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    Les Mason, reporter for the Long Point News, is close to finishing an expose on the Long Point Nuclear Plant. But before he can slot the final piece of the jigsaw into place, he dies an agonizing death as the result of some sort of sting. The doctors are baffled - and there are similar cases to follow…
  


  
    Chris Lane, his girlfriend, and organizer of the Long Point Protestors, discovers Mason’s notes, and decides to find out for herself what the plant has to hide…
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    For Carola Edmond and Nick Webb - who gave me the chance to write this book and who also gave help and encouragement. Also for my wife, Marlene, who knows why.
  


  
    
  


  


  
    PART 1

  


  
    
  


  
    ENCOUNTERS

  


  
    
  


  


  
    CHAPTER ONE

  


  
    
  


  
    The sudden pain was intense, catching him completely unaware, and it made him gasp. He snatched his left hand up out of the deep grass, shaking it violently, as though the action might make the pain go away. He stared at his hand, seeing the angry red spot at the base of his thumb, wondering what had caused it. He glanced down at the ground but couldn’t see a thing, and decided that it must have been a wasp or a bee. He swore softly at the unseen creature that had caused his suffering.
  


  
    Les Mason took a handkerchief from his trouser pocket and wrapped it round his hand. Poking around in the grass with his foot, he located the lighter he’d dropped. Cautiously he bent and picked up the lighter with his good hand, dropping it in his pocket, the desire for a cigarette forgotten. He turned and began to retrace his steps up the long, grassy slope, following the high security fence that marked the perimeter of the Long Point Nuclear Plant. Through the fence, almost a quarter of a mile away, he could see the smooth, glistening dome, the complex of stark, white, impersonal buildings that surrounded it. Gazing at the plant, he saw again how out of place it appeared, as if the entire establishment had simply been lowered into position one dark night to clash with the natural environment. An alien intruder despoiling the tranquil beauty of the Kent coastline. Mason turned and looked back down the slope to where the land gave way to high cliffs, and beyond to the sunlit waters of the Dover Straits.
  


  
    It was a damn shame, he thought. Acres of rich land taken away for what? So that the scientific establishment could have their lethal toys to play with! It wouldn’t have been so bad if something useful had come out of Long Point, but nothing had. The place was designated as a Special Development Establishment, which meant that the white-coated boffins had been given a free hand to play around with their Atoms For Peace. Mason grunted sourly. It was nothing but a load of balls!
  


  
    He strode on, making for the black strip of the coast road. As he neared the crest of the slope Mason picked up the sound of chanting voices. Reaching the grass verge he stood and watched the group of people walking along the road in the direction of the plant’s entrance-gates. Mason smiled, pulling a thick notepad from his jacket. He counted at least thirty people in the crowd, men and women of all ages. As he headed along the road to catch up with them he glanced at his watch. Dead on time! That would be Chris, he thought. They couldn’t have picked a better organizer for the Long Point Protestors. Christine Lane was a local resident, and she was also Les Mason’s current girlfriend. It was a satisfactory relationship. With Chris being in charge of organization, Mason had firsthand knowledge of forthcoming protests, and that meant that he was able to keep his editor happy. The Long Point News served the small town of Long Point and the surrounding community, and as well as being a reporter Mason was personally against the nuclear plant: he did everything he could to publicize the group’s activities.
  


  
    It was why he was here, this hot summer morning. Chris had told him days ago that they were planning another protest, and Mason had made certain he could be present.
  


  
    Falling in at the tail end of the group Mason flipped open his notepad and started to reach for the pen in his pocket.
  


  
    ‘Hi!’
  


  
    He glanced round at the familiar voice, smiling as he spotted Chris.
  


  
    ‘I was beginning to think you hadn’t made it,’ she said.
  


  
    ‘Miss the chance of seeing the Long Point action group doing its stuff!’ Mason grinned. ‘You ought to know better than that.’
  


  
    Chris brushed stray dark curls back from her face. She was an attractive girl in her mid-twenties, with a full-breasted, slim-hipped figure. She had the knack of being able to look good no matter what she was wearing, and today was no exception. Even in faded jeans, a clinging T-shirt and a zip-fronted jacket, as far as Les Mason was concerned she looked great.
  


  
    ‘I wish we’d had a better turnout,’ she said, glancing over her shoulder at the straggling group of people trudging along the road.
  


  
    Mason shrugged. ‘I gave you all the publicity I could in last week’s article. But be fair, Chris, considering it’s the middle of the week the turnout isn’t so bad.’
  


  
    ‘It could be better.’
  


  
    ‘People have their jobs to think about,’ Mason pointed out.
  


  
    ‘That’s no excuse,’ Chris said sharply. ‘Something like this should take first place!’
  


  
    ‘It’s hard to think that way when you’ve a family to support and a mortgage to meet each month.’
  


  
    ‘Come on,’ Chris snapped. ‘Don’t invent reasons.’
  


  
    ‘Chris… calm down.’ Mason reached out to touch the girl’s shoulder then gasped and jerked his hand back.
  


  
    ‘Les! Are you all right?’ Chris spotted the handkerchief wrapped round his hand. ‘What have you done to your hand?’
  


  
    ‘Bee sting or something,’ Mason said, gritting his teeth against the vicious pain that seemed to be flowing through his hand, up towards his arm. He’d almost forgotten the injured hand. The pain had started to subside, settling down to a dull throb, but the second he’d gripped Chris’s shoulder it had seemed to explode.
  


  
    Chris stared at his white face. Beads of sweat glistened on his forehead.
  


  
    ‘Les, are you sure you’re okay? You look awful.’
  


  
    He forced a casual grin. ‘I love you too,’ he joked.
  


  
    ‘Be serious,’ Chris told him. ‘Maybe you ought to get back to town. Let someone have a look at that.’
  


  
    Mason shook his head. ‘It was only a little sting, Chris. I’ll be fine. You’d better get moving or you’ll miss your demo.’
  


  
    Chris glanced round and saw that the main group had reached the plant’s main gate. She turned again to Mason, her face full of concern.
  


  
    ‘Go on,’ he insisted. ‘I’ll catch you up.’
  


  
    Chris turned and ran up the road. She reached the group and elbowed her way to the front. The high gates were closed and a number of men in dark uniforms were staring impassively through the steel mesh at the assembled protestors.
  


  
    ‘Anything happened?’ Chris asked.
  


  
    A thin, bearded young man shook his head. Jack Webster was the group’s main spokesman.
  


  
    ‘I’ve asked to see Doctor Meacham,’ he said. ‘But they give the usual runaround. He’s too busy… we haven’t the authority to stage a protest…’
  


  
    Chris sighed with frustration. It was always like this when they came to the plant. Meacham, the plant’s director, when he wasn’t threatening them with legal action, simply refused to even listen to what they had to say.
  


  
    ‘Hey, it’s time you lot moved on!’
  


  
    Chris glanced through the gates at the speaker. She felt her anger rise as she found herself face to face with the plant’s chief of security. Vic Condon was a dedicated pro-plant man, and displayed a deliberate antagonism towards the protest group’s activities.
  


  
    ‘Well, well, Mr. Condon,’ Chris said. ‘Our own homegrown Hitler!’
  


  
    ‘Chris!’ Jack Webster warned. The last thing they needed was one of Chris’s scathing attacks on Vic Condon. Webster didn’t like Condon either. The man was a bully in uniform, a man who enjoyed hurting people. If he was honest with himself, Webster thought, he was more than a little scared of Condon.
  


  
    Condon had already moved close up to the gate. He stared unswervingly at Chris.
  


  
    ‘One day,’ he said softly, just loud enough for Chris to hear. ‘One day, sweetheart, you and I are going to meet up without these gates between us!’
  


  
    Chris smiled, almost too sweetly. ‘If I was you, Condon, I’d forget it. It takes a lot more than just a uniform to make a real man!’
  


  
    Condon’s angular face darkened with anger. He controlled himself with an effort.
  


  
    ‘Why don’t you people stop wasting everybody’s time,’ he snapped.
  


  
    ‘You think it’s a waste of time trying to preserve the environment?’ Anger blazed in Chris’s eyes. ‘Even you can’t be so indifferent!’ She moved closer to the gates. ‘Doesn’t it bother you - what’s being done to the world we live in? How the whole ecological balance is being disturbed?’
  


  
    Vic Condon digested Chris’s words at some length, his face betraying nothing of what was going on inside his head.
  


  
    ‘Balls!’ he said finally, and turning abruptly he moved away to talk to a group of security guards.
  


  
    Chris gave an exasperated sigh. She glanced at Webster who shook his head slowly.
  


  
    ‘You ought to know by now that provoking Condon is even less productive than banging your head against a brick wall,’ he said.
  


  
    Chris smiled. ‘I know, but he gets under my skin.’
  


  
    ‘Condon, or not,’ Webster said, ‘we’re going to stay here until Meacham shows his face.’
  


  
    Chris looked around for Mason but she couldn’t spot him anywhere amongst the jostling, chanting crowd.
  


  
    ‘I’m just going to have a word with Les,’ she said to Webster. He nodded, lost in his own thoughts.
  


  
    Pushing through the crowd Chris stared along the road. For a moment she thought he’d gone - then she saw him slumped on the grass verge. Something in the way he was hunched over alarmed her.
  


  
    ‘Les?’ she called as she ran towards him. There was no response. ‘Les…?’
  


  
    It was only as she reached him that he moved, lifting his head with a great deal of effort.
  


  
    ‘That you, Chris?’
  


  
    His face was a sickly white, the flesh stippled by huge beads of perspiration.
  


  
    ‘God, you look awful!’ Chris gasped as she knelt beside him. ‘What’s wrong, Les?’
  


  
    ‘I don’t know,’ he croaked. He cleared his throat in an attempt to regain control of his voice. ‘I was following you when this sick feeling hit me. I just had to sit down.’ He raised his arms. ‘Look at my bloody hands shaking!’
  


  
    ‘Is it that sting on your hand?’
  


  
    ‘I suppose it must be,’ he said. ‘Jesus, a bloody bee sting!’
  


  
    ‘If that’s all it was,’ Chris said.
  


  
    ‘Oh, come on, what do you think it was? A King cobra?’
  


  
    Chris ignored his sarcasm. ‘Where’s your car?’
  


  
    ‘Car… oh, just back there, off the road.’
  


  
    ‘Give me the keys.’
  


  
    ‘Why?’
  


  
    ‘Because I’m putting you in it and taking you home.’ Chris held out a hand. ‘The keys!’
  


  
    ‘Don’t fuss,’ Mason grumbled. ‘I’ll be all right.’
  


  
    ‘Stop arguing and give me the damn keys!’ Chris demanded. ‘The best place for you is bed - and that’s where you’re going!’
  


  
    ‘I love it when you dominate me,’ Mason said, trying to grin. He fumbled his keys from his pocket and handed them to Chris. ‘Do it some more when you get me in bed!’
  


  
    ‘You can forget all that,’ Chris said. ‘It might be bed for you, lover, but not for me!’
  


  
    Mason watched her head off along the road towards his car. Jesus, though, she’s right, he admitted. He’d never felt so sick and weak in his life. He managed an inward chuckle. If he did manage to get her in bed with him, in his present condition it was unlikely he’d be capable of raising even a laugh - never mind anything else!
  


  
    A couple of minutes later Chris drew up alongside in his dusty, five-year-old Triumph Spitfire. She climbed out and came round to him. Mason tried to stand up on his own, but he was finally forced to accept Chris’s supporting hand. She got him into the passenger seat, closed the door, and resettled herself behind the wheel. She put the Spitfire in gear and eased it up to the fringe of the crowd. Leaning out she spoke to a plump girl in creased white trousers and a multi-colored blouse, then she drove slowly through the crowd. Once the road was clear she put her foot down, and the highly tuned engine hurled the car along the empty coast road.
  


  
    Les Mason recalled little about the drive. He kept drifting into a restless half-sleep, confusing thoughts meandering back and forth in his mind. He jerked upright in his seat as Chris braked at the traffic lights on entering Long Point’s main street. He stared out through the windscreen, not really seeing the busy street ahead. The lights changed and Chris moved off. Mason sank back against the seat headrest.
  


  
    It only took a few more minutes to reach his flat. Chris eased the Spitfire into the narrow parking space at the side of the converted three-storey house, climbed out and walked round to the passenger side. She had to physically help Mason out of the seat. He hung on to her arm as they went inside the house and up the stairs to the first floor. Chris took his key and unlocked the door. As they stepped inside the airy, sunlit flat, Mason seemed to snap out of his daze. Unaided he walked across the lounge and into the bedroom.
  


  
    ‘How about something to drink?’ Chris asked from the door.
  


  
    Mason kicked off his shoes and let himself flop across the bed. ‘Great idea,’ he said. ‘Coffee. Black and sweet.’
  


  
    He lay staring up at the ceiling. The room began to roll and he closed his eyes. The sick feeling grew, filling his body, and his senses reeled under the onslaught. Then, just as swiftly, the nausea ebbed away, leaving him drenched in sweat, shivering from the chill that suddenly gripped him. He remembered one thing very distinctly - the resurgence of the pain in his hand. Burning, pulsing, fiery, as if it had life of its own separate from the rest of his body.
  


  
    He didn’t hear Chris return. She placed the cup of hot coffee on the low bedside table and gently nudged his shoulder.
  


  
    ‘Coffee,’ she said.
  


  
    Mason’s eyes snapped open and he stared up at her, wondering who the hell she was for a moment. Awareness returned and he blinked, sitting up slowly. ‘Thanks,’ he mumbled.
  


  
    Chris watched him drink, thinking still that he didn’t look well.
  


  
    ‘Shouldn’t you be getting back to the demo?’ Mason asked.
  


  
    ‘Never mind about the demo. They can manage without me.’ Chris sat on the edge of the bed. ‘I think we should give Doctor Adams a ring. He could probably give you a shot of something.’
  


  
    ‘Oh, sure,’ Mason said. ‘I can just see his face when you tell him it’s for a bee sting!’
  


  
    ‘Les, don’t be stubborn, please. Even a bee sting can turn out pretty nasty sometimes.’
  


  
    ‘I’ll ring him on one condition.’
  


  
    ‘What?’
  


  
    ‘That you get out of here. Take my car and go back to that demo. Hell, Chris, I feel guilty enough about dragging you away from it at all. I know how bloody hard you’ve worked to organize this one.’
  


  
    Chris smiled. ‘Sure you’ll be all right?’
  


  
    ‘Yes. I’ll lie here and give Adams a call. Ask him to drop round.’ Mason drained the coffee. ‘Satisfied?’
  


  
    Chris leaned over and kissed him on the cheek. ‘As soon as the demo breaks up I’ll be back.’ She stood up. ‘You’re sure now?’
  


  
    ‘Yeah! Go on, get out of here. I want to hear on the news tonight that you’ve closed down Long Point’s nuclear plant for good.’
  


  
    Her laugh lingered in the flat long after she had gone.
  


  
    Les Mason lifted his left hand from the bed and held it in front of his face. Fear knotted his stomach muscles as he saw the blackened fingers emerging from the handkerchief covering his hand. They were swollen, too, thickened to almost double their normal size. He reached with his other hand and jerked the handkerchief free. The whole hand had turned black, joints puffed up and stiff. He tried to move his fingers but the pain that resulted made him cry out. He could see the spot where the sting had penetrated his flesh. The area around the wound was darker than the rest of his hand, a deep purple shade, the flesh bulging tautly over a soft sac of pulpiness. Mason’s lips went dry. For the first time in his life he felt real, uncontrollable fear. On an impulse he pulled the sleeve of his jacket up his arm, then loosened the cuff of his shirt and pulled it away from his wrist. The black flesh already extended up his arm; where his watch encircled his wrist the strap was already part-hidden by the swollen flesh.
  


  
    Mason lurched up off the bed and ran out of the bedroom. He was halfway across the living room when another attack of nausea rolled over him. He felt his knees give way and he pitched face down on the carpet. He screamed out loud as his left hand smashed against the edge of the coffee table that stood in the centre of the room. The pain was like a silent explosion. It reached out and swallowed him, dragging him into a whirling vortex of searing agony, blinding light that could not be avoided even by closing his eyes. He didn’t try to fight it, he was helpless. His mind finally rejected the pain, and he lapsed into unconsciousness…
  


  
    
  


  


  
    CHAPTER TWO

  


  
    
  


  
    Chris arrived back at the demonstration to find chaos. A number of the plant’s uniformed security men were involved in violent struggles with members of the protest group. As Chris climbed out of the Spitfire she spotted a couple of police cars coming along the coast road from the other direction. She felt a surge of disappointment. This was just the kind of thing she’d always tried to avoid. The Long Point group had a reputation for non-violent, controlled behavior - now it seemed that image had been shattered. She pushed her way through the jostling crowd, trying in vain to make herself heard above the din. By the time she broke free of the crowd she was aching in half a dozen places. Chris leaned against the fencing, desperately searching for a glimpse of Jack Webster. When she finally did spot him she was unable to hold back the gasp of horror.
  


  
    Webster was clinging to the metal fencing, his fingers clutching the heavy mesh as he held himself upright. His face was covered in blood. It was dripping from his chin and spattering the front of his shirt. One eye was virtually closed, the flesh around it swollen and purple. His lower lip had ballooned grotesquely out of shape.
  


  
    ‘Jack!’ Chris yelled. She caught hold of his arm as he began to sag.
  


  
    Webster tried to focus his good eye on her. ‘Tryst you to miss all the fun,’ he mumbled.
  


  
    ‘What’s been going on?’ Chris asked.
  


  
    ‘We’ve been set up!’Webster leaned his weight against Chris. ‘Condon had somebody in the crowd. Whoever it was started throwing things. I was watching Condon. He had the gates open and his men on us too damn quick for it to be anything but a pre-arranged attack. He even had a couple of photographers on hand. There wasn’t a thing we could do, Chris - except try and defend ourselves.’
  


