pall of thick, black smoke hung in the air.


  But what most disturbed him was the eerie silence. Here it was nearly 8 p.m. on a warm summer’s night in the very centre of London and not a sound could be heard . . .


  ‘Hey, doc! Mind giving us a hand?’ It was Cox-Hay-ward. He and his men were hurriedly unloading equipment from the helicopter. Thomas carefully placed the metal case on the ground and went to assist them. The task was accomplished in less than a minute. Then the pilot said to Cox-Hayward, ‘We’ll be waiting for your pick-up signal, Lieutenant. Good luck!’ The engines started and Thomas and the SAS men stepped back as the rotors began to move.


  The Lynx rose into the air and Thomas couldn’t help feeling abandoned and vulnerable.


  Suddenly, in the distance, there was a crackle of gunfire. ‘What’s that?’ he asked in alarm.


  ‘Army unit dealing with looters, most probably,’ said Cox-Hayward, who was opening one of the crates. ‘Lot of it about . . .’ He pulled a bulky white suit out of the crate. ‘Right, chaps. Let’s get into these as quickly as possible. And let’s hope the bloody things do what they’re supposed to . . .’


  He handed a suit to Thomas. ‘They’re insulation suits designed to withstand extreme cold, except in this case we won’t be wearing them to keep warm. They’re in one piece and sealed with a plastic compound to make them watertight.’


  Thomas struggled into the suit which seemed to consist of several layers of different materials. At least it would give them some protection against the tentacles . . .


  He was then handed a helmet. It was large and heavy, with a lamp above the wide plastic visor. ‘The boffins at Cardington ran these up in just a few hours so don’t be surprised if there are still a few bugs,’ said Cox-Hayward jovially as he showed Thomas how the helmet worked. ‘Originally the plan was to use Navy closed-circuit breathing sets but it was quickly realized that without any outlet we’d roast in our own body heat. So they came up with an alternative approach - when you breathe in you take in air from outside through a one-way valve but the air being vented from the helmet has to pass through a refrigerated coil. Clever, huh?’


  Thomas agreed it was. He was more impressed by the nonchalance exhibited by Cox-Hayward and his men. From their casual attitude one would think they were kitting up for a ramble in the Lake District rather than preparing to go down and . . .


  He tried not to think about it.


  ‘The helmet also contains a short-range two-way radio so we can all keep in touch,’ continued Cox-Hayward. ‘The power for it, the lamp and the refrigeration unit comes from this lightweight fuel cell . . .’ He held up a harness that had a small, insulated white box attached to it. Beside the box was an air cylinder. Thomas indicated the latter and asked, ‘Why a separate air supply?’


  ‘There may be flooded sections down there. If we have to go underwater these tanks will give us twenty-five minutes of air. Ever been scuba diving, doc?’


  ‘No,’ said Thomas glumly, not relishing the thought of having to grope his way through a submerged tunnel with that thing in the vicinity.


  ‘Well, nothing to it,’ said Cox-Hayward cheerfully. ‘Here, let me show you how to switch over to the bottled stuff . . .’


  After that he helped him into his harness and connected up his power and air lines, then lowered the helmet over his head and sealed it up.


  Thomas experienced a momentary pang of claustrophobia inside the helmet but it passed quickly. Using his tongue in the way that Cox-Hayward had instructed him he turned on the radio and was rewarded by a crackle of life in the earphones. Then he heard the voices of the other men who were already suited up: ‘Feel like a bleeding Yank footballer in all this gear!’ ‘You look more like a reject from Star Wars' ‘Hey, how the hell do you piss in here . . .?’


  Then Thomas heard Cox-Hayward’s voice come ringing through the banter: ‘Okay men, cut the chatter and keep the channel free for my instructions. Only speak if you have something important to say. And it had better be bloody important. Now collect your gear and weapons and let’s go.’


  They immediately began picking up the equipment that lay scattered around: lengths of nylon rope, long machetes and axes, sub-machine-guns and other weapons. One man had a flame-thrower and another, Thomas saw, was carrying a small chain saw. Thomas picked up the metal case and waited passively as Cox-Hayward hooked a machete and a small hatchet onto the belt of his harness. He had the distinct impression that Cox-Hayward was treating him as if he was highly fragile merchandise and he rather resented it.


  ‘Ready, doctor?’ came the Lieutenant’s voice over the earphones.


  ‘Ready,’ he answered firmly.


  They moved off, with Cox-Hayward in the lead, in single file, towards the nearest tube entrance, which was the one in front of the restored facade of the London Pavilion cinema on the corner of Shaftesbury Avenue and Coventry Street. Cox-Hayward, with Thomas behind him, paused at the top of the stairs and switched on his lamp. Thomas reached up and did the same. Then Cox-Hayward started down the narrow, curving staircase. Thomas followed, his heart thumping furiously.


  Then, at the bottom of the stairs, the lieutenant suddenly halted. ‘Watch out!’ he hissed over the radio. Over his shoulder Thomas saw why he’d stopped. Out of the darkness of the tunnel leading into the station snaked the questing tip of a thick, black tendril . . .
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  Thomas froze as the obscene form came towards them. It was similar in size to the one he’d seen in Fletcher’s laboratory but the dead specimen hadn’t prepared him for the shock of seeing one of the things alive and moving. There was something horribly purposeful about the way it swayed back and forth as it approached - if he didn’t know it was a mindless appendage he would have sworn it was intelligent.


  ‘Stay perfectly still, everyone,’ ordered Cox-Hayward. ‘We’ll see if these suits really work.’


  The pointed tip of the tendril was now only a couple of feet away from Cox-Hayward. It was moving at chest height and seemed to be heading deliberately for him. Thomas tensed. What if his infrared theory was wrong?


  The tendril touched Cox-Hayward on the shoulder, pulled back a few inches, nudged him tentatively then rose up over his shoulder and snaked towards Thomas.


  He held his breath as the tip of the tendril bumped against his face-plate, leaving a smear on the thick glass. He forced himself to calmly examine the thing. He saw that there was a small hole in the centre of the tip. It seemed to be expanding and contracting . . .