  
    ‘The police are here too,’ Chris said.
  


  
    ‘Great!’Webster’s head shook in anger.
  


  
    Uniformed police began to move through the crowd, parting the struggling figures.
  


  
    ‘Well, Miss Lane, whatever happened to your peace movement?’
  


  
    Chris glanced up and recognized the stern features of Inspector Peter Duncan, a member of the Long Point force. She and Duncan met often through her involvement with the protest group, Chris maintaining that good relations with the police were essential.
  


  
    ‘I think we’ve been sabotaged,’ she stated bitterly.
  


  
    Duncan had already summoned one of his men across. ‘See that Mr. Webster is looked after.’ He turned to Chris. ‘There’s an ambulance on its way. Now perhaps you and I had better have a little talk.’
  


  
    Momentarily deflated by the unexpected turn of events, Chris meekly followed the tall policeman to his waiting car. Duncan opened a rear door of the gleaming Rover 3500, and Chris climbed in. Duncan followed, closing the door as he settled in the comfortable seat beside her.
  


  
    ‘What happened?’ he asked in a not unfriendly tone.
  


  
    ‘Jack told me someone started making trouble - throwing things. And then the security men came out.’
  


  
    ‘Weren’t you there?’
  


  
    ‘I was at the start of the demonstration,’ Chris explained. ‘Everything seemed to be running smoothly. Then Les Mason, the local reporter, got himself stung on the hand - a bee or something. Anyway it made him really ill. So I drove him home. I left him at his flat and came back here…’ Chris stared out of the window at the dispersing crowd… her face betrayed her disappointment.
  


  
    ‘You’re certain it wasn’t any of your people who started the trouble?’ Duncan asked.
  


  
    ‘Look, I know I wasn’t there, Inspector, but I do know the people in the group. They wouldn’t aggravate a situation. I’m sure it was deliberately staged. Jack said there were photographers taking pictures. We’ll be in the dailies tomorrow - labeled as just another bunch of agitators - and that kind of publicity won’t do our cause one little bit of good!’
  


  
    ‘I’m inclined to believe you,’ Duncan said. ‘Your group has a good reputation and today’s fiasco doesn’t fit your image. I’ll see what I can find out. But there isn’t much I can do about adverse publicity. If pictures do appear in the nationals the only thing you can do is make a stand against the criticism that will follow. On the local scene, a word of advice. Let things calm down before you stage any more protests. I realize that this is probably what was intended, but it might be better to allow the ripples to settle.’
  


  
    Chris nodded. ‘We won’t make any trouble, Inspector. And thank you for listening to my side of the story’
  


  
    Duncan opened the car door and let Chris out. She crossed over to a few people from the group and spoke to them. As she turned to make her way across the road towards the Spitfire she caught sight of Vic Condon. He was standing just inside the open gates of the plant. A satisfied smirk played around the corners of his mouth as his eyes met Chris’s.
  


  
    ‘You really must be more careful who you allow into your group,’ Condon said dryly. ‘I’m surprised at you.’
  


  
    ‘Don’t get too smug, Condon,’ Chris warned. ‘I haven’t finished with this place yet.’
  


  
    Condon grinned. ‘You won’t look so lily-white tomorrow.’
  


  
    ‘We’ll survive. But you’ve given me something to think about. If you’re prepared to go to all that trouble it makes me ask why? Just what have you got to hide?’
  


  
    For a fleeting second Condon’s face paled, then he composed himself and his usual smugness returned. ‘I’m just doing my job. Protecting the plant from you troublemakers!’
  


  
    Chris wandered over to the Spitfire. The group had drifted apart, moving in dispirited ones and twos to their own cars further down the road. The ambulance had arrived and the few injured people, Jack Webster among them, had been whisked inside the vehicle. Chris got in the car and started the engine. She turned it around and set off back towards Long Point.
  


  
    She was almost at her own home when she remembered Les Mason. Muttering to herself she took the Spitfire along a couple of side-streets, using her lifelong knowledge of the small town to get her back to Mason’s flat without too much wasted time. Leaving the car at the curb she went inside and started up the stairs.
  


  
    The door of the flat next to Mason’s opened and a young woman appeared.
  


  
    ‘Hello, Jenny,’ Chris said.
  


  
    Jenny Mills, usually cheerful and smiling, tried to appear casual. ‘Les isn’t there,’ she said, unable to conceal the tremble in her voice.
  


  
    ‘Where is he?’ Chris asked.
  


  
    ‘He’s been taken to the hospital. He’s very sick, Chris.’
  


  
    ‘Oh Lord!’ Chris felt her stomach tighten. ‘Did you see him?’
  


  
    Jenny seemed to shrink back a little, her eyes darting back and forth across the wall. She didn’t seem to want to look at Chris.
  


  
    ‘Please, Jenny, if you know something tell me!’
  


  
    ‘I heard this… this screaming. I’ve never heard a sound like it before. It was terrible. I came out here and realized it was coming from Les’s flat. I banged on the door but he didn’t answer. There was just this horrible screaming. Over and over. I tried the door and it opened. At first I didn’t dare go in… but I knew I had to… ‘
  


  
    Chris waited, holding back her impatience.
  


  
    ‘Les was on the floor in the living-room. He was thrashing about…as if he was in terrible pain… and he was screaming all the time. I didn’t know what to do… then I just grabbed the phone, dialed 999, and yelled for them to send an ambulance and a doctor. There wasn’t anything I could do for Les. He was like a wild thing. All I can remember is that screaming and his arm… ‘
  


  
    ‘His arm?’
  


  
    ‘It was all swollen… the skin all black… his fingers like big sausages… I thought he’d burned himself at first. Chris, it was awful. I just had to stand there and watch him, listen to him scream.’ Jenny hesitated. ‘The ambulance was pretty quick. There was a doctor from the hospital. The two ambulance men had to hold Les still while they gave him a shot of something. It only calmed him a little. They put him on a stretcher and tied him down so he wouldn’t roll off. And then they took him away.’
  


  
    ‘Did the doctor say anything?’ Chris asked.
  


  
    Jenny shook her head. ‘I asked him what he thought it was but he wouldn’t say. I don’t think he knew. He just told me to contact them if I started to feel ill.’
  


  
    ‘I don’t think you have to worry, Jenny.’
  


  
    ‘How can you say that?’
  


  
    ‘I was with Les this morning up at the nuclear plant. We were holding a demo. Les came to do one of his bits for the paper. He got stung on the hand by a bee or something, and when he started feeling sick I drove him home. I made him a coffee and he was going to give his own doctor a ring.’
  


  
    ‘A bee sting?’ Jenny seemed doubtful. ‘I think there was more to it than that… that black skin… ‘
  


  
    ‘Maybe Les is allergic to bee stings. Some people can react quite badly.’ ‘But it was the way it was spreading,’ Jenny insisted. ‘Spreading?’ ‘Yes. I caught a glimpse of Les as the ambulance men took him down the stairs.
  


  
    The blackness was spreading across his face.’ She shuddered violently. ‘All across his face!’
  


  
    
  


  


  
    CHAPTER THREE

  


  
    
  


  
    Greenbank Hospital lay four miles from the town of Long Point. Compared to most hospitals Greenbank could be considered fairly modern. It had been opened in 1965, and two years later an additional wing had been built on. This was the Tropical Diseases Research Unit. Though an autonomous department the research facilities could be utilized by the main hospital if circumstances dictated such measures.
  


  
    Chris parked the Spitfire in the visitors’ car park and hurried into the hospital’s reception hall. She crossed to the long desk and caught the attention of one of the receptionists.
  


  
    ‘Can I help you?’ the girl asked.
  


  
    ‘You had a patient brought in a few hours ago,’ Chris explained. ‘Mason, Les Mason.’
  


  
    The girl checked her admission sheet. ‘Are you a relative?’
  


  
    ‘No. But I’m the nearest he’s got to one,’ Chris said. ‘Please, I must know how he is.’
  


  
    The girl frowned as she read something marked in red on the admission sheet.
  


  
    ‘Will you excuse me a moment,’ she said. She left the desk and crossed to the far side of the reception area, picking up a phone and dialing quickly. After a short delay she spoke to someone on the other end of the line.
  


  
    ‘Sorry about that,’ she apologized as she returned to Chris. ‘A doctor will be down in a moment. If you’d like to take a seat, Miss.’
  


  
    Chris nodded. ‘Thanks. By the way, the name’s Lane. Chris Lane.’
  


  
    Moving away from the desk Chris went over to the line of seats against the far wall and sat down. She’d only been there for a couple of minutes when a white-coated figure descended the stairs from the upper floor. He was a tall man, with a rather thin, sunken face. His pale hair was receding badly. He walked to the desk and spoke to the girl who had dealt with Chris. He turned and came towards her.
  


  
    ‘Miss Lane? I’m Doctor Renshaw.’
  


  
    Chris stood up, almost afraid to ask the inevitable question.
  


  
    ‘Can you tell me how Les… I mean Mr. Mason… is?’
  


  
    Renshaw frowned. ‘He’s very ill. At the moment we are trying to stabilize his condition. Unfortunately we don’t seem to be having a great deal of success.’
  


  
    ‘Is it that serious?’
  


  
    ‘I’m afraid it is, Miss Lane. Do you have any idea what stung Mr. Mason?’
  


  
    Chris shook her head. ‘All I can tell you is what Les told me, that he’d been stung on the hand. He didn’t know what had done it. Very shortly after he began to feel sick. I took him straight home and saw him settled in bed. He was going to ring his own doctor. I had to leave then. When I returned some time later I learned that he’d been taken to hospital.’
  


  
    ‘I’m afraid we’ve been unable to identify the origin of the sting,’ Renshaw said.
  


  
    ‘Les seemed to think it was either a bee or a wasp.’
  


  
    Renshaw looked doubtful. ‘It can’t be ruled out of course. Victims of such attacks have been known to exhibit extreme symptoms. An individual might just react in the way Mr. Mason has - but it is the swiftness of the reaction that raises doubts.’
  


  
    ‘What about a snake bite?’ ‘Again a possibility,’ Renshaw said. ‘The adder has a particularly effective - if you’ll forgive the word - venom, though the chance of such a reptile in this area is remote.’
  


  
    ‘Doctor Renshaw, something caused Les’s condition. Something that stung him.’
  


  
    A tired smile nickered across Renshaw’s face. ‘We had reached that conclusion ourselves,’ he remarked.
  


  
    Chris flushed. ‘I’m sorry, Doctor. I didn’t mean to suggest… ‘
  


  
    ‘You’re worried… it’s natural that you should be impatient.’ Renshaw smiled again, this time reassuringly. ‘We’re doing all we can. There is an excellent research department attached to this hospital - Tropical Diseases. They have a sectionwhich deals exclusively with toxicology. I’ve already spoken to Doctor Camperly, the department head, and he is going to carry out investigative tests. Once we can determine the cause of Mr. Mason’s symptoms we can affect a cure.’
  


  
    Chris nodded automatically. She’d listened to Renshaw, taking in his reassuring words, but inwardly she was not comforted in any way. Renshaw hadn’t given anything away - but Chris was reaching her own conclusions.
  


  
    ‘Can I see Les?’ she asked.
  


  
    Renshaw cleared his throat. ‘I’m afraid not. Mr. Mason is in an isolation room, and at the moment we can’t allow visitors.’
  


  
    ‘Can I keep in touch?’ Chris asked. ‘Find out how he is?’
  


  
    ‘Yes, of course.’
  


  
    The girl at the reception desk called Renshaw’s name. He excused himself and crossed to the desk. The girl handed him a telephone. The call was brief. Renshaw replaced the receiver and returned to Chris.
  


  
    ‘I’m afraid you will have to excuse me, Miss Lane.’ He smiled apologetically. ‘Always something cropping up.’
  


  
    
  


  
    ***

  


  
    
  


  
    Renshaw heard the terrible screams as he pushed through the soundproof doors leading into the isolation ward. The agonized sound seemed to fill the empty corridors. The cry of a soul in torment, he thought, pushing open the door to the room where they had put Les Mason.
  


  
    The first thing he saw was the writhing, pain-racked figure strapped down on the bed. The Ward Sister and a couple of nurses were clustered round the bed looking on helplessly. Renshaw knew how they felt. He was beginning to experience the same frustrations.
  


  
    As Renshaw entered the room the Sister glanced up. She moved away from the screaming man and went to Renshaw.
  


  
    ‘What happened, Sister?’
  


  
    ‘He seemed to have quietened down. For a few minutes he became lethargic, then he started to foam at the mouth and he went into a series of spasms. The screaming started soon after.’
  


  
    ‘Obviously the sedative isn’t working,’ Renshaw said, moving to the side of the bed.
  


  
    He stared down at the contorted figure of Les Mason, and wondered just what they could do to help the man. The preliminary investigations had revealed nothing of value - and Renshaw, realizing he was out of his depth, had called on the research department for assistance. He’d done it reluctantly. Renshaw did not get on very well with Andrew Camperly, the man in charge of the department. Camperly was a glory-seeker, opinionated, and too much of a gambler for Renshaw’s conservative outlook. But Camperly had the facilities of his department at his beck and call, so Renshaw - in the interests of his patient - swallowed his pride and asked for help.
  


  
    ‘Do you want me to give him another injection?’ the Sister asked.
  


  
    As if on cue Les Mason stopped screaming. His violent writhings ceased and he became unnaturally inert. He lay staring up at the ceiling, eyes bulging, white and round against the blackened flesh of his face. His thickened lips, peeled back from his teeth, were speckled with frothy saliva.
  


  
    ‘We may not need it,’ Renshaw said. He checked Mason’s pulse; it was extremely agitated.
  


  
    ‘His temperature is still high,’ the Sister said. She handed Renshaw the chart from the end of the bed. ‘Doctor, I’ve never seen symptoms like these before.’
  


  
    Renshaw gave her back the chart. ‘Don’t worry, Sister,’ he said. ‘Neither have I.’
  


  
    The door opened and two white-coated figures stepped into the room.
  


  
    ‘Doctor Camperly,’ Renshaw acknowledged.
  


  
    Andrew Camperly, tall, fair-haired, a handsome man in his early forties, nodded brusquely. He crossed the room with long strides and joined Renshaw beside the bed. He looked at Les Mason’s inert form, then glanced at Renshaw.
  


  
    ‘The patient is twenty-seven years old,’ Renshaw said. ‘He was admitted a few hours ago. All we know is that he is the victim of some kind of sting. The only wound is a puncture on the left hand, at the base of the thumb. Since his admittance he’s had two extreme bouts of what I can only describe as violent spasms. The attacks affect the whole body, and judging by his screams there must be a great deal of pain.’
  


  
    ‘Have you had the saliva analyzed?’ Camperly asked.
  


  
    Renshaw shook his head. ‘There hasn’t been time. Saliva only began to show a short time ago.’
  


  
    ‘Well, we’d better have a specimen.’ Camperly flicked his hand at the Sister. ‘See to that, Sister.’
  


  
    The Sister nodded stiffly.
  


  
    ‘While we’re about it we’ll get blood tests under way.’ Camperly glanced at the younger man who had come into the room with him. ‘Brady, take the required samples, then get back to the lab and run the usual tests. I want a complete breakdown as soon as possible.’
  


  
    Allan Brady, the youngest member of Camperly’s research unit, moved to the side of the bed. He placed the steel tray he was carrying on the trolley beside the bed. Taking a syringe he picked up a sealed pack containing a sterile needle. Breaking the pack he fixed the needle to the syringe. One of the nurses swabbed the darkened flesh of Les Mason’s right arm, just below the elbow joint. Allan probed gently with his finger until he located the large vein. With practiced ease he inserted the long needle and eased back the plunger to draw out the required amount of blood. He withdrew the needle, turned to the trolley, and drained the blood from the syringe into two glass phials. The phials were then stoppered and the labels filled in with the appropriate details.
  


  
    While Allan had been taking his blood samples, the Sister had collected a specimen of saliva. It was deposited in a sterile container, then placed in the steel tray alongside the blood phials. Allan picked up the tray and made for the door.
  


  
    ‘As soon as the report is ready, Allan, I want it on my desk!’ Camperly said sharply.
  


  
    ‘I’ll get right on with it,’ Allan said, and left the room. He closed the door firmly and took a few seconds to allow his anger to subside.
  


  
    Damn Camperly, he thought. He’d allowed Camperly to get on his nerves yet again. Why in hell did he let the man do it? He knew why of course - putting up with Camperly and his prima-donna personality meant that Allan could make the most of his appointment at the Greenbank Research Unit. It was one of the best-equipped and forward-looking departments in the country. Allan intended staying at Greenbank as long as he could - even if it did mean suffering Andrew Camperly.
  


  
    Shaking off his moment of self-pity Allan walked on down the corridor. At the far end he passed through the soundproof doors and emerged into the research unit’s reception area. Compared to the main hospital reception area it appeared deserted. In fact the whole atmosphere of the research unit differed from the general hospital. Here there were seldom any emergencies, the pace of life was measured, geared to the precision and deliberation required by the world of research and investigation.
  


  
    Crossing the reception area Allan nodded to the auburn-haired girl behind the desk. He decided against using the lift and walked down the stairs to the ground floor laboratory complex. Pushing through a glass door Allan entered the hushed lab area he shared with the other member of his section.
  


  
    ‘Here he is,’ came a familiar taunt. ‘Camperly’s wee blue-eyed boy!’
  


  
    Allan placed the steel tray on his lab bench, unable to hold back a grin. ‘Come on out you hairy highlander.’
  


  
    Fergus McFee, a broad, muscular Scot with red hair and a complexion to match, rose into view from behind the opposite bench.
  


  
    ‘I don’t know how you get all these plum jobs,’ he grumbled good-naturedly. He lumbered round to Allan’s bench and leaned his bulk on a stool. He watched as Allan set up his equipment. ‘And what has our great doctor and chief lumbered you with this time?’
  


  
    Allan glanced up from the test-report sheet he was dating. He tapped one of the phials with his pen.
  


  
    ‘Interesting, actually. Renshaw had a man brought in suffering from some kind of sting. Nobody’s sure just what did it.’
  


  
    ‘After the bloody summer we’ve had, it wouldn’t surprise me if it turned out to be a tarantula,’ McFee said.
  


  
    ‘The thing is,’ Allan persisted, ‘that this poor beggar has had the reaction to end all reactions. Violent spasms, frothing at the mouth. So much pain he’s been screaming the place down. Renshaw’s got him in isolation.’
  


  
    McFee began to show an interest. ‘Aye, go on laddie.’
  


  
    ‘Nothing Renshaw’s given him seems to have done any good. The sting was at the base of the left thumb. Now the whole of the left arm and his face have swelled up and turned black.’
  


  
    ‘Sounds a bit extreme for a wee insect bite,’ McFee said. ‘Perhaps it was something else. Snake maybe?’
  


  
    ‘There was only one puncture,’ Allan pointed out.
  


  
    McFee thought for a moment. ‘I don’t think you can rule out a snake-bite just on that. It could have been a snake with a defective fang. Or maybe it only managed to make contact with one fang.’
  


  
    ‘A short-sighted adder?’ Allan grinned.
  


  
    McFee grunted in disgust. ‘If all you can do is scoff, you ignorant Englishman, I’ll away back to my own wee corner.’
  


  
    ‘A snake that can’t aim straight,’ Allan chuckled. He glanced at McFee and saw that the Scot was grinning too.
  


  
    ‘Can’t you just hear it singing to itself ‘Fangs ain’t what they used to be’.’
  


  
    ‘Cut it out, Fergus,’ Allan said. He knew to his cost how infectious the Scot’s humor was, but he was going to have Camperly yelling over his shoulder for his report before long. ‘Haven’t you got anything to do?’ he asked. ‘A dead haggis to dissect?’
  


  
    Stifling his snorts of laughter McFee presented a sober expression. ‘If there’s one thing I canna abide next to an Englishman, it’s a dedicated, ambitious, boot-licking Englishman!’
  


  
    He slid off the stool and returned to his work - a complex analysis of a new cholera strain. That was McFee’s way. When he played he always went over the top, when he worked he was single-minded and fanatically thorough.
  


  
    Allan settled down at his own bench, preparing for the intricate tests he was about to carry out. Here was the nucleus of his work, the nub from which everything else radiated. And it was here where Allan derived his greatest satisfaction, never once failing to become excited as his precise evaluations began to reveal definite results…
  


  
    Three hours later he had gleaned every scrap of information possible from the blood and saliva samples taken from Les Mason.
  


  
    The tests had revealed that Mason’s blood contained heavy traces of an extremely powerful neurotoxin. As far as Allan could determine, it was far stronger than anything likely to be injected by a bee or a wasp. He had also confirmed that the venom was hemolytic in its action in that it attacked and destroyed the red blood corpuscles. If he had been called upon to express an opinion Allan would have agreed with Fergus McFee’s suggestion - that Les Mason had suffered some kind of snakebite. Even so, Allan found himself puzzled by the characteristics of the venom; it was a strain he hadn’t come across before. The venom was far more potent than the native adder. It was, of course, always possible that a foreign reptile could have somehow got itself loose in the countryside - dangerous pets had escaped before.
  


  
    Allan took his report to Camperly’s office. As usual the office was empty. That was typical of Camperly; he would chase everyone around, raising the roof over some report, which, according to him, was vital to the survival of the country; he would bully everyone to get the work done, and then as soon as it was delivered he would vanish and the report would sit on his desk for days. Allan left the report in the centre of Camperly’s unmarked blotter and closed the door of the office. He returned to his own work, picking up where he’d left off earlier when he had accompanied Camperly to see Renshaw’s patient. Allan wondered how Les Mason was doing. He hoped that the man recovered. Not that there was anything Allan could do. Camperly would handle the case in his usual manner: he would assume complete control and allow no further involvement on the part of his staff. Allan’s part in the matter had ended when he placed the report on Camperly’s desk.
  


  
    
  


  


  
    CHAPTER FOUR

  


  
    
  


  
    Maurice Jenkins drained the last of the tea from his tin mug, smacked his lips in satisfaction, and lay back in the grass, staring up into the star-filled sky. He drew in a breath of the fresh night air and wished he could spend the rest of his life in this ideal condition.
  


  
    He had pitched his small tent on gently sloping ground where he could look out over the cliffs to the sea beyond. Before darkness had fallen he had set up his campsite, lit his primus-stove, and cooked himself a meal. Afterwards he had settled back with a large mug of freshly brewed tea, contentedly watching the daylight slip away and the mantle of night cloak the land and the sea.
  


  
    Maurice lived in London, in the same house where he’d been born forty-three years ago. He ran a small newsagents in the Mile End Road. It didn’t make a lot of money but there was enough for Maurice. He had never married so there was only himself to support - apart from Rex, his black and white terrier-cum-collie dog. Maurice and Rex existed in close harmony, each dependent upon the other, satisfied with their ordered, routine lives. And one of their routines came round each August. In the first week of the month Maurice closed the small shop for two weeks, exchanged his shiny worn suit for a pair of baggy shorts and an old jacket, packed up his haversack, and with Rex alongside took a train down to Kent. There he spent his fortnight’s holiday hiking along the coast, enjoying the lush scenery and the invigorating climate, which was a world apart from the fume-ridden air of the city.
  


  
    Each year Maurice took with him a favorite volume from his treasured collection of books. He was a devotee of the classics, his ultimate choice, Dickens. This year, being no exception, he had brought along a leather-bound copy of David Copperfield. He had read the book a number of times, yet with each new journey through the pages he discovered fresh joys, saw deeper into Dickens’s intricate characterization. Every evening, after his meal was over, he would finally retire to his tent and spend an hour slowly reliving the experiences of one of Dickens’s wonderful creations.
  


  
    He glanced at his watch. It was almost nine. Time to retire, Maurice thought. He sat up. Sweat beaded his face, trickling down his neck. If only it weren’t so close, he thought. From the moment he had stepped off the train three days ago the weather had been beautiful - ideal for hiking. But it had changed that morning; the heat had closed in, saturating the very air. It was that cloying, muggy sort of heat, the kind you couldn’t escape from.
  


  
    Maurice stood up, pulling his damp shirt away from his lean body. Even his shorts were clinging stickily to his flesh. He made sure that the primus was extinguished before he walked to the small tent. Unzipping the flap he got down on his hands and knees and crawled inside. The inside of the tent was like an oven. Maurice grumbled softly to himself, realizing he’d made a mistake in closing the flap earlier. He switched on the battered little radio he’d brought along; soft music filled the tent. Maurice undressed and pulled on his pajamas, neatly folding his clothes and placing them beside his sleeping bag ready for morning. He lit the small gas-lamp and adjusted the flame so there was enough illumination for him to read, then crawled into his sleeping bag. He lay for a while listening to the radio, then turned it low and reached for his book.
  


  
    He had been reading for almost half an hour when a faint rustle of sound reached him from outside the tent. Maurice lowered the book and listened. A smile crossed his face. Good old Rex was back. Part of Rex’s enjoyment of the holiday was to be able to go off on his own for a few hours and have a good roam around. Maurice didn’t worry. He knew that Rex would come back. Nor was he concerned about what Rex might get up to. The dog, though part collie, was a pet right down to the tip of his tail. He would go off and sniff his way through the grass and over the green fields, ignoring all forms of wildlife, and when he’d had enough he would return to where his master was waiting and curl up at the foot of Maurice’s sleeping bag.
  


  
    ‘Come on, Rex,’ Maurice called, and carried on reading. He glanced up after a few moments when the dog failed to appear. That was unusual. Rex always waited for that command and then he would dart inside the tent. Maurice sat up, his head forward as he listened to the sound of the dog prowling restlessly around the campsite. ‘Here, Rex!’ he called sharply. The dog stayed outside - but it made a low, throaty grumble. Maurice frowned. He hadn’t heard Rex make a sound like that for a long time.
  


  
    The rumbling increased as the dog neared the tent. Maurice, faintly aware of something not quite right, unzipped his sleeping bag and drew his legs out.
  


  
    Rex’s head appeared in the open tent flap. At first Maurice didn’t notice anything different. Then the animal eased forward, light from the lamp falling across the head and neck.
  


  
    A sharp cry escaped from Maurice’s lips, and he drew back with a sudden movement.
  


  
    The dog snarled, lips peeling back from glistening teeth. Frothy saliva dribbled out over the swollen tongue. Rex swung his head from side to side, as if trying to dislodge something from his fur. The light fell across the left side of the dog’s head. The eye was lost in a puffy, swollen mass of discolored flesh. Maurice was able to see other swollen mounds under the dog’s fur, along the neck and the body. And now, as the animal stepped further into the tent, Maurice could distinguish dark objects in the tangled fur. Abruptly the dog lunged forward into the tent, moving past him to cower in the dark rear corner.
  


  
    ‘Rex!’ Maurice called, holding out a hand. ‘What happened, boy? Are you hurt? Come here! Here!’
  


  
    The dog remained where it was. Its eye gleamed as it caught the light from the lamp.
  


  
    Maurice leaned forward, stretching out his hand. ‘Come on, old pal. Surely you’re not frightened of me.’
  


  
    The low rumbling in Rex’s throat rose to a wild, slobbering snarl. As Maurice’s gentle hand reached out to touch it the dog darted forward, jaws opening wide. There was a moment of frantic confusion, and Maurice cried out in agony as Rex’s teeth tore into the flesh of his outstretched hand. He wrenched his hand back, lacerating it as he freed it from Rex’s jaw. Blood welled up from the wounds as Maurice scrambled away from the dog. His heel caught in the folds of the sleeping bag and he fell, sprawling on his back. He threw his hands up in front of his face as the dark shape of the dog rose above him. It landed on his stomach and chest, digging in its claws as it struggled to maintain its balance. He saw the frothing jaws coming down at his face and tried to push the dog away. Sharp teeth tore at his hands, tearing, ripping the flesh. Blood spurted from the ragged gashes, spattering Maurice’s face. Resistance was futile. Rex was in a paroxysm of fury, oblivious to the fact that he was attacking the one person in the world who cared for him. There was a single, brief moment when man and dog stared deep into each other’s eyes. And then it was past, gone, and Rex gave a chilling snarl as he lunged forward, sinking his teeth into the soft flesh of Maurice’s throat. He gave a single, despairing scream before Rex’s bloody teeth tore out his throat. Blood spurted out in scarlet fountains, soaking the dog’s fur, yet it continued to savage the man’s flesh. Even as Maurice Jenkins was dying, ruined hands twitching, legs jerking in final spasms, Rex was still snapping and clawing, opening more wounds in the quivering flesh.
  


  
    Gradually the dog’s fury abated. It crawled off the mutilated, blood-spattered body and stood motionless, head hanging, blood drooling from its mouth. It moved across the tent and paused at the open flap. Every so often its body twitched. It began to whine, shake itself, snap its teeth at its own body. Suddenly it gave a long howl of misery and darted out of the tent. Twisting, writhing, leaping, it flopped over on its side and rolled over and over on the ground. On its feet again it shook its bloody head.
  


  
    Something moved in the fur of the dog’s back. A dark body, eight legs and a long, up-curved tail. The creature was about five inches long, and it moved with an unsure, almost hesitant action. Three more of the creatures disentangled themselves from the dog’s matted fur, dropping to the ground. They behaved as though they were unable to locate themselves, often colliding with each other and clicking the curved, pincer-like claws that protruded forward of the head.
  


  
    The dog became aware of the creatures. It started to whine, backing away from them. Suddenly it turned and streaked into the darkness.
  


  
    The creatures themselves huddled together for a time, until one of them began to crawl off through the deep grass. The others followed, keeping close together, the sound of their passing concealed by the soft sound of music playing.
  


  
    The music came from the radio lying on its side underneath the tangled sleeping bag inside Maurice Jenkins’s tent. The small lamp had been overturned, too, but it still burned, throwing a pale glow over the interior. There was no movement inside the tent. No sound except the radio playing on. Just beyond Maurice Jenkins’s outstretched and mutilated left hand lay the leather-bound copy of David Copperfield. It had fallen open at the page he had been reading. Blood that had pulsed strongly from Maurice’s throat had pooled on the ground beside the book, and now it was slowly soaking into the fine paper, darkening as it stained the pages, slowly obliterating the neat black printing…
  


  
    
  


  


  
    CHAPTER FIVE

  


  
    
  


  
    Les Mason lived for two more days.
  


  
    He died in the late afternoon of his third day in hospital, still suffering in great agony, despite the close attention of Doctor Renshaw and his staff, and the repeated attempts by Andrew Camperly to diagnose an effective antivenin, which might counteract the poison in his body.
  


  
    ‘Well, we did what we could,’ Renshaw said. He stood aside as Les Mason’s corpse was wheeled out of the room.
  


  
    Andrew Camperly nodded. ‘I don’t like being beaten, Renshaw. It doesn’t look good for the department.’
  


  
    Renshaw’s features hardened but he kept his thoughts to himself. He followed Camperly out of the room and they paused for a moment.
  


  
    ‘Thank you for trying anyway,’ Renshaw said.
  


  
    ‘There will have to be a post mortem, of course.’
  


  
    Renshaw nodded. ‘Yes. Probably tomorrow.’
  


  
    Td like one of my people to be there,’ Camperly said. ‘That is all right I suppose?’
  


  
    ‘Of course,’ Renshaw said, while inside he thought: you know damn well there wouldn’t be any objection.
  


  
    Camperly walked away, returning to his office. He noticed Allan Brady and called him over.
  


  
    ‘I thought you might be interested,’ Camperly said as Allan followed him inside the office. ‘That patient of Renshaw’s - the one with the sting-reaction.’ Camperly flicked through some papers on his desk. ‘He died a short while ago.’
  


  
    ‘You mean none of our treatments worked?’
  


  
    Camperly looked up, almost amused. ‘Don’t sound so surprised. We can’t save them all.’
  


  
    ‘Have you diagnosed the final cause?’
  


  
    ‘Of course I haven’t,’ Camperly snapped. ‘Good God, he only died twenty minutes ago!’
  


  
    ‘Yes, but what about my report on the blood…’
  


  
    ‘I meant to have a word with you about that,’ Camperly said. ‘May I remind you that all I asked for was a routine blood test report, not a flight of fancy.’
  


  
    ‘I don’t know what you mean,’ Allan protested.
  


  
    Camperly leaned back in his chair, smiling gently, like an indulgent father being confronted by a hysterical child. ‘When I want a thesis written on the possible, probable, and the unlikely causes and effects of neurotoxaemia, I’ll prepare it myself.’
  


  
    ‘Doctor Camperly, I don’t think that’s fair!’
  


  
    ‘Frankly I don’t give a damn about your opinion, Doctor Brady!’ Camperly sat upright suddenly, his face hard. ‘Let us get something straight. Until you hear otherwise, just remember that I am in charge of this research unit, and I decide what is right and what is wrong!’
  


  
    ‘The conclusions I reached in that report were in no way distorted, Doctor Camperly,’ Allan protested.
  


  
    There was a strained silence, broken when Camperly regained his composure and said flatly: ‘That will be all, Doctor Brady.’
  


  
    Allan turned and left the office. He strode down the corridor, ignoring the greetings offered by members of the department he passed. Reaching the lab he went in, closing the door with a bang.
  


  
    Fergus McFee peered over the top of his bench. ‘Something tells me you’ve just been in the headmaster’s study.’
  


  
    Allan slumped down on his stool. ‘That egotistical bastard!’ he exclaimed.
  


  
    ‘Am I allowed three guesses as to who you are referring to?’ McFee asked lightly.
  


  
    ‘He’s a bloody madman, Fergus. As far as he’s concerned we’re just a bunch of raw beginners who should be grateful he’s allowed us to play with his fancy toys!’
  


  
    ‘Ah!’ McFee sighed. ‘He’s been giving you the word has he. Something along the lines of…just you keep in mind who is in charge, stay in your place, don’t speak until spoken to, and never, never even consider using your brain.’
  


  
    Allan mellowed under McFee’s perfect mimicry of Camperly’s voice.
  


  
    ‘You remember that report I did on the blood of that fellow who got himself stung? Well, Camperly’s just tossed it back in my face. Told me I’d got too carried away and made too much of it.’
  


  
    ‘Must have been a good report then,’ McFee said.
  


  
    ‘It was,’ Allan said. ‘A damn good report, and I think Camperly knew it.’
  


  
    ‘Well, laddie, that’s why he slapped you down. When you’ve been here as long as I have you’ll learn. Be like me, Allan. I keep my head down and I don’t rock the boat. Once I’ve got all my qualifications I leave.’ McFee lowered his voice. ‘But don’t tell that to yon chief, else he’s liable to have me chained to my bench.’
  


  
    ‘You know what makes it worse, Fergus?’
  


  
    ‘What?’
  


  
    ‘The patient died.’
  


  
    McFee muttered under his breath. ‘When?’ he asked.
  


  
    ‘About half an hour ago.’
  


  
    ‘Well that wouldn’t help Camperly’s mood. Not at all.’ McFee laid a hand on Allan’s arm. ‘You did what you were asked to do, laddie, so there’s no profit in sitting mooning over it.’
  


  
    ‘I suppose not,’ Allan agreed, and turned to his bench.
  


  
    He was still smarting slightly from Camperly’s dressing-down when he left the department that evening. He crossed the lawn fronting the main hospital building, making for his car, which he’d parked in the visitors’ area that morning. The staff car park had been closed due to some maintenance work. Absorbed in his own thoughts, he didn’t see the young woman standing next to his car until he walked into her.
  


  
    ‘Sorry,’ he apologized, reaching out to steady the swaying figure.
  