  Then the thing went higher and he felt it tap against his lamp.


  ‘What’s happening?’ asked Cox-Hayward. ‘What’s it doing?’


  With a dry mouth Thomas said, ‘It’s attracted by the light of my helmet lamp. Maybe it can detect other wavelengths, but it only attacks heat sources that indicate living animals . . .’


  To his relief the tendril began to move past him. it’s going on,’ he said.


  In front of him Cox-Hayward turned and looked. Thomas decided to do likewise. He saw that the tendril was snaking its way past the other men without paying them any attention. Then, when it reached the point on the stairs where it was illuminated by a shaft of fading daylight, it abruptly pulled back.


  ‘Sunlight must overload its sensory system,’ said Thomas.


  ‘Yeah. But it won’t be light for much longer so we’d better get cracking. Come on, men.’


  They resumed their descent of the stairs. The vibrations from their footsteps were obviously detected by the tendril, Thomas noted, because it began to sway back and forth in an almost agitated manner, forcing a couple of the men to duck out of the way. Quickly they all ran down the short tunnel that led into the station, then, again, Cox-Hayward ordered a halt.


  ‘Jesus,’ whispered someone over the radio.


  The beams from the lamps revealed that the circular ticket area of the upper part of the station was literally crawling with tendrils. It was like being in a nest of giant snakes - or, rather, giant worms . . .


  ‘Okay, lads, move carefully and watch where you put your feet. Anything grabs you, don’t hesitate to start hacking. Same thing if you see anyone else grabbed . . .’


  Cox-Hayward started forward. Thomas took a deep breath - and wished he hadn’t. His helmet was now full of a pungent smell. He wished he could switch to his bottled air supply but knew he should preserve it for later.


  He followed Cox-Hayward towards the top of the Bakerloo Line escalators, trying not to step on any tendrils that were writhing sinuously all around him.


  Some were very slender. Others were as thick as a man’s thigh.


  Then he became aware he was walking on something soft. He stared hard at the floor ahead of him and saw that it was covered with clothing. Suits, shirts, dresses, jeans, shoes . . . and then, to his horror, he saw other things. Snatches of hair, wrinkled sacs of what looked like rubber but what he knew was human skin.


  Cox-Hayward hadn’t said anything yet but one of the men behind suddenly said, ‘Hey, what is all this shit on the floor?’


  ‘People,’ said Thomas bluntly. ‘Or what’s left of people when these things get through with them.’ He felt sick but he knew he’d be finished if he threw up in his helmet.


  ‘Shit . . .’ muttered someone.


  The tendrils stirred as the line of men passed through them. Several times the tip of one of them rose up, swaying back and forth as if sniffing the air, but they made no move to attack.


  Thomas joined Cox-Hayward at the top of the escalators and peered down. The beams of their lamps revealed that both of the stationary escalators, and the ledge between them, were covered with tendrils. ‘Good God,’ said Thomas in dismay. ‘How on earth are we going to get down?’ The only possible way would be to slide along the lengths of the closely packed tendrils, but he doubted he could do that without throwing up.


  ‘Time we put the cat among the pigeons,’ said Cox-Hayward. ‘Fox, front and centre with your toy!’ The man carrying the chain saw stepped forward. Cox-Hayward indicated the point where the thick mass of tendrils spilled out over the lip of the escalator. ‘Let ’er, rip, Fox. The rest of you get ready for anything. I have a feeling our friend down there isn’t going to like this.’


  The SAS man started the chain saw. Even through the helmet and earphones it sounded incredibly loud to


  Thomas and he saw the tendrils stir in response. Were they sensitive to sound? It was unlikely. Perhaps they had a limited sensitivity to vibrations . . .


  Fox applied the moving blade of the saw to the skin of a tendril some two feet in diameter. The teeth cut through it easily and thick, black fluid spurted out. A violent shudder ran along the tendril and it started to move backwards, as if it was being withdrawn. At the same time all the other tendrils began to become more agitated.


  The saw was cutting through another tendril now. Thomas looked around worriedly, unhooking the machete from his belt with his free hand.


  He saw one of the men knocked off his feet by a wildly threshing tendril but it didn’t seem to be a deliberate attack. The tendrils, or rather the thing that was controlling them, obviously didn’t know what was happening and Thomas drew comfort from this. It showed that the creature wasn’t all-powerful.


  Fox had almost cut his way through all the tendrils blocking the escalator. As each was cut in two the living section would withdraw rapidly down the escalator, leaving a dead and unmoving section behind.


  Then Thomas glanced up and saw that something had detached itself from the station ceiling and was slowly descending. It was like a very long elephant’s trunk . . . then he saw the eye in the end of it.


  ‘Lieutenant!’ he cried. ‘Above you! That thing . . . you must . . .’


  He was interrupted by a shrill scream over the radio. He looked and saw that Fox was being lifted into the air by a tendril. The chain saw fell from his hands. Then came sounds like bones snapping. At the same time Thomas felt a pressure round his right thigh. He glanced down and saw that one of the small tendrils had grabbed him. Automatically he swung the machete and chopped through it.


  The tendrils were converging from all directions in a purposeful manner, and Thomas knew why. ‘Lieutenant!’ he cried again, ‘You’ve got to destroy that thing up there! It can see us!’ He pointed towards the eye. Cox-Hayward looked up then swiftly unstrapped a sub-machine-gun from his shoulder. There was a muffled rattle of automatic gunfire and Thomas saw the trunk-like thing shudder under the impact of the bullets, then fall limply to the floor.


  Instantly the tendrils resumed their uncoordinated behaviour and the attack ceased.


  ‘Fox?’ asked the lieutenant. ‘You okay?’


  Fox lay unmoving at the top of the escalator. Thomas saw the lieutenant go to him and turn him over on his back. ‘Dead. Anyone else hurt?’


  In subdued voices the rest of them said no.


  ‘Come on then, let’s get moving while the way is still clear. Parker, pick up the chain saw. And all of you keep a look-out for any more of those eye things . . .’ The lieutenant then stepped over Fox’s body and started down the escalator.