  
    ‘That’s all right.’
  


  
    Allan took a closer look, and liked what he saw. A dark-haired, attractive girl, dressed in slim-fitting trousers, a cream shirt and a light jacket. He saw something else too - she was very pale and her eyes were full of tears.
  


  
    ‘Bad news?’ he asked.
  


  
    Chris Lane nodded. ‘Yes,’ she said. ‘I’ve just learned that Les… a friend died this afternoon.’
  


  
    ‘Les Mason?’
  


  
    Chris glanced at him. ‘Did you know him?’
  


  
    ‘Indirectly,’ Allan explained. ‘I’m with the research unit. We were called in to try and diagnose just what had poisoned Mr. Mason. But we weren’t able to come up with anything.’
  


  
    ‘I see. Were you treating him?’ Chris asked.
  


  
    Allan shook his head. ‘Not me personally. I carried out blood tests for the head of my department.’
  


  
    ‘Then I have you to thank as much as anyone,’ Chris said. ‘I’m sure you all did everything you could.’
  


  
    Allan watched the girl closely. She really was looking pale, he decided. He indicated the Triumph Spitfire. ‘Your car?’
  


  
    ‘Actually it belonged to Les,’ Chris said. ‘I’ve been using it ever since he was taken to hospital. Mine’s off the road at the moment. I didn’t think Les would min… ‘ She trailed off and tried to hold back the tears.
  


  
    ‘I don’t think it would be a good idea for you to drive at the moment,’ Allan pointed out. ‘Were you going into town?’
  


  
    Chris nodded.
  


  
    ‘Come on, then, I’ll give you a lift.’
  


  
    Allan unlocked his car and got Chris settled in the passenger seat. He slid behind the wheel of the Capri and started up. Reversing across the car park he swung the wheel and took the sleek car out on to the road.
  


  
    They drove in silence for a few minutes. It was Chris who spoke first.
  


  
    ‘It takes a little getting used to,’ she said. ‘Death is always a distant thing until it happens to someone close to you. I’ve never had anyone really close die yet. Both my parents are still alive.’ She gave a quick little smile. ‘It’s odd, isn’t it. There are people dying all over the world, every minute of the day, yet we aren’t bothered about it. It only hits you hard when it’s something like this.’
  


  
    Allan didn’t say anything. He knew exactly how Chris was feeling. He had gone through the experience himself four years ago, when both his parents had died in a road accident. It had taken him a long time to get over the harsh fact that they were gone, taken out of his life in a single moment. There was no magic cure for grief; it took its own time to wear off.
  


  
    ‘The funny thing is Les and I weren’t all that involved. Not… not… physically. We’d known each other for about six months. Our relationship was more or less formed through a mutual involvement.’
  


  
    ‘Business you mean?’ Allan asked.
  


  
    ‘No. You see I belong to the group formed to fight against the Long Point Nuclear Plant. Les was the local reporter for the Long Point News, and sympathized with our cause. I suppose our friendship developed out of constant contact with each other. Obviously it developed more than I’d realized.’
  


  
    Allan drove in silence. There wasn’t much he could say now. But there would be a time when he could speak to her; a time when the memory of Les Mason had faded. Allan knew he would be looking forward to that time, because he wanted very much to see this girl again.
  


  
    As he closed the car door after her, Allan realized that he didn’t even know her name.
  


  
    
  


  


  
    CHAPTER SIX

  


  
    
  


  
    The weather continued unchanged. Cloying, overpowering, unrelenting heat. It was the kind of weather that brought the worst in people boiling to the surface. People were touchy, ready for a fight. Even families out for a break found themselves arguing over the slightest thing.
  


  
    ‘The times this happens! We get all dressed up for a nice run in the country, and what happens? This bloody old wreck lets us down! It’s time you got rid of it!’
  


  
    Jack Lippman, his head stuck under the raised bonnet of the Morris Minor, closed his ears to the ceaseless drone of his wife’s voice. If I ever get rid of anything, he thought, it’ll be you!
  


  
    ‘Are you listening, Jack?’
  


  
    Lippman took his head out from under the bonnet. ‘Hilda,’ he said pleasantly, ‘why don’t you go for a little walk.’
  


  
    Hilda Lippman stopped chattering. She leaned out of the car window, her angry face flushed from the heat. ‘What did you say?’ she demanded.
  


  
    ‘Oh, mum, he only said why don’t you stretch your legs.’
  


  
    Hilda glanced at her nineteen-year-old daughter, Jackie, who was standing beside the car. Barry, Jackie’s boyfriend, was sitting on the grass verge, listening to the family squabble with amused interest.
  


  
    ‘Are you sure that’s what he said?’ Hilda asked. She climbed out of the car. She was a tall woman, angular, with a worn face and dark hair going grey. ‘A waste of time,’ she grumbled. She slammed the door of the car with a powerful thrust of her arm.
  


  
    ‘Bloody hell!’ Jack Lippman’s head showed around the edge of the bonnet again. ‘What did you go and do that for?’
  


  
    ‘Because I felt like it!’ Hilda retorted. ‘And I feel like eating something so I’m getting the food out of the boot.’
  


  
    Jack Lippman walked round to the rear of the car and unlocked the boot. He pulled out a plastic box and a blanket. He tossed the blanket to Jackie and Barry and they spread it out over the grass.
  


  
    ‘You found out what’s wrong with the car?’ Barry asked.
  


  
    ‘Eh? Oh, yeah,’ Lippman said. ‘Just the fanbelt slipping. It’ll tighten up all right. I’ll let her cool down first though.’
  


  
    Barry glanced at Jackie and inclined his head. She gave him a slow smile.
  


  
    ‘Mum, you and dad have your food. Barry and I will have ours later.’
  


  
    Hilda glanced up. ‘Why? Where’re you going?’
  


  
    ‘A walk along the cliffs. It’s too hot to eat.’
  


  
    Hilda watched the young couple as they vanished from sight. She caught a glimpse of her husband watching her and frowned.
  


  
    ‘Well?’
  


  
    Jack Lippman shook his head and reached for a sandwich. ‘Nothing,’ he said.
  


  
    Hilda sat back against the side of the car and stared out to the green slopes leading to the cliffs. There was a densely wooded area off to their right; beyond the trees, perhaps two miles away, could be seen the white buildings of the Long Point Nuclear Plant. Hilda shivered as she looked at the place. She didn’t, like many ordinary people, understand the intricacies of such a place. She had a secondhand knowledge of nuclear energy, much of it based on popular misconception, and it left her with a feeling of ignorance, which in turn created a mindless fear.
  


  
    Hilda glanced away from the plant. She reached for the tall thermos flask and poured out two cups of tea, spooning in sugar from a plastic container. Jack put in some milk and they sat back, relaxing, experiencing a simple contentment.
  


  
    ‘You want another cup of tea?’ Hilda asked.
  


  
    Jack didn’t answer, he seemed to be asleep. Hilda put her cup down; the tea was cold. She must have dropped off herself. She yawned and ran a hand across her face. She was covered in a thin sheen of perspiration.
  


  
    ‘Jack?’ Hilda leaned over and prodded her husband’s side. He still didn’t move. A faint shadow of alarm rose in Hilda.
  


  
    ‘Come on, Jack! If you’re buggering about I’ll… ‘
  


  
    Her husband’s head rolled round so that he was facing her.
  


  
    For a split second Hilda simply stared at him, unable to believe what she was seeing. And then she screamed, her shrieks tearing the peace and calm apart.
  


  
    She scrambled away from her husband, kicking over the food spread out on the blanket, overturning the flask of tea. In her haste to get away from him she stumbled, losing a shoe. When she finally got to her feet, lurching unsteadily, she began to run down the long grassy slope.
  


  
    Jack Lippman stayed in the same position. His eyes were open and he was facing in the direction of his fleeing wife. But he couldn’t see her. He couldn’t see anything. Jack Lippman would never see anything ever again - because Jack Lippman was dead. His sightless eyes bulged glassily from a face turned a deep shade of purple, almost black. His swollen tongue, protruding from between parted lips. On his right side, just above the hip, a strip of soft flesh lay exposed between the top of his trousers and where his shirt had lifted. The pigmentation here had altered too - and in the middle of the blackened flesh there was a small puncture.
  


  
    
  


  
    ***

  


  
    
  


  
    Over a mile away along the coast - a mile closer to the Long Point Nuclear Plant - in a secluded, grassy clearing a young woman lay sunbathing. Attractive, blonde, with a long-limbed, superb body, she lay completely naked on a thin blanket, her bronzed body glistening with oil. Her only items of apparel were a pair of sunglasses and two round pads of cotton wool placed over her nipples to protect them from the rays of the sun.
  


  
    Fran Collingwood was twenty-four years old and she was a photographic model. Her face and her figure were her fortune, and right at that time in her life Fran needed to protect her assets with extreme caution. She had just landed herself a fat contract which was going to keep her bank balance very juicily filled for the next year. The contract was for a modeling assignment on a prestige calendar for one of the big international business conglomerates. The calendars were give-away items, handed out to a small handful of important clients. They were hung in some of the most select offices around the world. Fran would be working with one of the world’s leading figure photographers - Nick de Maune - and she knew that she was going to have to look better than she’d ever looked in her life. De Maune, a superb artist with a camera, was also the most demanding. His work was unbeatable, his photographs of women the most erotic and beautiful ever to be shown. Fran realized that once she had completed work on the calendar, she was going to find herself deluged with offers. This was the way it had happened to girls who had previously appeared in the Nick de Maune calendar and Fran had no intention of being any different. In two days she was due to fly out to Gibraltar, to meet De Maune and commence work on the first section of the assignment. Now, in the seclusion of the copse, Fran was making certain that her suntan was at its best.
  


  
    Turning her head, Fran glanced at her watch lying on the blanket at her side. She made a quick calculation, and decided that another ten minutes would do. After that she would make her way back to her car, parked off the road behind some thick bushes. A quick drive back to her cottage just outside Long Point, a shower, a light meal, and a good night’s sleep. Tomorrow she had to be back in London. There was a session with her hairdresser, a visit to her health club, and a fitting at a shop that was making her a new evening dress.
  


  
    Fran stretched slowly, enjoying the warm touch of the sun on her body. She moved her toes, flexed her long legs, allowing a faint ripple of sensual feeling to grow. It was, she knew, a combination of her being naked, covered in the translucent film of suntan oil, plus her own inner thoughts at that particular moment. Fran was aware of her beauty and of the admiration it brought her. A lot of men made it clear they wanted her, but Fran Collingwood was no easy touch. She was in a position to choose, and she did. On her mind right then was the image of a certain man. The man in her life. A man who made her feel less of an unobtainable fantasy being, and more of a healthy, loving woman. Fran began to squirm, feeling the blanket rumple beneath her firm buttocks. She sighed. Damn! Why had she let herself daydream
  


  
    -all it had done was get her aroused. Try as she might she couldn’t erase the image locked in her thoughts. She felt her nipples tense and start to rise. That was the trouble with those kinds of thoughts they were easy to start but the devil to stop! She sat upright suddenly, her full breasts trembling heavily, nipples exposed as the cotton pads fell away. She twisted her body round as she made a grab for the pads. She caught one in her fingers, the other settling on the far side of the blanket. Fran leaned across to pick it up.
  


  
    Something touched the firm flesh on the inside of her right thigh. It was only a light touch, a tickling sensation. Fran moved her leg a fraction and reached out with her long fingers for the wayward pad. She was about to pick it up when she felt the slight tickle again. This time it lingered, and suddenly it increased, as if weight had been added. And it was moving. Something was crawling over her leg! Oh God! She almost screamed out loud. Fran had the normal human responsiveness to the unexpected, alien feel of something unseen, unknown, touching her. Through her mind flashed a jumbled imagery, conjuring up all kinds of terrible creatures. She jerked her head round, glancing down between her spread thighs, and this time there was no restraint. Her utter revulsion - the cold terror that swept over her - was expressed in a piercing scream.
  


  
    There, crawling steadily across the silken flesh of her thigh, was some nightmarish insect. Fran didn’t pay too much attention to its shape or size or color. She was too involved in getting it off her leg. Her right hand swept down in a frantic sweep, the back of her fingers striking the insect. The blow wasn’t hard enough to dislodge it and it simply curved its body round, hesitated, then began to crawl again, its dry, feathery touch making her flesh cringe. Still screaming, Fran aimed another blow at it, missing completely this time. But the insect reacted instantly to the shadow of Fran’s hand. It hunched its dark body, the rear section curving up and over its head, stabbing down at Fran’s thigh.
  


  
    A sudden pain numbed Fran’s leg. It burst deep inside her flesh, spreading rapidly, hot and almost alive. The shock of the pain brought Fran’s hand down again, and this time it crushed the dark body against her leg. In the same movement Fran scooped the insect aside, flinging it from her. It twisted over and over, dropping to the ground yards away, where it lay on its side, its body jerking and writhing. Part of the dark shell had split and a pulpy wetness oozed out of the body.
  


  
    Fran clutched her hands over the pulsing wound. Her leg seemed to be growing more numb with each passing second. She had stopped screaming now, in an attempt to conserve her energy.
  


  
    After a time she regained control of herself. Her mind worked out the logical thing to do. She needed to get to hospital. And quickly.
  


  
    She struggled to her feet and promptly collapsed as her right leg gave way. She rolled across the grass, throwing out her hands to stop herself. Panting wildly she raised her head. A few yards away she could see a broken branch off one of the trees. Dragging herself across the grass she reached it, and used it as a crutch. She hobbled painfully to where her clothing lay neatly folded inside a canvas shoulder bag. Unzipping the bag, she tipped the contents out over the grass. She ignored the clothing, picking up only the bunch of keys that had fallen from the bag. Slowly she limped her way through the trees to where her expensive sports car was parked. Biting pain dulled her concentration and it took her precious minutes to insert the key in the lock. It took her just as long to drag herself inside the cramped space behind the wheel. Fumbling, dropping the keys, retrieving them, she finally switched on the ignition.
  


  
    The powerful engine burst into life. Fran released the handbrake, put the car in gear, and jammed her pain-filled right foot hard down on the pedal as she released the clutch. The car burst out of the trees, the rear end sliding back and forth as the wheels fought for traction on the soft ground. Fran hung on to the jerking wheel as the car slewed across the grass. She slammed the gears into second, keeping her right foot hard to the floor, desperately trying to ignore the spreading pain. It had reached her groin now and still seemed to be moving.
  


  
    There was a thump as the car breached the grass verge and hit the tarmac road. The rear tires howled, smoke streaming from the tortured rubber. Then they gripped and the sports car leaped forward. This stretch of the coast road was fairly straight, with nothing to slow a vehicle down; the speedometer needle rose at an alarming rate.
  


  
    It was doubtful whether Fran Collingwood would have reached Long Point’s hospital without having an accident even if she had managed to negotiate the coast road. As it was the question became academic.
  


  
    She had travelled for just over one mile and was doing exactly 121 miles an hour when the front offside wheel struck a shallow pothole in the road. It was enough at that speed to jerk the steering wheel from Fran’s grip. If she had not been suffering from the weakening effects of the poison spreading through her body she would probably have corrected the alteration in her line of travel without any problems. Instead she panicked, clamped both hands on the wheel and pulled. The car swung in towards the grass verge in a screeching half-circle. The car’s weight plus its forward momentum flipped it over. Landing on its roof, the car carried on along the road, sparks trailing behind it. Again its own body mass became its worst enemy. The car began to roll, bouncing along the road. Debris flew from the disintegrating wreck. One of those pieces of debris was Fran Collingwood’s body. Her momentum carried her out of the shattered car and took her screaming along the road. The screaming ceased as her body hit the tarmac surface. It took the flesh from her bones, smearing her blood and her entrails in a greasy splash of red and white and grey against the black road. Her mangled remains came to rest against the side of the road. There was barely an unbroken bone left in her twisted corpse. One arm was completely torn from her body. Her face was unrecognizable, the features reduced to pulped flesh and blood and ground-in dirt from the road. All the dreams that had existed inside her beautiful head were gone. The future plans, the fame and fortune that was to have been hers, all gone. There were no erotic images to be captured on photographic paper. The last picture of Fran Collingwood was taken by a man named Milo Wallace. He was a police photographer, called out by the accident unit which went to the scene of the fatality out on the coast road.
  


  
    
  


  


  
    CHAPTER SEVEN

  


  
    
  


  
    ‘I don’t give a damn what Camperly says - it’s got to be more than just a coincidence!’
  


  
    Allan Brady paced impatiently back and forth across the lab.
  


  
    ‘Why, laddie?’ McFee inquired.
  


  
    ‘Hell, Fergus, can’t you see?’ Allan turned on his heel. ‘First Les Mason. Yesterday this Lippman chap. The same symptoms.’
  


  
    ‘With a wee difference, Allan,’ McFee pointed out. ‘Lippman died within a few minutes of suffering a massive coronary.’
  


  
    ‘Brought on by something injecting him with venom. Something which stung him,’ Allan insisted.
  


  
    ‘All right, let’s agree that the sting contributed,’ McFee said.
  


  
    ‘What about the girl who crashed the car?’
  


  
    ‘Come on, Allan,’ McFee said. ‘That imagination of yours is working overtime.
  


  
    Ever since you got involved in the Mason case you’ve been prowling around like Doctor Kildare.’
  


  
    Allan ignored the jibe. ‘Did you look at the girl’s body?’
  


  
    McFee shook his head. ‘No. And I’ll tell you why - because it was nothing to do with me or this department.’
  


  
    Allan sat down. ‘That’s what I thought until I heard the details. She crashed her car on the coast road. She was doing 121 miles per hour, and she was driving that car naked.’
  


  
    ‘So?’ McFee questioned. ‘Maybe she was a kinky speed freak.’
  