  As Thomas followed he glanced down at Fox and saw that his helmet was full of blood.


  ‘Watch your step!’ ordered the lieutenant. ‘There’s muck everywhere!’


  Thomas quickly saw what he meant. The escalator steps were covered with thick black slime that the mutilated tendrils had left behind. Several times Thomas almost lost his footing on the way down.


  When they reached the bottom they were faced with further obstacles. The shorter escalators that led from that level to the Bakerloo platforms were again choked with tendrils.


  They were forced to use the chain saw again but this time they succeeded in clearing the way without mishap. There was no sign of any of the eye-bearing tendrils.


  Finally they reached the northbound platform, where they received yet another shock. The beams of their lamps revealed a tendril almost as thick as a tube train stretched along the rails. Further investigation showed that it emerged from the mouth of one tunnel and disappeared into the opposite one. And it was moving . . .


  They stared at it in awe. ‘Christ,’ muttered one of the men, ‘that thing must stretch for bloody miles!’


  ‘Yes,’ agreed Thomas, ‘and getting bigger all the time.’ The tendril was sliding by them at a slow but steady rate, making a wet, wheezing sound as it went. He presumed that it divided into a cluster of thinner tendrils at its tip. He shuddered. If all the tube and sewer tunnels had things this size growing in them all of the Greater London area was going to be at risk tonight.


  ‘Bloody hell,’ muttered Cox-Hayward. ‘How are we going to get past that?’


  There was a gap between the side of the thing and the tunnel wall but it would be a tight squeeze moving along it in the bulky suits. And all the tendril would have to do to crush them to death would be to roll a couple of feet. It was simply too risky to try.


  Thomas put the metal case down on the platform, knelt down beside it and - trying to avoid looking at the dessicated human debris lying all around - opened it. ‘What are you doing?’ asked Cox-Hayward. i’m going to fire one of the boxine darts into it,’ said Thomas, removing the compressed-air gun.


  is that wise? Won’t we need it all for the thing itself?’ ‘One dose more or less won’t make any difference. Besides, have you got any other ideas?’


  ‘No,’ Cox-Hayward admitted.


  Thomas loaded the gun, walked to the edge of the platform, aimed it at the moving bulk and pulled the trigger. He saw the red tuft of the dart’s tail appear in the side of the tendril. He waited expectantly but nothing happened. The tendril continued to slide on by.


  ‘Hey, doc, I thought that stuff was supposed to work in seconds?’


  ‘It is,’ he answered, disappointed.


  Then, suddenly, the tendril arched upwards convulsively, hitting the station ceiling with a violent impact. Thomas stepped hurriedly backwards as a large section of insulation tiling came crashing down. With the others he pressed his back against the platform wall as the tendril continued to buckle and writhe.


  Finally it was still. The outer skin had ruptured in several places and the viscuous black fluid oozed out slowly.


  Thomas’s earphones were filled with the sounds of cheers. Cox-Hayward’s voice cut through with, ‘Okay, that’s enough! Doc, is it dead?’


  ‘Certainly looks like it. This part of it, anyway.’


  ‘Maybe the whole creature is dead.’


  ‘No, look.' He pointed down the platform to where a smaller tendril was slithering out of a hole.


  Cox-Hayward sighed. ‘Nothing for it but to go on then.’ He peered at the mouth of the tunnel. ‘Going to be a hard slog. Let’s just hope that thing doesn’t have any death twitches . . .’


  One by one they climbed down from the platform and made their way along the tracks beside the unmoving tendril. As Thomas feared, it was a tight squeeze inside the tunnel and he had to fight to keep control of a rising sense of panic. He concentrated on keeping his eyes on Cox-Hayward ahead of him and tried to breathe regularly, though the stink was appalling.


  Worst of all was the feel of the tendril itself as he pushed past it. Even through the thick insulation suit its soft, rubbery surface felt repulsive.


  As the nightmare journey went on and on, and the stink in his helmet grew ever more suffocating, Thomas began to suffer hallucinations. He saw Cox-Hayward’s white suit change its shape until it resembled the outline of a naked woman. Then the woman looked back over her shoulder at him. It was Anne.


  He couldn’t prevent a choked scream from escaping.


  ‘Doc! What’s wrong?’


  Thomas blinked. Cox-Hayward had stopped in front of him, his Expression anxious through his face-plate. Anne had gone.


  ‘I’m alright . . .’ gasped Thomas. ‘Just a hallucination. The air is getting to me. I want to switch over to the tank supply. Just for a short time.’


  ‘Well, okay,’ said Cox-Hayward doubtfully. ‘But make sure you don’t use much of it. We might still encounter flooded areas.’


  Thomas manipulated the switch that sealed off the exterior air intake and opened the bottled air valve. There was a hiss and suddenly he was breathing fresh air again. The relief was enormous.


  A short time later Cox-Hayward cried, ‘Hey, doc! It just stops!’


  A few steps further on and Thomas saw what he was talking about. The tendril came to an abrupt end. The stump was covered with a white, fibrous mass like a thick spider’s web.


  ‘What do you make of it?’ asked Cox-Hayward, touching it tentatively with his gloved hand.


  ‘When the creature sensed the toxin spreading through the tendril it abandoned it, like a starfish getting rid of one of its arms if it’s caught by something. This white material must be some kind of natural sealant to stop the boxine.’


  ‘You make it sound intelligent.’


  ‘No,’ said Thomas firmly. ‘It’s too primitive to be intelligent.’


  i hope you’re right.’


  With the tunnel now clear ahead of them the going was much easier. Nor was there any sign of other, smaller, tendrils. Thomas switched back to breathing through his helmet and found the stink had lessened in its intensity.


  Then, about thirty yards further on, they encountered a section in the tunnel floor that was covered in the same white material as the end of the tendril. It stretched from one wall to the other and on either side the tube rails were bent upwards and buckled back.


  ‘This is where the tendril thrust its way up into the tunnel,’ said Thomas. ‘When it retreated, after shedding its infected length, it sealed this hole as an added precaution.’