  
    ‘The police found where she’d had her car parked. And where she’d been sunbathing. But she left that spot in one hell of a hurry, Fergus. So quickly that she didn’t even bother to put on her clothes. She left all her stuff behind. A woman wouldn’t do a thing like that unless she was in a real panic’
  


  
    ‘So you sneaked a look at the body?’
  


  
    ‘Yes.’
  


  
    ‘Find anything?’
  


  
    ‘A single puncture mark on the inside of the right thigh. She was pretty badly smashed up. It took some finding.’
  


  
    McFee scratched the side of his chin. ‘You’re not thinking of telling Camperly, are you?’
  


  
    ‘You don’t think I should, do you?’
  


  
    ‘Look, Allan, he’s already had one go at you. Warned you off. All you’re liable to do is make it worse for yourself.’
  


  
    ‘As far as I’m concerned, Fergus, I’m only doing my job.’
  


  
    ‘And as far as I’m concerned, Brady, all you are doing is wasting time. Your own and the department’s!’
  


  
    Allan turned to find Andrew Camperly standing just inside the open lab door. Camperly’s face was taut with anger, his eyes glittering icily.
  


  
    ‘I thought the function of this department was investigative,’ Allan said, refusing to back down from Camperly’s hard stare.
  


  
    Camperly closed the lab door.
  


  
    ‘The function of this department is my affair, Brady,’ he said. ‘You are here to do as you are told. I put it in such simple terms because it’s obvious you are incapable of understanding.’
  


  
    Allan would have stepped forward if Fergus McFee hadn’t tugged at his lab coat.
  


  
    ‘Doctor Camperly,’ McFee said, ‘I think it ought to be appreciated that Allan did what he thought was right.’
  


  
    ‘What was right in this case,’ Camperly snapped, ‘was to abide by my instructions.’
  


  
    There was a strained silence.
  


  
    ‘Doctor Camperly, I’m serious about this matter,’ Allan said.
  


  
    ‘So am I, Brady,’ Camperly retorted. ‘I’ve heard about your inquiries and your poking into matters which do not concern you.’
  


  
    ‘Have you stopped to look at the results?’ Allan protested.
  


  
    ‘Results?’ Camperly laughed harshly. ‘All right, let’s analyze your findings, Doctor. You’ve based this whole episode on the fact that one man had a severe reaction to an insect sting. Now you are assuming that the second man, Lippman, died from the same causes. The post mortem revealed that he was suffering from a defective heart. He could have dropped dead anywhere at any time.’
  


  
    ‘But he was stung.’ Allan insisted.
  


  
    ‘I don’t deny that, but my tests have proved there was very little poison in the bloodstream. Facial discoloration is not uncommon with this kind of attack.’
  


  
    McFee cleared his throat softly.
  


  
    ‘Now,’ Camperly continued, ‘we come to the young woman who overturned her car on the coast road. Fatal injuries were received after she was thrown from her overturned car… at the speed she was travelling there was no chance of her surviving. You’re maintaining that she was stung?’
  


  
    Allan nodded. ‘I found a puncture mark on the inside of her right thigh.’
  


  
    ‘After an accident like that I’m sure there must have been many puncture marks on the body.’
  


  
    Allan opened his mouth to speak but Camperly cut him off.
  


  
    ‘We’ve wasted enough time over this matter,’ he said. ‘You, Brady, will concentrate on the work I assign. Nothing else. There isn’t room for individual flights of fancy… not in this department. We’re part of the Health Service - remember that. Taxpayers’ money built this place and keeps it running. I will not allow any behavior liable to jeopardize this department’s existence!’
  


  
    ‘So as far as you’re concerned there isn’t any basis for further investigations?’
  


  
    ‘Correct, Doctor Brady,’ Camperly said briskly. ‘Now, let us get on with our work!’
  


  
    He turned and strode out of the lab. As the door closed behind him Allan glanced across at Fergus McFee. The Scot shrugged and moved off to his bench. Mentally chalking up a round to Camperly, Allan turned to his own work.
  


  
    He concentrated hard, taking his frustration out on his work, and by lunchtime he had completed a series of tests that would have normally taken all day. At one o’clock he took off his lab coat, picked up his jacket, and crossed to McFee’s bench.
  


  
    ‘Coming for lunch?’ he asked.
  


  
    McFee shook his head. ‘I want to classify these cultures first,’ he said. ‘You go ahead, Allan, I’ll get something later.’
  


  
    Outside the building Allan paused on the steps. The controlled temperature in the building protected the department’s staff from extremes on the outside. Now Allan was subjected to the full force of the cloying, clinging heat. He glanced up at the cloudless sky, wondering when the weather was going to break.
  


  
    ‘Hello!’
  


  
    The voice was female and vaguely familiar. Allan glanced down and saw Chris Lane.
  


  
    ‘I was on my way in to find you,’ Chris said as he joined her.
  


  
    ‘How are you?’ Allan asked.
  


  
    Chris smiled quickly. ‘Better than I was the last time we met.’
  


  
    Allan took a long look at her and decided that she was still looking pale. There were faint rings around her eyes.
  


  
    ‘Did you want to see me about anything in particular?’ Allan asked, though he admitted that any reason was good enough - he was only too pleased to meet her again.
  


  
    ‘I wanted to say thanks for your help last week. You appeared at just the right moment.’
  


  
    ‘That’s the way it is with us Good Fairies,’ Allan grinned. ‘But I’m glad I was able to do something.’
  


  
    He touched her arm. ‘Are you still feeling down because of Les?’
  


  
    ‘It still bothers me.’
  


  
    They crossed the car park, silent for a moment.
  


  
    ‘Have you had lunch?’ Allan asked suddenly.
  


  
    Chris shook her head.
  


  
    ‘There’s a nice little pub about half a mile down the road,’ Allan said. ‘The Greener’s Arms. Shall we use my car?’
  


  
    
  


  
    ***

  


  
    
  


  
    The Greener’s Arms had its usual lunchtime crowd but Allan managed to find them an empty corner table. Chris sat down while Allan collected plates of cold chicken and salad and a bottle of chilled wine.
  


  
    ‘Do you come here often?’ Chris asked, and laughed at her use of such an old line.
  


  
    Allan responded to her laughter, relaxing for the first time that day. They began to talk easily, steering away from the matters that had brought them together.
  


  
    Chris told Allan about her work as a freelance illustrator. She took commissions from book and magazine publishers, creating visual interpretations of the written texts. Her most recent work, she told him, had been for an American paperback publisher - six paintings to be used on the covers of a new series of science fiction novels.
  


  
    ‘It was quite a feather in my cap,’ she said, ‘getting a commission like that against American competition.’
  


  
    Allan raised his glass. ‘Congratulations,’ he said. ‘Even if they are a little late.’
  


  
    Emptying her glass Chris allowed Allan to refill it for her.
  


  
    ‘Allan,’ she began, her light tone vanishing, ‘what killed Les?’
  


  
    Allan stared over her shoulder at the clock on the far wall. He noted absently what time it was. He’d been expecting this question all through lunch - yet it still caught him off guard.
  


  
    ‘In simple terms he died from blood-poisoning, brought on by the toxic venom introduced into his system by whatever stung him.’
  


  
    ‘But what?’ Chris asked.
  


  
    ‘We don’t know. I was unable to pinpoint the venom.’
  


  
    Chris studied him for a time. ‘Is there more?’
  


  
    Allan didn’t hesitate. He decided that if anyone had a right to know what he thought it was Chris.
  


  
    ‘There have been two more deaths since Les Mason’s. Both over the weekend, in the same general area where Les Mason was stung.’
  


  
    ‘You mean people being stung, and dying as a result?’
  


  
    ‘In one case, yes. The second death was as a result of a high-speed car crash - but I’m certain in my own mind that before the accident the victim had been stung.’
  


  
    Allan described the details concerning the deaths of Jack Lippman and Fran Collingwood. He also told Chris of his clash with Camperly and the playing down of the mystery surrounding the cause of the fatalities.
  


  
    ‘The question is what stung the victims? In the beginning I considered some kind of snake, but that has been ruled out now. The wounds are suggestive of an insect, and in this country that brings us back to bees, wasps or hornets.’
  


  
    ‘Could it be a new species?’ Chris asked. ‘One that has adapted itself to the changing environment? I’ve studied this subject a little since my involvement with the protest group - some animals have been forced to change, adopt new lifestyles simply because of the way we’ve been treating the world around us.’
  


  
    She stopped suddenly, a self-conscious smile appearing on her face.
  


  
    ‘There I go - up on my soapbox!’
  


  
    ‘Don’t stop on my account,’ Allan said. ‘I’m all for keeping nature the way it is. If it isn’t already too late.’
  


  
    He glanced at his watch. ‘Well, if I don’t get back I’ll be forced to change my lifestyle - to being out of a job!’
  


  
    As Allan drove back to the hospital Chris asked: ‘Do you think there could be more of these fatal stingings?’
  


  
    ‘It’s hard to tell. I hope there aren’t - but until we know what’s causing them we can’t do anything to stop them.’
  


  
    ‘But if your Doctor Camperly has ordered you to leave the matter alone what can you do?’
  


  
    ‘As well as being extremely curious I’m also very stubborn.’
  


  
    ‘Allan, please let me help if I can.’
  


  
    He smiled at her. ‘I will.’
  


  
    He eased the Capri into the hospital car park and they got out.
  


  
    ‘Thanks for the lunch, Allan. I really enjoyed it. And the company.’
  


  
    ‘I’m glad.’ Allan ran his fingers through his dark hair. ‘I don’t want to push so soon after Les Mason’s death, but maybe we could do it again?’
  


  
    Chris’s smile was instantaneous and genuine. ‘I’d love to. Give me a call whenever you’re free. My number’s in the book.’
  


  
    
  


  
    ***

  


  
    
  


  
    Chris drove back through Long Point to her small cottage. She parked in the drive and went inside.
  


  
    For some odd reason she felt restless. She made herself a cup of coffee. She decided that her mood had been generated by her talk with Allan about Les Mason. She felt angry - angry at the way Les had had to die in such a wasteful way when he’d had so much to do with his life. She sat down and started to read through the manuscript she’d been studying the night before. The script had been in Les’s car, and noticing the heading Chris had brought it home to read. It was the rough draft for an article Les had been preparing - an in-depth investigation of the problems of nuclear energy. Les had often talked about the article; it had been his pet project. As she read through the draft Chris saw that he had put a great deal of effort into the research. From what she could see the article was pretty close to completion. As she read the notes Les had jotted down Chris realized that he had died before following up one last important piece of information - and that information directly concerned the Long Point Nuclear Plant. Written in the margin of the last page was a name and an address, and beneath it Les had added his own comments. Chris read what he’d written and felt a tingle of excitement. It appeared that someone had information regarding the plant that would be of great interest to anyone objecting to its existence - the kind of information that the authorities would want to keep quiet about.
  


  
    Chris got up and hurried out of the cottage. On her way to the door she picked up a notepad and a pen. She climbed in her car and drove towards Long Point. Parking in the town square she hurried across the street and entered the old, grey stone building that housed the printing works and offices of the local newspaper. The Long Point News had been established, so the story went, somewhere back in the dark ages, and there were those who suggested that the editor, Harry Farnum, went back even further. Farnum was a living cliche, the model on which every fictional newspaper editor had been based. He was a hard-drinking, blunt, often melodramatic character who ran the paper with the power of a Mafia Godfather.
  


  
    Climbing the dark stairs leading to the editorial offices Chris made her way through the big newsroom. Most of the time it was alive with noise but today, oddly, the place was deserted. Chris recalled that a special church service had been arranged for Les Mason’s friends in the newspaper business. Even though a lot of them had attended his funeral on the previous Sunday, the emptiness of the newsroom showed the depth of their feeling for Les.
  


  
    A partitioned section with frosted glass panels stood at the far end of the room. Chris could see a bulky figure moving about behind the glass. She tapped on the door and heard a muffled acknowledgement from inside the office.
  


  
    ‘Hello, Harry,’ Chris said as she entered the office.
  


  
    ‘Chris.’ Harry Farnum, a bulky file in his big hands, crossed the office. He put a powerful arm around Chris’s shoulders and kissed her on the cheek. ‘How are you, love?’
  


  
    ‘I’m fine, Harry.’
  


  
    Farnum dumped the file on his untidy desk and lowered his solid bulk into the creaking swivel chair. He gestured for Chris to sit down, his keen eyes noting her pale complexion. ‘Shouldn’t you be taking things easy?’
  


  
    ‘I don’t think that would help, Harry.’
  


  
    Farnum nodded. He tugged at the collar of his crumpled shirt. ‘Damn heat,’ he muttered. ‘That was a good service they held for Les on Sunday,’ he said.
  


  
    ‘Yes. I didn’t see you there, Harry.’
  


  
    He smiled. ‘You know I’m not one for crowds. I had a nice view and I heard every word.’
  


  
    ‘I see everyone has gone to the special service they’re holding today.’
  


  
    Farnum scratched the top of his balding head. ‘Any excuse to get out of the office,’ he said gruffly. ‘I probably won’t see ’em again today.’
  


  
    ‘Harry, I want to ask a favor,’ Chris said.
  


  
    ‘Oh?’
  


  
    ‘Did Les ever mention an article he was planning on the nuclear energy problem?’
  


  
    Farnum smiled. ‘He hardly ever stopped mentioning it. Why?’
  


  
    ‘Because he’d already done a lot of work on it before he died,’ Chris said.
  


  
    ‘Pity it isn’t finished.’
  


  
    ‘It practically is. Except for tidying up and adding one last bit of information.’
  


  
    ‘Maybe we can do something with it,’ Farnum said. ‘I should think one of the boys could pull it into shape.’
  


  
    ‘Harry, that’s the favor I want to ask.’ Chris paused. ‘Let me finish the article, follow up the last piece of information.’
  


  
    ‘I can’t do that,’ Farnum said. ‘For one thing you’re no journalist. What would the union say if they knew I’d let a non-member take over a story? Jesus, girl, when you ask a favor you damn well know how to ask!’
  


  
    ‘Harry, this is important to me. If it hadn’t been for Les, the Long Point Protestors would have lost a lot of their strength. I know how hard he fought for us. You made him sweat for every word he got in the paper about our demonstrations and our policy. I think we both owe him something.’
  


  
    Farnum leaned back in his chair. He wagged a finger at Chris. ‘You play dirty, young lady,’ he said. ‘If you ever think of giving up being a painter I reckon you could make a good living behind a news desk.’
  


  
    ‘Coming from you, Harry, that’s a compliment,’ Chris said. ‘Now what do you say?’
  


  
    ‘All right,’ Farnum said. ‘But keep it quiet. Make sure of your facts before you bring it to me. I’ll check it and word it so it’ll read like Les’s work. If it’s okay it can go out under his byline - it’ll be easy enough to imply that he wrote it before his death.’
  


  
    ‘Thanks, Harry.’
  


  
    ‘I don’t know why I’m doing this,’ Farnum grumbled. ‘I just hope I don’t regret it.’ He glared at Chris. ‘By the way, just what is this revelation you’re about to make?’
  


  
    ‘It concerns the Long Point Plant. Les’s notes hinted at something the public weren’t supposed to know about.’
  


  
    ‘That’s all?’
  


  
    Chris smiled. ‘I thought that was all a good newsman would need to send him out yelling ‘Hold the front page’.’
  


  
    ‘You can cut that out,’ Farnum said. ‘Playing the Hollywood editor is my gimmick.’
  


  
    ‘But there is something else, Harry,’ Chris said. ‘After the demo last week, when we had all that trouble, I caught one of the security men off-guard. We had a few words and I said something to the effect that there must have been something to hide if he had to set us up like that. He didn’t say anything, but I keep remembering the look on his face - just as if I’d caught him out.’
  


  
    Farnum opened a drawer in his desk and took out a thick newspaper. He laid it out on the desk for Chris to look at.
  


  
    ‘I’d almost forgotten about this,’ he said. ‘I didn’t know whether you’d seen it. Apparently whoever did the story hung on to it until the Sunday editions.’
  


  
    Chris felt her anger rise as she scanned the front-page spread. There were big headlines and pictures. The whole article was slanted towards smearing the protest group as nothing more than a bunch of hippy-type layabouts with nothing else to do but interfere with the running of an important government establishment. Chris glanced up at Farnum. He shrugged slightly.
  


  
    ‘He chose his paper well. Real muck-raker, that one. They could run a story on the Pope and make him read like a drug-taking moron. That kind of paper makes me sick - but there’s always somebody who wants to read about the worst in us.’
  


  
    ‘How do they get away with it?’
  


  
    ‘How? By being clever, by vetting every word before they print it. They seldom ever openly accuse, it’s all done by implication - which is close to accusation but not so close that anyone can point the finger at them. The theory is that if you read something dirty into what they’ve written then it must be true and all you’ve done is find yourself guilty. Like I said, it’s clever - but it bloody stinks!’
  


  
    Chris stood up. ‘If that’s the way it works, Harry, then it’s proved to me that there is something being hidden. And I’ll find it.’
  


  
    ‘Chris!’ Farnum called as she reached the door. ‘You be careful now.’
  


  
    ‘Don’t worry, chief, I’ll bring you the scoop of a lifetime!’
  


  
    
  


  


  
    PART 2

  


  
    
  


  
    ENGAGEMENT

  


  
    
  


  


  
    CHAPTER EIGHT

  


  
    
  


  
    The small motor launch drifted slowly over the calm surface of the sea. There was no wind. The only sound was the ceaseless smack of the waves against the smooth worn rocks at the foot of the high cliffs that formed this part of the coastline.
  


  
    Chris Lane stood at the rail of the launch. Beside her was a lean, sunburned man dressed in a thick fisherman’s sweater and salt-bleached trousers. Bernard Guillerman was sixty years old and he had been sailing this part of the coast for over forty of those years. It had been Guillerman’s name on Les Mason’s manuscript.
  