  ‘Yes,’ agreed Cox-Hayward slowly. ‘But maybe this is the actual stump of the other part of the tendril . . .’


  That had already occurred to Thomas but he sincerely hoped it wasn’t the case. Somehow they had to cross over the ten or so feet of the stuff and the thought they might be walking over the very end of a tendril that could suddenly rise up and smash them against the tunnel ceiling was not a comforting one.


  ‘Okay, men, let’s rope up,’ said Cox-Hayward briskly.


  They attached a length of nylon rope to clips on their harnesses, leaving a space of twelve feet between each man. Then, as the others braced themselves, Cox-Hayward stepped out onto the patch of fibrous material. . .


  It gave beneath his feet, like a trampoline, but held firm. He continued on across it and safely reached the other side. Thomas let his breath out with a sigh and heard others doing the same over the earphones.


  The next man in line stepped forward. Thomas was fourth, as Cox-Hayward wanted two of his strongest men to be behind him in case he had fallen through the fibres.


  The third man crossed successfully. It was now Thomas’s turn. He stepped onto the material and his stomach gave an unpleasant lurch as the stuff sunk beneath him. It was like walking over a waterbed. He wondered what was beneath it. The end of the tendril or a drop of several hundred feet . . .


  Finally his feet were on firm ground again. He joined the others and braced himself again to take any sudden tension on the rope.


  The fifth man crossed ... the sixth ... the seventh . . . Thomas began to relax . . .


  But as the last man stepped off the white material several tendrils erupted through it behind him. There was no time to even shout a warning. The things whipped around him and he was plucked off his feet and dragged down into the opening.


  Then came a violent tug on the rope and Thomas and the others were jerked off balance. The next thing Thomas knew he was being dragged over the ground on his stomach towards the hole.
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  Robin got a shock when she looked at her watch and saw it was nearly 9 p.m. Where the hell was her relief, she wondered angrily? When one of the nurses had come down at 5 p.m. with cans of fruit juice and biscuits for the children she’d promised Robin that they’d find someone to replace her by 8 p.m. But here it was an hour later and still no one had shown up . . .


  She was going out of her mind. Apart from the aggravation caused by trying to look after thirty or so young children she also felt very frustrated. On the very night that the story of the century was taking place she was trapped in a hospital basement with a horde of demanding little brats.


  And she was worried too. About Thomas. She hadn’t told him the whole truth in his office that afternoon. She didn’t just like him a lot - she was pretty certain she was falling in love with him.


  She looked at her watch again. Where was he now, she wondered. In the tunnel? Maybe it was all over now and he was on his way back. Christ! she thought angrily, I’ve got to get out of here!


  ‘Miss, I want to use the potty.’ A small boy, aged about three, was tugging at the leg of her jeans. Robin regarded him balefully. If the little buggers weren’t whining, crying or screeching they were pissing and shitting; some managing to perform two, or even three, of those activities simultaneously. ‘Didn’t you just use it a little while ago?’ she asked suspiciously. The potty situation was getting serious. It was a long way to the nearest toilets and she couldn’t leave them on their own for the time it would take to go and empty some of the brimming containers.


  The child assured her gravely that it had been a very long time since he’d last used the potty and she had no choice but to locate one that still had some room in it and get him seated on it. She was uncomfortably aware of an increasing pressure in her own bladder, which wasn’t surprising seeing as it was nearly four hours since she’d had an opportunity to visit the toilet. If her relief didn’t show up soon she’d be forced to resort to a potty herself.


  She wished she could at least get the children to go to sleep. A few of the younger ones dozed off from time to time but most of them were too frightened and upset by the events of the day to calm down. Not that she blamed them - she felt very sorry for the poor little sods - but that didn’t make her task of trying to look after them any less of an ordeal for her. She had now exhausted her repertoire of stories and vaguely remembered children’s games from her childhood, and hadn’t a clue about what to do next . . .


  There was a loud banging on the door. At last! she thought happily, the relief is here!


  She hurried over and opened the door. Standing there was the yob who’d been such an annoyance in the blood room. Kevin.


  He grinned at her. ‘Hi ya. Been lookin’ high and low for you, darlin’. Then someone told me you was down here. And here you are . . .’ He looked over her shoulder at the roomful of kids. ‘And all on your lonesome too.’


  ‘Yeah, if you don’t count thirty children,’ she said calmly. She was beginning to feel afraid but she forced herself to smile at him. ‘If you know any good party games feel free to try them out on the kids. I’ve run out of ideas.’


  His smirk grew more pronounced. ‘Oh, I know lots of party games, but I don’t play them with kids, know what


  I mean?’ Then he shoved her backwards, stepped into the room and quickly shut the door. He leaned against it, his posture exuding arrogance and total confidence. ‘Strip,’ he told her.


  Her mind racing, Robin said, ‘You’re being ridiculous. You’ll never get away with it. There are people all around . . .’ She decided on a plan of action; she would move closer to him, knee him in the balls and then go for his eyes . . .


  ‘With a hospital full of dying people who’s going to give a shit about you? Now strip.' He reached behind his back and produced a stiletto.


  She froze. Her plan collapsed. Her stomach began to flutter with waves of icy panic. She tried to think of an alternative plan, of some way of stalling him, distracting him . . .


  ‘I said, stripV He stepped towards her, the point of the knife aimed at her throat.


  She looked round desperately. All the children had gone absolutely quiet and were watching the two adults with wide eyes. Robin said, ‘You can’t do it here . . . not with all these kids here.’


  He shrugged. ‘You said you’d run out of ideas to entertain them. Be an education for them, it will.’


  ‘No!’ she said firmly, i’ll cooperate with you - I’ll do anything you want - but only if we go somewhere else. Somewhere private.’


  His eyes narrowed with suspicion. ‘Where?’ he demanded.


  She thought fast. ‘The toilets. They’re not far from here.’


  He considered this and, to her relief, nodded. She was sure she’d have some opportunity to get away from him outside. ‘Let’s go then,’ she said.


  He opened the door for her, slipping the stiletto into his pants pocket at the same time. ‘You try and make a run for it, honey, and I’ll stick this through your kidney before you can take one step. Know what I mean?’


  'Yes. I know what you mean.’ She turned in the doorway and said to the children, ‘I won’t be long. Behave yourselves and don’t leave this room.’


  Some of them giggled. A few of them waved goodbye.


  He shut the door and took a firm grip on her upper arm. ‘Lead on, darling,’ he told her.


  They walked down the short corridor that led into the large boiler room. She scanned the place anxiously but it was obvious that none of the badly injured casualties lying around were in any condition to help her.


  But just as they were halfway across a door opened and a young nurse entered carrying a tray. Robin was about to call out to her but she felt Kevin tighten his grip around her arm. ‘Not a word,’ he whispered. ‘Smile.’


  She did as she was told. She smiled stiffly at the girl as they walked past her. The nurse glanced at them curiously but it was apparent she had too many other things on her mind to ask what they were doing down there.


  As they left the boiler room Robin’s hopes began to fade. She wanted to throw up.


  The last time she’d visited the toilets they’d seemed a long way away but on this occasion she reached them all too soon.


  As they entered he pushed her roughly to one side and took out the stiletto again. After making sure the place was deserted he turned to her with a leer and said, ‘Yeah, this’ll do nicely. Now strip, darling, and do it nice and slow.’


  She looked at the knife and said, ‘Promise me you won’t hurt me.’


  For an answer he hit her hard in the mouth.


  Above the screams filling the earphones Thomas heard Cox-Hayward yelling something but he couldn’t make


  out what it was. He was sliding faster over the rough tunnel floor now, his head being buffeted about inside the helmet. Ahead of him he saw another white suit disappear into the gaping hole. He would be next . . . ‘Cut the rope, doc! For fuck’s sake, cut the rope!’


  He suddenly realized what Cox-Hayward was yelling. But if he cut the rope the men in the hole would be doomed . . . No, he told himself quickly, they were doomed anyway. They were all doomed unless . . .


  He fumbled for the machete, unhooked it from his belt, swung blindly . . . and missed.


  He swung blindly again. The rope parted and he stopped moving. He saw the end of the rope vanish into the hole. Then he saw a tendril groping towards him. He hacked the tip off and then scrambled away on his hands and knees. He felt himself being lifted to his feet. ‘C’mon, doc, hurry!’ It was Cox-Hayward.


  They half-ran, half-staggered down the tunnel. When they were certain the tendrils weren’t following they paused to catch their breath.


  ‘I had to do . . . it,’ gasped Thomas.


  ‘Yeah, they were goners,’ agreed Cox-Hayward. ‘You did alright, doc.’


  There were now only four of them left. And they still had a long way to go. Thomas had the distinct feeling he would never see the world above ground again.


  ‘Let’s get moving,’ said Cox-Hayward. ‘No time for mourning until we finish the job.’


  They trudged on down the tunnel.


  About another sixty yards further on they came to a massive hole. It was so wide it extended across to the adjacent southbound tunnel, the intervening wall having disappeared. Thomas stared nervously up at the unsupported rock ceiling of the cavern that had been formed by the collapse. It looked as if it could come crashing down at any moment.


  There it is!’ cried Cox-Hayward. He was standing on the rim of the hole and shining his lamp down into its depths.


  Thomas joined him. The lamps revealed the end of a red-painted Bakerloo Line tube carriage. They had found the train.


  They secured the end of their remaining coil of rope around one of the twisted lengths of tube rail and dropped the rope into the hole. As usual Cox-Hayward went first.


  Thomas and the two remaining SAS men watched tensely as the lieutenant made the descent down the steep slope of loose rock to the tube carriage. When he made it safely he signalled to them to follow.


  Thomas hooked the handle of the metal case onto one of the catches on his harness. He was going to need both hands on the rope. ‘Abandon all hope ye who enter here,’ he murmured to himself as he climbed down into the hole. The other two men followed him.


  When they reached the end of the carriage there was no sign of Cox-Hayward. Then they heard sounds of movement and he emerged through the door on the side of the driver’s cabin. For a moment Thomas was puzzled by the existence of the cabin at the end of the train when it was obvious the train had crashed down the hole nose first but then he remembered that there was a driver’s cabin on each end of a tube train.


  ‘As far as I can see the carriages aren’t crushed,’ panted Cox-Hayward over the radio. ‘But we’re still going to have trouble getting through the train.’


  ‘Why?’


  ‘Come and look for yourself.’


  With difficulty, Thomas followed him in through the slanting door, through the cabin and into the carriage proper.


  ‘Oh hell,’ he muttered.


  The carriage was still full of people.


  ‘Some sight, eh, doc?’


  Thomas swung the beam of his lamp around the interior of the carriage. A few of the bodies were still in their seats but most of them were stacked up in the aisle where they stood rigidly like wax dummies. Their skin reflected the light in a strange way; it was as if they’d been sprayed with sequins.


  He made his way down the 40-degree slope of the carriage, using whatever handhold he could find, until he reached the nearest body. It was that of a man in his twenties, casually dressed. Thomas saw that the entire body was covered in a thin layer of white, web-like fibres - similar to the material that had sealed off the stump of the tendril.


  The young man’s eyes were open and he seemed to be staring straight at Thomas. There was a sickly sweet smell in the air and Thomas knew that if he didn’t switch over to his bottled air again he was in danger of vomiting.


  Mustering all his last reserves of scientific detachment he'gave the body a tentative prod with his finger. Beneath the webbing the flesh was hard and brittle, like that of the corpses at Harpenden. But the difference here was that this body was no empty shell. It was still quite solid.


  ‘What do you make of it, doc?’ asked the lieutenant.


  ‘The bodies seem to be preserved in some way,’ said Thomas.


  ‘Preserved? You mean the creature . . .?’


  ‘Yes. Like a squirrel storing nuts.’ Thomas gave a humourless laugh, it’s turned this tube train into a larder. Probably just one of many . . .’


  ‘Jesus.’


  ‘Doc,’ said one of Cox-Hayward’s men anxiously, ‘there’s no chance that these poor bastards could still be alive, is there?’