  
    ‘Been trouble along ‘ere ever since they started up that place,’ he said bitterly. ‘They laid that blasted pipe across the top of the cliffs, feedin’ it all the way down and run it into the water. An’ when they set that there atom station goin’, all that hot water they got from keepin’ it cool come down the pipe an’ into the sea. Anyways it started to upset right off. Every fish round ‘ere upped and vanished, swam off up the coast. An’ no wonder. Water in this ‘ere cove was too hot for ‘em.’
  


  
    Chris stared round the area. She could see why this place had been ideal for the drainage from the plant. The formation of the cliffs formed a deep half-circle, a lonely cove without a beach. There was no access from either above or below. The cliff was too high and too sheer, offering no attraction, almost deliberately discouraging interest. Raising her eyes she was able to see the silver glint of the steel pipe where it showed at the top of the cliffs. It curved out over the edge, then wormed its way down the sheer rock. It must have presented the construction engineers with quite a task, she thought, as she followed the pipe all the way down to the foot of the cliffs. Here it had been laid across a short concrete wall, the three-foot wide pipe gradually curving down to vanish beneath the restless waves. And down there it disgorged, day and night, its superheated, excess water. Water that had been used to cool the contained, raw energy created in the heart of the nuclear plant.
  


  
    ‘Then something else happened about eighteen months ago?’
  


  
    Guillerman nodded. He was poking dark tobacco into a worn old pipe. He struck a match and lit the pipe, sucking noisily until he had it burning fiercely.
  


  
    ‘I come by one mornin’. Early it was. Calm, just like it is now. An’ there were dead fish floatin’ on the water. Lot of ‘em. I reckoned maybe the water ‘ad got too hot for ‘em. See, they’d started to come back into the cove again. Not as many as used to be ‘ere, but enough. Any’ow, the gulls were ’avin’ a fine old time snatchin’ up them fish. About a week later though there were a lot of dead gulls about. It crossed my mind the two things might be connected, but you know ’ow things get pushed aside. I started havin’ trouble with the boat, ’ad to dry-dock her for a good while. By the time I ‘ad ’er afloat again I’d forgotten about them dead fish. Must have been six month or more ‘fore it happened again. I come by one day an’ there were more dead fish. Only this time they weren’t just dead. They was all… they ‘ad lumps on ‘em… an’ open sores. Flesh all rotted off. Some of ‘em looked like they’d gone blind. Oh, I seen some terrible things that day. Any’ow, couple of days later when I come sailin’ by there was a Royal Navy motorboat anchored just by the cove ‘ere. They got all upset when I appeared. Told me to clear the area. When I asked ‘em why they told me to mind my business and clear off. So I did - but I sneaked a look. They ‘ad another boat in close to the cliffs. There were fellers in big bulky suits clamberin’ round on the rocks there. They was doing all sorts of things round that pipe yonder. Carryin’ all kinds of gadgets. I think they ‘ad them things called geigy-counters. That there Navy boat hung about for about a month. I got used to seein’ it runnin’ up and down the coast. Mainly though it stayed near the cove ’ere. Every so often I’d go by an’ those fellers in the rubber suits would be there checkin’ the area. Then, after about five weeks, I come by one mornin’ an’ they were all still there - the fellers with the gadgets an’ the Navy boat. I come home close on dusk. When I passed the cove they were all gone, boat an’ all. An’ I never saw any of ‘em again.’
  


  
    Chris had been writing as Guillerman spoke. When he’d finished she looked up, her face flushed with excitement. The old man noticed her agitation and smiled.
  


  
    ‘Given you somethin’ to chew on ’ave I?’
  


  
    ‘You certainly have, Mr. Guillerman.’
  


  
    ‘What do you make of it?’
  


  
    ‘Judging from what you’ve told me,’ Chris said, ‘I think there was some kind of radiation leakage from the plant. The water that is piped into the sea is used to keep the radioactive pile cool during operation. A fault must have developed, allowing radioactivity to contaminate the water. It must have been a slight leakage, not enough to register on the monitoring system, but if it continued over the period of time you mentioned - six months - then it would add up to a fairly strong amount. Either it was finally discovered in the plant or they found out about the dead fish. Lord, there must have been one hell of a panic then. No wonder there was all that activity in the cove here. Once they’d found the leak they’d have to keep a check on the radiation level until it fell below danger level.’
  


  
    Guillerman looked thoughtful for a moment. ‘Seems they managed to keep it pretty quiet,’ he said knowingly. ‘I mean, I never read anythin’ about it in the papers, or saw anythin’ on the television.’
  


  
    ‘That was because they wouldn’t want anyone to know. If the Government had to admit that a leak had gone undiscovered for six months it might have given the anti-nuclear movement enough power to bring real pressure to bear. Even force a shutdown of the plant.’
  


  
    ‘You seen enough?’ Guillerman asked.
  


  
    ‘Just let me get a few shots of the cove and the pipe,’ Chris said. She put away her notepad and lifted the camera she had on a shoulder strap. She took half a dozen shots of the cove, the steel pipe and the clifftop. Satisfied, she put the camera back in its case and turned to Guillerman. ‘Now I’ve seen enough,’ she said.
  


  
    
  


  
    ***

  


  
    
  


  
    An hour later they were moored beside the harbor wall flanking the tiny village where Guillerman had his home. The old man followed Chris off the boat and along the jetty to where she’d parked her car.
  


  
    ‘I was sorry to ‘ear about that young feller dying. We’d only spoke on the phone a couple of times. He seemed pretty interested in what I wanted to tell ’im. I saw the report of the inquest in the paper. They any nearer findin’ out what caused it?’
  


  
    Chris shook her head. ‘No. Just some kind of insect sting that went wrong.’
  


  
    ‘You gettin’ over it now?’
  


  
    ‘Sort of.’
  


  
    Guillerman nodded. ‘I ’ope what I told you ’elps. Be a shame not to use it. He sounded a genuine young feller. Concerned.’
  


  
    ‘Yes, he was,’ Chris said, and thought, so am I now.
  


  
    
  


  
    ***

  


  
    
  


  
    ‘But is it enough, Chris?’
  


  
    Jack Webster stared over the rim of his coffee cup as he sat in Chris’s cottage, the notepad with Guillerman’s story held in his other hand. His earnest face still bore the marks of the injuries he’d received during the brawl at the recent demonstration.
  


  
    ‘I think we need more, love,’ he went on, then seeing the expression on Chris’s face he hastened to add: ‘Oh hell, Chris, I don’t mean to knock what you’ve done. It was great!’
  


  
    ‘No, it’s all right. I see what you mean,’ Chris agreed. She sank back in her own chair. ‘What we need is to get some kind of positive official action. Something that would prove we’ve really got a worthwhile story.’
  


  
    Webster said: ‘Maybe we can rock the boat a little.’
  


  
    ‘How do you mean?’
  


  
    ‘If we gave Meacham a hint that we know something it might be enough to panic the authorities.’
  


  
    ‘Well, we’ve nothing to lose,’ Chris said. ‘Harry Farnum isn’t going to print this story unless he’s one hundred per cent certain that every word is true.’
  


  
    Webster grinned. ‘Leave it to me, Chris,’ he said. ‘Just sit on that article and wait for the fireworks.’
  


  
    ‘What are you going to do?’
  


  
    ‘The less you know the better,’ Webster said.
  


  
    ‘Be careful.’
  


  
    ‘Oh, don’t you worry, love. I don’t aim to get involved physically. No, our friend Meacham is going to receive an anonymous phone call, and if it works out the way it’s supposed to he’s going to be screaming for Whitehall to ride to the rescue. Chris, I’ve got a feeling things are going to start happening! Any time now!’
  


  
    
  


  


  
    CHAPTER NINE

  


  
    
  


  
    ‘You tear my tights and you’ll buy me a new pair!’
  


  
    The girl’s voice rose to an excited squeal as probing fingers reached the junction of her thighs and began to stroke the soft mound of flesh beneath the clinging briefs.
  


  
    ‘Take them off then,’ Steve Prebble suggested. His voice was low, muffled, his face buried in the girl’s long brown hair.
  


  
    Judy Lewis giggled. She sat up and brushed grass from her skirt. She gazed around, though she knew that she and Steve were the only ones in the area. A few yards away Steve’s old Escort van was parked just off the road.
  


  
    ‘Come on, Judy,’ Steve said hoarsely. He was kneeling beside her, and even in the early dusk light Judy could see the hot flush rising in his face.
  


  
    ‘If you want ‘em off,’ she said, ‘you take ‘em off.’ She lay back in the grass, stretching her arms above her head, the action lifting and emphasizing the shape of her taut young breasts under her thin blouse.
  


  
    She heard a soft rustle of sound as Steve moved closer to her. Judy closed her eyes and lay in tingling anticipation. After a few seconds Steve’s fingers began to fumble with the zip of her skirt. He finally loosened it and drew the zip open. He tugged the skirt down over her slim hips, jerking it from beneath her buttocks. His agitated breathing ceased as the skirt slid down Judy’s supple legs, and she could almost feel his eyes on her exposed limbs. Then his hands were at her waist again, eager fingers hooking over the top of her tights. He peeled them away from her body, the sheer nylon slipping easily down her smooth, shapely legs. Judy felt him loosen and remove her shoes so he could take her tights all the way off. She wriggled her bare toes, feeling the warm air touch her flesh. Steve began to stroke her thighs, his trembling fingers gently exploring the firm flesh. He hesitated when he touched her briefs, almost as if he was afraid to go further. Judy moved her hips in what she hoped was a suggestive way, and was rewarded by the contact of Steve’s fingers, his touch arousing her already stimulated senses.
  


  
    ‘Oh, Steve,’ she murmured softly, drawing her raised arms down, reaching for the buttons of her blouse. One by one she undid them, then slowly eased the thin garment away from her breasts. She wasn’t wearing a bra - at eighteen Judy had a beautifully developed body that still retained the firm tautness of youth. Now, as she exposed her full breasts to the soft warmth of the evening air, her nipples began to pucker and rise, the tender pinkness enlarging, rising to stiff, flushed erectness.
  


  
    Steve uttered a low groan, and yanked her briefs down with an almost desperate abruptness. He rocked back on his heels and gazed down at her naked body. He was aware of his own rising hardness, and he experienced the age-old desire, the inherent weakness of the male when confronted by the yielded secrets of the feminine form. He could never have put into words just what it was - that formless power generated by the supple lines and curves, the flesh-warm shadows and the silk smooth beckoning of that wonderful body.
  


  
    Judy had opened her eyes to look up at him, smiling to herself as she saw his lingering immobility. She was well aware of the effect her body had on the boys she had known. She sat up now, letting the blouse slip easily from her firm white shoulders. Automatically she turned her head, glancing in each direction. Her flesh tingled; she felt a spreading heat between her thighs; moisture flowed sensually from the tender flesh below the dark bush of pubic hair.
  


  
    ‘Steve,’ she coaxed, gazing at him through half-closed eyes. She leaned forward and touched the front of his trousers, the tips of her fingers tracing the outline of the jutting hardness.
  


  
    Her touch seemed to break the spell. Steve pulled at his clothing in a frantic effort to remove it, and then he was kneeling beside her. His naked body looked almost boyishly slim in the half-light. Judy’s eyes sought his rigid penis and she saw with satisfaction that there was nothing boyish there. She reached up to touch it, her slim fingers teasing the thickened shaft. She heard Steve’s sharp intake of breath. Her left hand slid across his hip, and she began to ease him down on to her. She parted her thighs in readiness, her body quivering in anticipation, arching up to meet his. Her fingers guided his penis, leading it to the soft, swollen, waiting flesh. Steve tensed as he became aware of his position. He made a tentative, probing movement, and then, sure, prepared to penetrate her fully.
  


  
    The moment lengthened… and then froze…
  


  
    Judy opened her eyes wide, puzzled and a little disappointed. Steve wasn’t even looking at her. His head was turned, twisted back so that he could see over his shoulder. Judy pushed herself up on to her elbows, a frown creasing her face, words forming on her lips.
  


  
    And Steve screamed, the terrible sound filling her ears, stunning her with its shocking depth. Before she could move, Steve twisted away from her, his body arching in some agony of pain. He fell to the ground, writhing, jerking, and all the time screaming…
  


  
    Judy scrambled to her feet and stared about in horror, trying to understand what was happening. She ran towards Steve, her mind filled with wild, jumbled thoughts. He was on his back, arms and legs outstretched, his body humping and squirming.
  


  
    Then she saw them… crawling up his naked legs. In the twilight she could only make out the basic shape. Some kind of large insect with lots of legs, the dark body gleaming where it caught the fading light.
  


  
    Steve suddenly became aware of her presence and he thrust a hand towards her.
  


  
    ‘Get them off me… Judy… for Christ’s sake… they’re hurting me… ‘ His voice rose to a shrill scream.
  


  
    She dropped to her knees beside him and began to strike at the insects. Her slim hands swatted a number of the things off his legs. They dropped in the thick grass, wriggling furiously. One of them refused to be dislodged from Steve’s thigh. Judy could see dark runnels of blood streaming down his leg from beneath its body. Sobbing with frustration Judy reached out and took hold of the dark body. The thing wriggled in her grasp and the feel of its repulsive body almost made her sick. She pulled it away from Steve’s thigh. Blood bubbled up out of the jagged gashes in his flesh. As Judy went to fling the wriggling insect away from her it gave a convulsive jerk, slipped from her fingers, and landed with a moist sound on her left breast. It slithered across the smooth flesh, attempting to cling to her. Judy tried to dislodge it. She was crying hysterically now, rapidly approaching the point where rational thought would desert her. She noticed that the thing had pincer-like tips to the arms on either side of the flat head. She became more aware of them when the insect dug the sharp pincers into the soft flesh of her breast. Blood spurted from the cruel gashes, streaming down the pale flesh of her body. Judy fell back in the grass, her mouth open wide in sheer terror - but not a sound emerged. She lay in utter horror, oblivious to what was happening to her, no longer caring…
  


  
    
  


  
    ***

  


  
    
  


  
    Charlie Fremont opened his back door and stepped outside. He shivered slightly; there was a chill in the morning air, and Fremont wondered if the hot spell was about to break. He hoped so. It wasn’t before time. The past few weeks had been too damned hot to live with, let alone work! Fremont sniffed, squinting his eyes against the light. He scratched his sagging stomach. He’d had too much to drink last night! Still, a man needed some kind of distraction from his everyday problems. Like unpaid bills, and not enough work coming in to help pay for them, even though he did run a one-man concern. And as if that wasn’t enough there was Edna, his wife. Always wanting money for some damn thing. Clothes, a new car every year, bloody color television. And then there was her insatiable appetite for sex. Fremont shuddered at the thought. He was rapidly going off sex. Not that he’d ever been all that taken with it anyway. My God, he thought, Edna would have given bloody Casanova second thoughts! He counted himself lucky that she’d consumed more drink than he had last night. She was still sleeping it off - flat on her back in the middle of the bed, stark naked and gasping away like some great beached white whale.
  


  
    He closed the back door and made his way across the untidy yard where his small garage business was situated. The yard was an ugly jumble of old cars in various stages of decay and disrepair, piles of old tires, and discarded tin cans; the neglected debris of years of halfhearted Endeavour.
  


  
    Reaching the long, low building that was his workshop, Fremont unlocked the doors and swung them open. He shuffled inside. A pair of greasy overalls hung on a nail just beside the door. Fremont took them down and pulled them on.
  


  
    In the centre of the garage floor stood a Ford Transit van. The front of the vehicle had been badly smashed in an accident and Fremont was repairing it. He had the engine out and the front of the body cut away. There was a rusty bolt to burn off before he could finish trimming off the jagged edges of metal prior to fitting the new panels. He opened the taps on the bottles of oxygen and acetylene, picked up the welding torch and crossed to the van. Turning on the acetylene he lit it with a match, then adjusted the oxygen until he had a good flame. He pulled a pair of goggles over his head and was about to cover his eyes when he heard a low, menacing growl behind him.
  


  
    Fremont turned. A dog was standing in the open doorway, staring at him, its eyes gleaming with some unnatural light. It wasn’t all that large, he thought. He couldn’t tell what color it was because its fur was a filthy, tangled mess, covered with mud and grass and bits of twigs.
  


  
    The dog lurched forward. It had difficulty walking, and there was a swollen, discolored mass where its left eye should have been.
  


  
    ‘Go on!’ Fremont yelled. He waved a fist at the animal… but instead of retreating it came further inside the workshop, snarling in a continuous rumble. That was when Fremont saw the bubbling white froth drooling from its jaw.
  


  
    Rabies! The word leapt into his mind.
  


  
    ‘Get out of it!’ he yelled again. ‘Go on, you mangy hound! Fuck off!’
  


  
    His shouting seemed to anger the dog. It lunged forward, teeth snapping.
  


  
    Fremont took an awkward step back. He lashed out with the burning welding torch. The dog turned aside, then came at him again. This time it dodged under his arm, avoiding the flame, and snapped at his leg. Fremont pulled back again. He had forgotten about the van behind him. Too late he recalled the cutaway panels, the razor-edged remnants still waiting to be removed. He slammed up against the van front and felt the keen metal slice deeply into his back. He gasped with the sudden pain, pulling away from the van. The metal tore at his flesh, tearing it wide open. Blood welled out of the ragged gashes, pouring down his back. In that moment the dog shot forward, teeth clamping down on his right leg, just below the knee. Fremont screamed as the dog savaged his flesh, pulling away with stringy tatters dangling from its bloody jaws.
  


  
    ‘You bastard!’ Charlie Fremont screamed in his pain and anger. He lashed out again with the welding torch, the force of his swing pulling him off balance. He slipped on the oily floor and crashed up against the workbench.
  