  Thomas knew what the soldier meant. The eyes of the corpses seem to glow with life. But aloud he said, ‘No, it’s impossible. For one thing, with their skin petrified that way, they can’t breathe.’


  ‘Yeah, but . . .’


  ‘They’re dead,’ said Cox-Hayward firmly. He lurched past Thomas and started to push his way into the mass of bodies, roughly shoving them aside. ‘Come on,’ he ordered. ‘We’re running out of time. It must be dark topside by now which means that thing’ll be active again.’


  For Thomas what followed was even more of an ordeal than the journey alongside the giant tendril in the tunnel. As he thrust himself between the rigid corpses, following in Cox-Hayward’s path, it became harder to maintain the conviction they were truly dead. Their eyes seemed to bore into his through his face-plate, silently pleading for help, and their hands seemed to be plucking at the material of his insulation suit.


  When he thought he glimpsed Anne among the jam of bodies he knew he would crack up completely well before he reached the end of the train unless he got a grip on himself. He shut his eyes and forced himself to think of something else. Something pleasurable . . .


  Robin. He conjured up thoughts of what she’d looked like the previous night. When they were making love. He decided that as soon as he got back to Colindale he would find her and they would make love again. In his office, on the couch. Or maybe on the floor . . .


  Robin was rolled roughly over onto her back and jerked up into a sitting position. ‘Now what?’ she asked listlessly as he used strips of cloth torn from her skirt to bind her wrists and ankles. It was hard for her to talk; her lips were swollen and her lower jaw throbbed with pain. Her left eye had also closed up.


  ‘Got to take a shit,’ he told her with a grin. ‘Don’t want you running off on me. I haven’t finished with you yet.’


  She wondered dully what else he could possibly think of to do to her. Not that she particularly cared any longer. She was past that stage. She wouldn’t even mind now if he killed her. In a way, she realized, he had already killed her. The Robin Carey who had talked into the toilet less than forty-five minutes ago was no more. She was dead and gone. So he might as well kill her physical body as well.


  Sitting in a growing puddle of blood and urine on the cold tiled floor she watched him go into one of the cubicles, lower his trousers and pants and sit down. He left the door open so he could keep an eye on her. She wanted to tell him not to bother - she wasn’t going to try to escape - but she couldn’t summon up the energy.


  Pleased with himself he smirked and said, ‘Not so high and mighty now, are we, darlin’? You know, if you’d just been a bit friendly-like in that blood room I would have handled you different, know what I mean?’


  ‘Yes,’ she said in a tired, slurred voice. ‘You’d have just raped me without battering my face against the floor and . . .’ She couldn’t go on. He laughed at her. ‘Darlin’, we’ve only just begun. Plenty of life in the old feller yet. See!’ He lifted up his penis to show her. It was already getting hard again. She closed her eyes. His jeering laughter echoed round the toilets . . . and then turned into a shrill scream.


  She opened her eyes again. He was writhing on the toilet seat, struggling to stand. The muscles on his arms and torso bulged with the effort and a great vein stood out on his neck.


  She watched almost disinterestedly as his efforts to get off the seat grew more frantic. She wondered vaguely if he was having an epileptic fit. Maybe he would swallow his tongue and choke to death . . .


  His scream died away to a gurgle and he suddenly slumped back. Then Robin saw something remarkable happen. His body began to sag as if all his muscles had gone completely limp, but at the same time he seemed to grow smaller. His tee-shirt, which had been stretched across his broad chest, now hung loosely.


  She looked into his eyes. They stared back into hers imploringly, pleadingly . . . Then his face crumpled like a paper bag being screwed up by an invisible hand. Slowly his shrivelled body disappeared down into the toilet, leaving just the empty sacs of his deflated legs hanging over the edge of the bowl. She noticed they were very hairy.


  A tiny voice whispered in her mind, I’ve gone insane.


  But then the door of another cubicle exploded off its hinges and she saw a thick, black tentacle emerge. It swayed back and forth for a few seconds then began to move in her direction . . .
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  In the fourth car down Cox-Hayward had gone beserk. His patience had snapped as he’d tried to push his way into a particularly tight log-jam of petrified bodies and he’d started to hack at them with his machete. Thomas had watched horrified as the heavy blade had lopped off arms, legs, heads . . .


  But at the same time he was relieved to see that the cocooned bodies didn’t contain flesh and blood. Instead it was a thick, yellow liquid that had spurted into the air as the machete blade hacked and sliced. This finally laid to rest his suspicion that the bodies might be in a state of living paralysis; their internal organs had already been predigested by the creature’s enzymes.


  Though revolted by Cox-Hayward’s actions Thomas soon saw they made sense. It was the only way they were going to make it down the entire length of the train. And when Cox-Hayward had exhausted himself Thomas had, reluctantly, taken over the lead, wielding his machete to the same ghastly purpose.


  And now, finally, they were in the front carriage and only feet away from the driver’s compartment. Cox-Hayward, in the lead again, hacked through the last remaining obstacles. His formerly white suit was now yellow with the fluid from the mutilated corpses, as was Thomas’s and the suits of the other two men.


  As the SAS lieutenant struggled to get the door open Thomas peered out into the darkness beyond the cracked windows. He couldn’t see anything. What lay beyond the front of the train, he wondered. A tunnel leading down to the creature? Or a dead-end of collapsed earth?


  Cox-Hayward disappeared into the driver’s compartment. Thomas followed him, climbing over the cocooned body of the driver. He still couldn’t see what lay ahead; all the windows were starred with cracks. Cox-Hayward leaned his head out of the window in the driver’s door, which had been completely shattered. ‘Fuck me!’ he cried.


  ‘What is it? What can you see?’ Thomas asked anxiously.


  ‘Nothing. And that’s the problem. Here, take a look.’ He stepped back to allow Thomas access. Thomas put his head and shoulders through the opening. All he could see in any direction was blackness. He twisted round so that his lamp was shining back along the side of the carriage . . . and got a shock.


  The front half of the carriage was protruding out of a sheer cliff face. Suddenly he realized they were hanging suspended over the side of a vast, empty space. He clutched at the side of the door. Was it his imagination or was the carriage teetering beneath their feet?


  The other two men were crowding into the compartment now, to Thomas’s alarm. He feared the extra weight might be enough to make the carriage slide forward . . .


  Cox-Hayward explained the situation to his men, as best he could. ‘We’re in some huge cavern - near its ceiling, I guess. Nothing below us but a long drop.’ He turned to Thomas. ‘Doc, do you think this is a natural cavern?’


  ‘No. A cavity this big right under London would have been detected long ago. The creature made it.’


  ‘But how? I mean, what does it do with all the earth? Eat it?’


  ‘In a way it does,’ said Thomas. ‘It leaches silicates out of the rock and sediments, causing the subsidences. The bigger it gets the more silica it absorbs. Its intake must be enormous by now considering the rate it’s growing its tendrils.’


  ‘So if this is its cubby-hole, where the hell is it? demanded one of Cox-Hayward’s men.


  ‘I haven’t a clue,’ confessed Thomas.


  ‘Maybe it’s lurking at the bottom of this damned pit,’ said Cox-Hayward grimly. ‘Let’s see if we can nudge it into showing itself.’ He unhooked a grenade from his belt.


  Thomas regarded it worriedly. ‘You think that’s wise? The shock waves could cause a cave-in, or at the very least shake us loose.’


  ‘I’ll throw it way out ahead of us. In the meantime get ready with your box of tricks, doc.’


  ‘Alright,’ he sighed. ‘I just hope you know what you’re doing.’ As he opened the metal case and extracted one of the boxine vials Cox-Hayward pushed open the driver’s door and leaned out. ‘Tell me when you’re ready, doc.’


  Thomas hastily loaded the gun. ‘Right,’ he said.


  Cox-Hayward flung the grenade. ‘Five second fuse,’ he said. There was a distant flash and a muffled crump. Thomas waited tensely, clutching the compressed-air gun in his gloved hands. To his relief the carriage remained firm in its rock setting. ‘Can you see anything?’ he asked Cox-Hayward.


  ‘Not a thing.’


  The next instant a black tendril whipped itself around Cox-Hayward’s waist and he was jerked out of the doorway and into the darkness.


  Thomas was too stunned to react for a time. He just crouched there listening to Cox-Hayward’s screams in his earphones. They seemed'to go on for a long time.


  One of Cox-Hayward’s men, swearing, tried to push by Thomas to get to the doorway but Thomas blocked his way. ‘I need a clear shot!’ he cried. Warily, the dart gun held ready, he leaned over and looked out of the doorway.


  The blackness absorbed the beam of his lamp. Nothing moved. He wondered whether to fire a dart blindly into the void. No, he might not hit anything . . .


  Then he saw it. At the end of his feeble beam of light. A movement.


  He swung the beam. It was everywhere. It was vast, huge . . . and it was rising up out of the pit towards him.


  Robin tore at the knot at her ankles. She broke three of her fingernails but the knot gave. She leapt up. The sight of the tendrils erupting out of the cubicles jolted her survival instinct back into being. She couldn’t allow herself to die the way Kevin had . . .


  With her hands still tied she got to the door and wrenched it open. Something cold touched her on her bare back. She screamed and hurled herself out into the corridor. She slipped and fell, hurting her knee, then got up again and ran.


  Then she heard screaming ahead of her. It was coming from the boiler room. She rushed into it and stopped. The tendrils were everywhere, pushing their way up through the floor. Patients too badly injured to even crawl away were helpless as the tendrils attacked them. Some were being killed in their beds - their life being sucked out of them in the same way that Kevin’s had -while others were being dragged towards the numerous gaping holes in the concrete floor.


  Robin remembered the children.


  She charged into the nightmare. She ducked, weaved and jumped her way through the tangle of flailing limbs and questing tendrils. She had to reach those children.


  A nurse, impaled on one of the tendrils, grabbed desperately at her as she passed. Robin shook herself free of her hand and kept going.


  Then she was out of the boiler room and heading down the corridor to the creche. She flung open the door. Thirty or so expectant faces turned in her direction. Then, after a moment’s silence, a little girl pointed a finger at her and said accusingly, ‘You look rude, lady.’


  Robin almost laughed. She’d forgotten she was naked. But now what? The tendrils hadn’t got here yet but they probably would soon. How was she going to get these kids to safety?


  As she stood there wondering what to do there was an ominous crack and suddenly a section of the floor buckled upwards, the concrete splitting apart as easily as if it was cardboard. A great tendril thrust itself upwards into the room . . .


  The children screamed. Robin screamed too. But then, still screaming, she rushed unthinkingly forward and flung herself at the thing, grabbing hold of its slimy thickness with her bare hands. As soon as she felt its awesome strength she knew she had no chance, but she continued to wrestle with it. If she could just keep it from the children for a short time, just long enough for them to get out of the room. ‘Run!’ she screamed at them. "Run! . . .’


  It was translucent. A huge translucent dome. The surface of it glistened, and beneath the surface he could see shadowy forms and shapes pulsating and moving about as if with a life of their own. Clumps of black tendrils sprouted out from the bulbous membrane like growths of hair on a giant head. The whole thing reminded Thomas of a vast, spongy jellyfish.


  Fear and nausea overwhelmed him as it continued to rise upwards out of the darkness towards him. He was so awed by the sheer mind-numbing size of it that he almost forgot to fire the gun.


  But when several of the tendrils began to uncoil in his direction he regained control of his body. He pulled the trigger. Then, with shaking hands - while the two SAS men stood frozen behind him - he reloaded the device and fired a second dart into the approaching jellied mass. And a third one . . .


  The thing stopped moving. Its curved, pulsating membrane was less than twenty feet away. One of the tendrils was gripping the front of the train. Thomas felt the floor of the cabin shift slightly beneath his feet. He fired the last dart.


  Another tendril - grey in colour - snaked towards him. He was helpless now. There were no more darts. He felt a warm, wet sensation spreading down his thighs and realized he’d pissed himself.