  
    Fremont did a lot of spray-painting, and true to his nature he seldom bothered to tidy up. The bench was littered with tins of cellulose paints and cans of thinner. As Fremont sprawled across the bench, his body overturned the tins, spilling a flood of liquid. It soaked his overalls and gushed across the floor, quickly reaching the still-burning welding torch he had dropped. There was a dull thud as the highly inflammable solvent ignited. A boiling mass of flame engulfed the interior of the workshop. Charlie Fremont was instantly transformed into a human torch. His whole body was aflame, the flesh bubbling and shriveling away from the bones. He ran screaming from the workshop, only adding to his agony as the air fed the hungry flames. As he reached the doorway there was a heavy explosion behind him; the flames, racing along the plastic fuel pipe of the van, had probed deep into the full petrol tank and ignited it. A huge ball of flame rolled out of the workshop. The force of the explosion picked up Charlie Fremont’s body and tossed it yards across the ground. He was slammed against the side of an old car, the heat of the fireball melting his flesh against the rusty metal.
  


  
    The dog escaped the flames. It was halfway across the yard when the van exploded. The shock waves from the explosion tumbled it off its feet, sending it skittering across the yard. It came to rest in a tangle of twisted metal scrap. It lay still for a time, then it began to whimper softly. It tried to get up. The impact with the metal had broken its back.
  


  
    It was still lying there when the fire brigade and the police arrived. With the confusion and activity that ensued it was only later that the dog was found. A police officer approached with a blanket, wrapped it around the animal and carried it to his patrol car. He drove straight to the local veterinary surgeon and left the dog with him.
  


  
    
  


  
    ***

  


  
    
  


  
    Doctor Renshaw crossed the casualty department slowly. He was tired and he didn’t care who knew it. He decided he was getting too old for this kind of work. Too late in life he had realized that he should have gone into private practice, it was a mistake he couldn’t rectify now. He carried on, hating his work a lot of the time, tolerating it for the remainder. Right now he was going through a period of hating it, and he had a feeling that he wasn’t going to change his opinion very quickly. Not the way things were going at the present time.
  


  
    Renshaw paused beside a wall telephone. He lifted the receiver and dialed an internal number. He listened to the distant ringing and when there was no reply he broke the connection, hesitated for a moment, then dialed a different number. This time the ringing was acknowledged very quickly.
  


  
    ‘Is that you, Doctor Brady? Renshaw here. I’m in casualty. I rang Camperly’s office but couldn’t get a reply. He’s where? London. I see. Well, do you think you could come down here? Something I’d like you to see. Five minutes? Good.’
  


  
    Renshaw replaced the receiver. He retraced his steps across the department. There was a vending machine standing against one wall. Renshaw pulled some change from his pocket and selected the correct coins. He fed it into the machine and watched disinterestedly as the innards of the contraption disgorged a plastic cup which was filled with a steaming liquid masquerading as coffee. Renshaw removed the cup from the machine. He stood awkwardly beside the machine, the cup of coffee burning his fingers. He suffered silently for a minute or two before turning and placing the cup on top of the machine to cool. There were already three other cups of the coffee on top of the machine, placed there by people who had experienced Renshaw’s problem.
  


  
    Allan Brady stepped into the casualty department. He spotted Renshaw and joined him. ‘I think I know what you’re going to tell me,’ he said.
  


  
    ‘Two more sting cases,’ Renshaw said.
  


  
    ‘The same signs as before?’ Allan asked.
  


  
    ‘Not exactly,’ Renshaw said. ‘They’re both alive. Certainly not as critical as Les Mason, but still very ill.’
  


  
    Renshaw led the way out of the casualty department, along a passage that led to a small side ward. They paused outside. Through the glass partition Allan could see the two patients.
  


  
    ‘A young couple,’ Renshaw said. ‘Local residents. From what we’ve been able to piece together from the police report they were found in the early hours of the morning. Collapsed by the side of the coast road.’ Renshaw gave a wry smile. ‘Naked as babes the pair of them. They must have gone up there for a little recreation. Poor kids.’
  


  
    ‘Have they said anything at all?’
  


  
    Renshaw shook his head. ‘No. The boy, Steve Prebble, has been unconscious since he arrived. He’s been pretty badly stung - eight, nine times. And there are some pretty bad gashes in his flesh, too. As if something has been tearing at it.’
  


  
    They entered the side ward, going first to Steve Prebble’s bed. The boy lay motionless. His face was colorless, lips faintly blue. Blood from a plastic tube fed into his arm to replace that which he’d lost during the attack. Renshaw drew back the sheet and showed Allan the swollen, dark-red areas surrounding the puncture marks in the boy’s legs and body.
  


  
    ‘See where the flesh has been torn,’ Renshaw said, indicating the ragged gashes.
  


  
    They crossed to Judy Lewis’s bed.
  


  
    ‘She was luckier. Just one sting.’ Again Renshaw lifted the sheet, exposing the girl’s breasts. The smooth, firm flesh of the left one was marked by a huge, discolored dark patch, spreading out from the now familiar puncture.
  


  
    ‘The same flesh wounds too,’ Allan observed. ‘And the girl hasn’t spoken either?’ he asked as they left the ward.
  


  
    ‘Only mumbled gibberish,’ Renshaw said. ‘They’re both in deep shock. No way of knowing when they’ll come out of it.’
  


  
    They walked back towards the casualty department, each of them silent; separate minds trying to find an answer to an elusive problem.
  


  
    ‘Two dead as a direct result of being stung,’ Allan said finally. ‘Les Mason and Lippman. The girl who crashed her car died from her injuries - but she’d been stung prior to that. Now these two. Varying reactions, but with one thing in common - they were all attacked in the same area, to within a mile or so.’
  


  
    ‘I think you might be able to add another death to your list,’ Renshaw said. ‘Indirect but still associated. Yesterday, in the middle of the morning, a dead man was brought in. The post mortem showed he’d been badly savaged by a dog. He was in a hell of a state - must have been dead almost a week before he was found. We finally identified him as Maurice Jenkins. He was on a camping holiday - he’d pitched his tent along the cliff top. The police told us he was known by a few local people. Came every year for his holiday, and always brought his dog with him, animal called Rex. No sign of the dog was found. I said you could add one more death - I’m almost certain we can increase it to two. Early this morning the fire brigade and the police were called to a garage on the north side of town. They haven’t been able to work out exactly what happened yet, but briefly it seems that the owner, a man named Fremont, was in the garage when there was an explosion. The whole place went up in flames and Fremont himself was burned to death. When the police got there they found an injured dog in the yard. Its back had been broken. The police took the dog to Roy Wetherton, the vet over at Long Point. Wetherton rang me. He’d been asked by the police to keep his eyes open for the missing dog that had belonged to Maurice Jenkins.’
  


  
    ‘The dog from the garage?’
  


  
    ‘Yes. Wetherton found its name and Jenkins’s address on a collar tag. There wasn’t anything he could do for the animal so he destroyed it. He said that even if its back hadn’t been broken it would have died anyway. Its whole body was covered in swollen lumps. When he examined them he decided that they were the result of the dog being badly stung. But he couldn’t say what had done it.’
  


  
    ‘This is becoming wilder and wilder,’ Allan said.
  


  
    ‘I’m glad someone else agrees… ‘
  


  
    Renshaw’s last remark was drowned out by a sudden eruption of shouting. The doors of the casualty department burst open and a knot of people appeared. In the centre of the group was a burly, red-faced man dressed in jeans and a check shirt. He had a greasy flat cap pushed on the back of his head, and he was giving vent to his feelings in no uncertain terms.
  


  
    ‘What on earth is going on here?’ Renshaw demanded, his voice rising, but his voice was lost in the din. He repeated himself, his loud exclamation silencing the noisy group. Renshaw stalked across the floor and planted himself directly in front of the red-faced man who was standing alone in the middle of the floor, his huge right hand clasped tightly over his left arm.
  


  
    ‘Now, explain yourself,’ Renshaw said to the man. ‘And remember that you are in a hospital - not a pub!’
  


  
    The burly man stiffened, almost as if his dignity had been ruffled. Then he pursed his lips. ‘Yeah… well… it bloody stung me, Doc! The boys’ll all tell ya! Upped and stung me… wham… just like that!’
  


  
    Allan stepped forward and pulled the man’s hand away from his arm. There, a few inches below the elbow, in the soft, fleshy part of the muscular arm was a puncture, surrounded by red, inflamed discoloration, the area already starting to swell.
  


  
    Allan glanced at Renshaw. The older doctor’s face had paled.
  


  
    ‘Where did this happen?’ Allan asked.
  


  
    ‘Up on the coast road, Doc,’ the man said. ‘We went up there to start some road repairs. Sat down to have a cuppa. Next thing I knew there was this bloody great beetle on my arm. Fair give me a scare. I dropped me cup and give it a clout. But the horrible little bugger hung on. And before I could clout it again it stung me! Christ, it didn’t half hurt! Still does. I swatted the thing off and one of the lads put his boot on it.’
  


  
    ‘But you definitely saw the thing that stung you?’ Allan asked.
  


  
    The man nodded. He seemed to have forgotten about his arm. He turned and gestured to one of his mates. ‘Eddie, you saw it as well, didn’t you?’
  


  
    Eddie said. ‘Yeah. It was a big sod. I never knew we had them things in this country. Especially that bloody big.’
  


  
    ‘What things?’ Allan asked, hardly able to wait for an answer.
  


  
    ‘Eh? Oh,’ Eddie said, ‘them insects, of course. What’re they called now… yeah - scorpions!’
  


  
    
  


  


  
    CHAPTER TEN

  


  
    
  


  
    It was unfortunate that a reporter from the Long Point News happened to be in the casualty department when the cause of the mystery stingings was apparently revealed. The reporter had visited the hospital in the hope of doing a follow-up to the death of Charlie Fremont. He had been hanging around in the casualty area for a couple of hours, and then suddenly, like a dream, a story fell right into his hands. He eased his way into the group clustered round Allan Brady and Doctor Renshaw, and with a skill born of years of experience left the hospital with enough facts to write a juicy story for that evening’s edition.
  


  
    Allan returned to the research unit and dragged out everything he could find relating to scorpions. He retreated into a corner, refusing to let even Fergus McFee draw him into their usual banter. He was still there at half past six, when the phone rang. He ignored it at first, but it went on ringing. Muttering under his breath he snatched the phone off the rest and jammed it to his ear.
  


  
    ‘Allan? Is that you?’
  


  
    ‘What do… Chris? Is it Chris?’
  


  
    ‘Of course it is, you idiot.’
  


  
    ‘I’m sorry,’ he apologized. ‘I wasn’t expecting you to call me here.’
  


  
    ‘I just read the paper,’ Chris said. ‘Is it true? Is this what killed Les?’
  


  
    Allan shook his head. He realized how tired he was feeling. The back of his neck ached and there was a gritty heaviness to his eyes.
  


  
    ‘Allan? Are you still there?’
  


  
    ‘Yes. Look, I’m sorry, I can’t talk right now. Can I ring you back in ten minutes? Give me a chance to clear my head. I’ve been reading all day.’
  


  
    ‘Then it’s time you packed in,’ Chris said. There was a slight pause. ‘Why don’t you get in your car and come over to my place. It won’t take you more than twenty minutes. I’ll have some fresh coffee in the pot.’
  


  
    ‘That sounds great. I’ll see you soon.’
  


  
    Allan put down the phone. He got up from behind the desk, groaning against the ache in his back. He stared at the pile of books and at the notes he’d been making. On an impulse he stacked up the books and took them with him as he left the lab. He made his way out of the building, nodding to the security man. Tossing the books on the passenger seat Allan started the Capri and drove away from the hospital. He turned the car on to the road and put his foot down. The rush-hour traffic had been and gone, so he had the road to himself. Long Point was deserted too. The town’s nightlife wouldn’t commence for another half-hour. The town slipped behind him. Allan cruised steadily along the narrow road, searching for the side-road that would lead him to Chris’s cottage. He almost missed it. Touching the Capri’s brake he brought the car to a shuddering halt. Spinning the steering wheel, he took the car on to the side-road. Chris’s neat cottage was the last in line. It stood in its own carefully tended gardens, surrounded by bloom-filled rose bushes and green lawns. Easing the Capri into the drive Allan parked behind Chris’s own car. He picked up the pile of books and climbed out, making his way to the cottage’s front door. It opened before he reached it, and Chris stood there.
  


  
    ‘Hi,’ she said. ‘Come on inside.’
  


  
    Allan stepped through the door. The room he entered was low-ceilinged, furnished with care. It gave him a comfortable feeling, and made him want to forget his own sparse, modern flat.
  


  
    Tut your homework down,’ Chris said.
  


  
    Allan remembered the books he was carrying. He looked round awkwardly, not sure where to put them. Chris reached out and took them from him, placing them on a small table by the wall.
  


  
    ‘Are you hungry?’ she asked.
  


  
    He realized he was. ‘Starving.’
  


  
    ‘Thank the Lord for that,’ Chris laughed. ‘I’ve got two huge steaks cooking and enough salad to hold a vegetarian banquet.’
  


  
    ‘That sounds fine.’
  


  
    ‘I’ll be a few minutes,’ she said. ‘Why don’t you sit down and relax.’
  


  
    She guided him to a big, soft armchair and Allan sank gratefully into the sensual embrace of the cushions, stretching his long legs. He watched Chris leave the room, noticing that she was wearing a clinging, one-piece suit in some soft material. It was a rich golden-yellow shade that complemented her mass of shining dark hair. He allowed himself the luxury of total relaxation, forcing the day’s events completely from his mind. They would still be around in the morning - and with his luck they’d most probably double tomorrow.
  


  
    ‘Allan!’
  


  
    The soft voice reached him from a long way off. He opened his eyes, blinking away the heaviness. Chris was leaning over the arm of the chair, grinning down at him.
  


  
    ‘Come on, sleepy, food’s on the table.’
  


  
    It was starting to get dark by the time they finished the meal. Chris served coffee and taking their cups with them they crossed to the armchairs. Chris switched on a low lamp, then drew the curtains across the darkening windows.
  


  
    ‘It’s a nice place,’ Allan said.
  


  
    ‘I like it.’
  


  
    ‘How long have you lived here?’
  


  
    ‘All my life,’ she said, sitting down opposite him. She smiled at his expression. ‘In my mind I have lived here all my life. This has been my dream house ever since I can remember. It only became reality three years ago.’
  


  
    Allan drank his coffee and leaned back in his armchair. He felt very envious of Chris and her secure, comfortable home. He was surprised at his feelings; envy was not a weakness he gave in to.
  


  
    ‘Can I show you the paper?’ Chris asked some time later.
  


  
    She handed Allan a copy of the Long Point News. The feature was on the front page. Allan gave a low groan.
  


  
    ‘My God, Camperly’s going to bury me over this!’ He scanned the columns. ‘Did I say that? I suppose I must have done.’
  


  
    The article explained how Doctor Allan Brady of the Tropical Diseases Research Unit had established the identity of the mysterious creatures responsible for a number of deaths in the area. The creatures in question, it turned out, were scorpions. There was a little more, most of it pure speculation on the part of the reporter. To drive in the nails even deeper the paper had printed a large black headline over the article: SCORPIONS AT LARGE!
  


  
    ‘Was it a scorpion that stung Les?’ Chris asked.
  


  
    Tm pretty certain it was.’
  


  
    ‘How did you find out? From someone who was stung?’
  


  
    Allan nodded. ‘A workman who’d been up on the coast road got himself stung on the arm. He was able to describe in detail what had stung him. And so were a number of his workmates.’
  


  
    ‘But, Allan, scorpions aren’t native to this country. All right - I’ll accept one, maybe two. But the way things have been happening it reads as though there are lots of them. That couldn’t be true, could it?’
  


  
    ‘I’m not sure. You see, there is a quite large colony of scorpions in this area.’
  


  
    Chris stared at him in disbelief. ‘Where?’ she asked.
  


  
    ‘About three miles along the coast is that abandoned dock complex. It’s been closed down for over ten years. There are dozens of scorpions living there. They’ve been there for fifty-odd years. Originally they must have come ashore from some cargo boat - maybe only one or two, perhaps only a female who laid her eggs. But the scorpions survived and established themselves. Over the years they multiplied and adapted to their new environment. The scorpions who nest in the docks are small and completely harmless as far as we know. Over the years they lost the use of their stings.’
  


  
    ‘Until now, that is,’ Chris said. ‘Do you think something has happened? That these harmless scorpions aren’t harmless any longer?’
  


  
    ‘Right now, I’m ready to believe anything.’ Allan tried to hold back a powerful yawn but he failed. ‘Sorry,’ he mumbled. ‘Maybe it’s time I left.’
  


  
    Chris leaned over and took his empty coffee cup. ‘How about another drink?’
  


  
    She crossed the room and filled both their cups from the warm pot. A slight noise caught her attention. She crossed to a window and eased back the curtain. Heavy rain had started to fall, large drops spattering against the glass. Chris let the curtain fall back into place. She took the coffee and returned to the armchairs. Placing the cups on the low table she knelt before the wide fireplace and turned on the gas-fire set at the back of the hearth.
  


  
    ‘It’s raining like mad out there,’ she said.
  


  
    Allan groaned wearily, the thought of dragging himself out into the wet night filling him with disgust. He felt the warmth reaching out from the gas-fire. Chris handed him the cup of coffee.
  


  
    ‘No need to rush off,’ she said.
  


  
    They sat and talked, listened to the rain slapping against the cottage, watched the comforting glow spill out from the fire. Much later Chris excused herself and vanished upstairs. Allan sat up, stretching lazily. He glanced at his watch and saw with a shock that it was well past midnight. He heard the rain beating against the windows, felt the pull of the armchair and muttered, sod it, as he lay back. Lulled by the warmth of the fire Allan’s eyes drooped…
  


  
    He felt a gentle hand on his shoulder and jerked awake. The room was in semi-darkness. Allan turned his head and saw Chris kneeling beside his chair. He stared at her, his mind still muzzy from sleep.
  


  
    ‘Do you think you could climb the stairs?’ she asked softly.
  


  
    ‘Stairs?’ he asked, puzzled.
  