  The grey tendril suddenly collapsed. He watched it fall back to the surface of the creature’s main body. Then he saw a massive shudder ripple through the translucent membrane. The pulsing of the obscene shapes within the membrane became more agitated. The other tendrils briefly whipped at the air in a short frenzy before they too fell motionless.


  Then he saw a split appear on the membrane. The split swiftly acquired the dimensions of a chasm. A jet of thick, black fluid spurted upwards. Some of it spattered over Thomas’s suit.


  He was never sure what happened next. He had the momentary impression of something rushing towards him and then he was knocked backwards. He was then vaguely aware of being dragged out of the cabin by one of the SAS men. He could hear the screech of tearing metal and the carriage was vibrating alarmingly. There was also another sound - a scream so high-pitched it was almost in the ultrasonic range. He later wondered if it had been the creature screaming or himself.


  A CBS news team - flying over the area in a chartered Agusta-Bell 204 helicopter - not only had a perfect view of the creature’s final manifestation but managed to capture it on video tape . . .


  First the American newsmen saw what appeared to be a massive explosion in Regent Street, at a point almost exactly halfway between Oxford Circus and Piccadilly Circus. Buildings on both sides of the street seemed to rise into the air before disintegrating into fragments. A great cloud of dust and smoke billowed upwards, obscuring the scene. Then, seconds later, the men in the helicopter saw a huge shape emerge from the cloud. As Thomas had been, they were all reminded of some kind of huge, repulsive jellyfish as the thing continued to thrust itself into the sky . . .


  The bulbous, spongy mass was mounted on a thick stalk from which countless tendrils protruded. The biggest of them disappeared back down into the ground while the smaller, shorter ones flailed about in the air. The thing kept growing, until finally it stretched some 400 feet above Regent Street, looking like some gigantic phallus.


  Then, suddenly, the bloated membrane on the top of the huge column ruptured with explosive force and thick strands of viscous fluid streamed out in all directions . . .


  The column of tendrils slowly collapsed, falling to the east of Regent Street where it cut a swathe through several buildings. The line of destruction ended up stretching from the corner of Beak Street to beyond the opposite side of Golden Square.


  The CBS helicopter hovered overhead until the cloud of dust and smoke dispersed enough for them to see the remains of the creature. Nothing stirred among the ruins of the flattened buildings.


  The thing was dead.


  Robin couldn’t breathe. The coils of the tendril were crushing her chest while the sharp tip probed her body looking for a suitable point of entry. She knew she was only seconds away from a horrible death. And it was all in vain. The stupid children hadn’t run away; instead they were all standing around her, frozen with fear . . .


  The tendril suddenly went limp.


  Gasping, she wriggled free of its slimy embrace. What was it doing? Playing with her? But it continued to lie unmoving on the floor. She crawled away from it, expecting it to spring back to life at any moment.


  Long seconds gradually coagulated into a minute. The thing remained stationary. Then she saw the skin of the tendril begin to rupture and ooze black fluid.


  The children were crying now. Some of them were screaming. She stood up and limped to the door. She opened it cautiously and looked out. Apart from the sounds of someone moaning in the distance all was quiet. There was no sign of any tendrils.


  Reluctantly - after telling the children to stay where they were - she made her way along the passageway. When she reached the boiler room she stopped . . .


  She didn’t see the dessicated remains of the tendrils’ victims - all she had eyes for were the tendrils themselves. They lay everywhere, rotting and decomposing like the one in the children’s room.


  It really was all over.


  The realization hit her with an almost physical force. She swayed dizzily as her mind at last gave up the struggle and pulled down the shutters against the outside world. She slumped to the floor and sat there rocking back and forth, crooning tunelessly to herself. She was still doing it an hour later when the rescue workers found her.


  Thomas remembered little of the journey back to the surface. While climbing back up through the buried tube train a reaction set in and he passed out. The two surviving SAS men had to carry him the rest of the way. Somehow they got him to the top of the hole in the tube tunnel where they managed to revive him. Even so he was still in a dazed state as they led him, stumbling, up the tunnel to Oxford Circus - the route back to Piccadilly Circus being impassable.


  They saw a lot of tendrils on the way but they were all unmoving. Oxford Circus station itself was full of decomposing tendrils and the floors were thick with black, stinking slime.


  As they staggered out of the tube station exit Thomas collapsed again.The next time he regained consciousness he found himself in an army helicopter. A medic was bending over him, a syringe in his hand. ‘Just gave you a shot of Suprarenin, doctor,’ the medic told him. ‘How do you feel?’


  His head rapidly cleared. He grabbed the man’s arm and said urgently, ‘What happened? Are all the things dead? Really dead?’


  ‘Sure seems that way,’ said the medic. ‘Looks like whatever you did down there worked okay. Pity you people didn’t do it a little sooner though . . .’


  ‘What do you mean?’


  ‘The things attacked all over London tonight - way beyond the expected danger area. Attacks didn’t last long, thanks to you, but a hell of a lot of people copped it.’


  ‘Oh,’ said Thomas, subdued. But he’d done his best. They all had. There was no way they could have reached the thing any faster . . .


  The medic said, ‘I’m going to give you another injection. Glucose and water. You look dehydrated.’


  Thomas nodded and offered his arm. As the medic pushed the needle in he said, ‘You think there are any more of those fucking things around?’


  Surprised, Thomas said, ‘What?’


  ‘I heard there might be more of them. In other parts of the world. Buried deep underground. Asleep, like this one was, but waiting for an alarm call. I mean, it stands to reason, doesn’t it? That there’d be more than just one of them?’


  Thomas sighed. ‘I suppose so.’


  By the time the helicopter was approaching Colindale Thomas was feeling a lot better. The glucose had worked. He couldn’t wait to see Robin again. Anne’s ghost was still hovering there in the background but the pain and guilt had lessened, as he’d hoped it would. Now he could think of living again. And to him Robin was life.


  He remembered what he’d decided in the tube train; that he would find Robin as soon as he landed and they would go to his office and make love. To hell with the official debriefing, he thought with a smile, he had his own kind of debriefing to take care of first.


  He hoped she would be in the mood.
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