  
    ‘Yes. It’s time you were in bed, Doctor Brady.’
  


  
    She helped him stand up, then took his hand and led him across the room and up the short flight of stairs. He was too sleepy to raise any protest - even if he’d wanted to. By the time they reached the top of the stairs Allan had realized there was something different about Chris. The yellow suit had gone, replaced by a thin robe that molded itself to her supple young figure. He was still enjoying the view of her shapely rear when Chris took him through a door and into a bedroom.
  


  
    ‘I’m afraid it’s the only one I’ve got,’ she said, without too much of an apology in her tone. ‘But the bed’s rather on the large size.’
  


  
    It was the least subtle invitation Allan Brady had ever received from a woman - but at that moment it might have been the most sophisticated. He turned, just as Chris switched off the light. The room dimmed, only a pale glimmer of light shafting in through the uncurtained window.
  


  
    ‘Can you manage?’ Chris’s voice whispered out of the shadows.
  


  
    Allan began to form some witty remark, but his voice had translated itself into an unintelligible croak that made him sound like an amorous frog. He kept quiet and undressed as casually as he could. Somewhere across the room he heard the bed creak very gently, heard the soft glide of flesh against cotton sheets. He padded across the room, bumping against the side of the bed, and groped his way in. Pulling the covers over him he lay on his back, staring up at the ceiling. There was a brief silence.
  


  
    ‘It’s not that large,’ Chris said out of the darkness, and for a moment Allan wondered if she knew something he didn’t. Then he realized she was referring to the size of the bed, and the absurdity of his thoughts almost caused him to burst out laughing. ‘Well, is it?’ Chris asked.
  


  
    ‘I’ll time you if you come on over,’ he said.
  


  
    She giggled softly and slid across to him. Her slim, warm hands touched his face, soft lips seeking his. Allan drew his arms around her lovely body, pulling her tight against him, and that was how they stayed. For the moment it was enough.
  


  
    
  


  


  
    CHAPTER ELEVEN

  


  
    
  


  
    The rain caught a number of them out in the open. The dark skies had been filling with swollen clouds for a few hours now, and suddenly the rain came slanting down. The first drops dusted the dry earth, being swiftly absorbed, but as the rain increased in intensity, there was nowhere else for it to go so it began to pool and gather. It flattened the tall blades of grass, exposing the very ground, and exposing, too, the scorpions that were out foraging for food. As the rain struck their hard, shell-like bodies, they halted and probed the air with their claw-tipped arms. After a time realization came to them that the rain did not present an immediate threat. Even so it seemed to affect their progress. They began to scurry back and forth, their movements hurried, abrupt, the flexing tails curling over their wet backs.
  


  
    As if with a single thought they turned and began to retrace their path through the grass. The darkness did little to hinder them. They knew with an inbred instinct the way back to the breeding ground. Scurrying lightly over the sodden ground they returned to the place they had made their home. Almost reluctantly they crawled under cover, gathering at the entrance for a while watching the rain… waiting… But it did not cease. The scorpions slid silently into the shadows. Soon the rain would stop - and when it did they could emerge once again…
  


  
    
  


  
    ***

  


  
    
  


  
    Lemmy Tyson stirred uncomfortably in his sleep. He wriggled his behind on the hard surface, wishing he had something a little more comfortable beneath him. He swore softly, opening his eyes a fraction, and peering out from his shelter. The rain was still pelting down out of a black sky. Lemmy sniffed. Christ, it was cold! That was just like the weather. For weeks now it had been nothing but blazing sunshine. Long hot days and sweltering nights. And now look at it! Fucking rain! He struggled to sit up, groping in the pocket of his filthy, smelly old raincoat. His grubby fingers closed over the bottle of whisky. Lemmy pulled it from his pocket, shaking the bottle and listening to the sloshing sound it made. A swig of that should keep me warm, he decided. He unscrewed the cap, sniffing the fumes that rose from the bottle. He hesitated before he raised it to his lips, recalling how he’d nicked the bottle from the front seat of the Rolls-Royce he’d spotted parked off the road. He’d crept up to the car, keeping his eyes open for the owner, and had peered in through one of the side windows. The first thing he’d seen was the couple on the rear seat. A middle-aged man and a girl who couldn’t have been more than nineteen. There they were, in broad daylight, naked as anyone could be, and going at it as if sex was about to be rationed. For a while Lemmy hadn’t been able to tear his eyes away from the pair. Reluctantly he had edged towards the front of the car. The passenger door window was down and there, resting on the rich leather seat was a full, sealed bottle of expensive whisky. Lemmy hadn’t hesitated. He’d stretched his arm through the open window and deftly lifted the bottle off the seat. The sounds coming from the rear seat told him that lust, rather than honor, was about to be satisfied, so Lemmy had slipped quickly into the undergrowth.
  


  
    That had been three days ago. The bottle was a big one, and Lemmy had worked out that he could make it last for at least four more days if he rationed himself. He had already had his daily quota, but circumstances had changed. When a man was on the road he had to be prepared to make changes at a moment’s notice. This was one of those times. Lemmy put the bottle to his lips and took a long swallow. The whisky flowed down his throat and warmed his stomach. He leaned back, sighing contentedly. The remembrance of the couple in the back of the Rolls stayed with him. Lemmy found himself forming an image of the girl again. Blonde she’d been, with the sort of rounded, lush young body he favored himself. Not that he got the chance to indulge much these days - but if he ever did she was the type he’d go for. He took another swallow of whisky. It seemed to stimulate his thoughts. Though he hadn’t been able to see all of her, on account of the man lying on top, Lemmy had pleasant memories of the girl’s white legs, the curve of one hip, her soft buttocks raised off the seat as she arched her body under the man. There was a lingering image of one exposed breast, all full and white, trembling softly as the girl squirmed, the big nipple all red and jutting. Lemmy swallowed. He felt himself growing hard and fumbled under his coat, opening the front of his pants. It was the best he’d get tonight! He closed his fingers over his stiffening organ, starting to fantasies about nineteen-year-old blondes in the back of big cars.
  


  
    He was so withdrawn from reality that it was some time before he became aware of the movement. Lemmy sat upright, flinging the whisky bottle from him in a reflex action. His other hand withdrew from his clothing, and he began to slap at his clothes, lurching to his feet. He began to yell… to scream… to roar in pure terror.
  


  
    His body was alive with wriggling, clawing, biting things. They were all over him, under his clothing, scaly legs crawling over his puckering flesh. Lemmy began to stagger about, hopping from one foot to the other. Desperately he began to strike his own body, hoping to crush the things. One or two squashed and burst, spreading a pulpy wetness across his flesh. He went on striking at them, ignoring the hurt he was inflicting upon himself. It didn’t matter, he had to get the things off. His actions only seemed to enrage the creatures and they began to tear at his flesh with increased ferocity.
  


  
    In his agony he turned and ran out into the pouring rain, his numbed mind thinking that the downpour might wash them away. He slipped and slithered on the wet ground, losing his balance and falling. He writhed about in the muddy earth. A high, shrill scream burst from his throat as one of the crawling horrors worked its way into his groin, clawing at the tender flesh. Lemmy plunged both hands between his legs and snatched the thing free, ignoring the snapping claws, the curving tail that kept driving its sting into his flesh.
  


  
    ‘Got you… you bugger!… ‘ Lemmy screamed wildly, and closed his hands over the twisting body. It crunched between his palms, the body bursting open, filling his hands with a revolting pulpy mess.
  


  
    He was still enjoying his minor victory as one of the things crawled up from his chest and over the open neck of his shirt. The sensitive membrane beneath its body detected the pulse beat in the external carotid artery in the side of Lemmy’s neck. The movement seemed to excite it and it began to claw at the soft flesh directly over the artery. Blood began to bubble from the ragged wound, spurting over the hard body. As pain exploded fiercely across Lemmy’s throat his fingers clutched at the blood-slick thing clinging to his neck. As he got a grip on the wriggling body and jerked it away, one of its snapping claws sliced open the exposed carotid artery. A thick jet of bright blood spurted from the gashed vein. With each beat of Lemmy’s racing heart the blood gushed out. Lemmy clamped a hand over the wound in a vain attempt to stem the flow of blood. It still came, squirting from between his fingers and streaming down his arm. He staggered to his feet and began to run in aimless circles. He didn’t know what to do or where to go. He simply ran, in total, blind panic.
  


  
    And in that panic he ran away from the coast road, down the sloping grass, and stepped over the edge of the high cliffs overlooking the sea. It was almost a three-hundred-foot drop, straight down. Lemmy fell screaming all the way, his body turning over and over. The turning and the screaming ceased in the same instant. His body struck hard rock at the base of the cliff. The impact shattered every bone in his body, compressing flesh and organs. Bone was thrust out through flesh, internal organs erupting through the ruptured trunk of the body. The skull burst apart like a smashed egg, the brains spattering across the rock, wiping out everything that had been Lemmy Tyson in one split second of time.
  


  
    The scorpions clinging to Lemmy’s body survived for the most part. Three of them were no more than pulpy smears on the rock. But five of them, entangled in Lemmy’s clothing, crawled out of the sodden remains. They huddled together on the slimy surface of the rock until a wave crashed down on the rock and swept them out to sea. Little by little, the remains of Lemmy Tyson were washed from the rocks, sluiced away by the recurrent waves, until by dawn there was no sign left at all.
  


  
    
  


  


  
    CHAPTER TWELVE

  


  
    
  


  
    ‘I think I’ve uncovered something about the nuclear plant,’ Chris said as they ate breakfast.
  


  
    They were sitting up in bed with a large tray between them. Chris had woken early, gone down to the kitchen, and returned with coffee and toast.
  


  
    ‘Something important?’ he asked.
  


  
    ‘First I have to make sure of my facts,’ Chris said. ‘But what I’ve got points to a radiation leak that went undiscovered for a long time - and was then conveniently hushed up.’
  


  
    ‘Will you be able to prove it?’
  


  
    Chris smiled. ‘I hope so.’
  


  
    They finished eating. Chris put the tray on the floor beside the bed and slid under the covers.
  


  
    ‘Hey!’ she said, prodding Allan in the ribs.
  


  
    He glanced down at her. ‘I should be getting ready for work,’ he said.
  


  
    ‘Last night was so nice,’ she said. ‘I mean, just having you there next to me. Even though we didn’t do anything except sleep.’ A gentle flush colored her smooth cheeks. ‘This morning I feel different… ‘
  


  
    ‘Chris, I’ll be late.’
  


  
    She pressed her warm body against his, sliding one hand down his hard stomach, fingers touching him lightly.
  


  
    ‘Damn you, Chris, that’s a lousy thing to…’
  


  
    The bed creaked softly as they came together, merging, desire and physical flesh becoming fused into one.
  


  
    Allan had one last clear, logical thought before he gave in to the rising demands of his passion - Camperly’s going to be bloody wild!
  


  
    
  


  
    ***

  


  
    
  


  
    Oddly Gamperly was not raving, or yelling, or foaming at the mouth with fury. If he had been, Allan could have dealt with it. Instead Camperly was cold and calm almost to a ridiculous degree.
  


  
    ‘I couldn’t believe it,’ he said. ‘One of my own staff allowing himself to become a party to journalistic speculation and sensationalism. It is utterly beyond me.’
  


  
    Allan felt like a schoolboy being chastised by a headmaster.
  


  
    ‘Scorpions! Whatever next? My God, if this gets around I’ll be a laughing stock!’ He stared across his desk at Allan. ‘If this comes back on me, Doctor Brady, I’ll be damned if I go down alone!’
  


  
    ‘The newspaper article was none of my doing,’ Allan protested, knowing that he was wasting his time. ‘It was only after the victim described what had bitten him that I started to think about scorpions.’
  


  
    Camperly scowled at him. ‘Think? I’m beginning to realize, Doctor Brady, that every time you make the effort and actually create thoughts, we have problems.’
  


  
    Allan forced himself to remain silent.
  


  
    ‘Who was this reporter you talked to?’ Camperly asked.
  


  
    ‘Bill York I think his name was.’
  


  
    Camperly wrote the name down. ‘We have had an uncomfortable, long, very hot summer. It’s upset everyone and everything. Do you realize this year’s pollen-count has risen dramatically? That there are flowers and plants growing and blooming in abundance that normally can only be raised in strictly controlled greenhouses? That there has been a virtual doubling of the wasp and bee populations?’
  


  
    ‘You can’t convince me, Doctor Camperly, that the cases I’ve investigated were nothing more than aggravated bee stings!’
  


  
    ‘Nor will you, Brady, be allowed to go around giving credence to wild speculation about phantom scorpions!’
  


  
    ‘Damnit, Doctor Camperly, you know as well as I do there’s a colony of the things down the coast!’
  


  
    ‘Totally harmless creatures that have adapted to a new environment. They don’t even relate to their antecedents.’
  


  
    ‘Maybe they’ve reverted.’
  


  
    Camperly snorted his derision. He snatched up the internal phone and viciously stabbed at the dial. ‘Ah, McFee. Would you kindly come to my office.’ He replaced the phone, glancing coldly at Allan. ‘Isn’t it time you started some work. Doctor Brady?’
  


  
    Allan left the office. He knew he hadn’t heard the last of the matter. Nor had he any intention of dropping it himself. On the way down to the lab he passed Fergus McFee. The Scot glanced at him and raised his hands in puzzlement.
  


  
    Allan worked through until lunchtime. He thought of missing his break to make up for being late, but he wasn’t feeling in a relenting mood. He took off his lab coat and walked up to the hospital cafeteria. He helped himself to a cheerless meal from the self-service area, found himself a table and sat down. He played around with the food.
  


  
    ‘So there you are - chum!’
  


  
    Allan glanced up. Fergus McFee was looming over the table. He was wearing a baggy raincoat that dripped water on to the cafeteria floor. His hair was plastered to his skull, and he didn’t look very happy.
  


  
    ‘If I catch cold and die,’ he hissed dramatically as he sat down, ‘I’ll come back and bloody haunt you!’
  


  
    ‘Me? What have I done?’
  


  
    McFee picked up a spoon and began to stir lumps of sugar into the cup of tea he’d brought with him. ‘Don’t play dumb with me, you English twit! You and your damn theories.’
  


  
    ‘Fergus, I don’t know what you’re on about.’
  


  
    McFee sighed. ‘For the last couple of hours - at Camperly’s request - I’ve been out at the old dockyard, crawling about on my hands and knees to find him some specimens of those bloody scorpions that live there!’
  


  
    ‘What?’
  


  
    ‘Soaking wet,’ McFee grumbled. ‘Cold and bloody wet. All on account of you and your nappy mouth!’
  


  
    ‘Did you find any?’ Allan asked.
  


  
    ‘Find what? Oh - yes. Finally prodded a couple out of a crack in some brickwork. Nasty wee things!’ McFee shuddered. ‘They’re on Camperly’s desk now.’
  


  
    ‘I wonder what he’s up to?’
  


  
    ‘Hopefully he’s working on the most effective place on your anatomy where he can stuff them to get the best effect!’
  


  
    ‘I’m going to give Chris a call.’ Allan said.
  


  
    As he moved away from the table Allan heard McFee say: ‘Funny thing out there. That dockyard used to be swarming with the things. Not anymore. I don’t think there were many left there at all.’
  


  
    The remark lingered at the back of Allan’s mind as he crossed to the phone on the cafeteria wall. He dialed Chris’s number and listened to it ring. There was no reply. He hung up, faintly disappointed. At least he would see her that night. It was something he was looking forward to.
  


  
    Later that afternoon Allan was called to Camperly’s office. His superior was not alone. Bill York, the reporter from the local paper, was there. So was a photographer. There were also a couple of men carrying tape recorders. Camperly introduced them as news reporters from local radio stations, one was from the area’s BBC station, the other from a commercial station.
  


  
    ‘All right, gentlemen,’ Camperly said. ‘I explained when I contacted you the reason why I have called this little conference. It is to clear up some misconceptions over the recent unfortunate outbreak of insect stingings. As you are all no doubt aware there was a rash conclusion reached yesterday that could easily be escalated out of proportion. It is this that I wish to put right. The policy of this department of research is not to give public pronouncements until full and proper investigations have been carried out. This applies to all aspects of our work. I was not here yesterday, when certain statements were made concerning the outbreak I mentioned a moment ago. It was said that the cause, or should I say the perpetrator, of the stingings we have had, is the scorpion. Here and now I am saying officially, that there is no truth or substance in that assumption.’
  


  
    Allan stiffened. He stared across the office and caught Camperly’s cold stare. The look in Camperly’s eyes warned Allan not to say a word, or he would regret it.
  


  
    ‘I am not going to be so stupid,’ Camperly continued, ‘as to pretend that there are no scorpions in this area. There are.’ He held up a flat, clear, plastic box. ‘These are two of them. Specimens collected by one of my staff only a couple of hours ago.’
  


  
    Camperly held up the box so that everyone could get a good look. The photographer took a few shots of the box and its contents.
  


  
    The scorpions were no more than a few inches long, a pale, red-brown color. They remained motionless beneath the plastic lid, hardly responding when Camperly tapped the side of the box.
  


  
    ‘Over many years and generations these scorpions have changed their physical make-up as well as their habits. Their natural enemies no longer bother them so they have lost the need for the hard shell on their bodies. Likewise, the pigmentation has altered to suit the new surroundings. Originally they would have been dark in color - now they are the color you see. It blends in with their surroundings. Insects are much more able to adapt to new surroundings than man. Their cell structure is nowhere near as complex as the human animal. It is on a much lower scale, therefore they can alter their appearance and their physical development in a short time.’
  


  
    ‘What about the sting?’ asked one of the radio reporters.
  


  
    ‘In their adopted home they have ceased to use the sting. The fight for survival would have been less, food easier to come by. As the sting became of less importance, through successive generations, it lost its potency. The poison-sac dried up and the tail became a useless appendage.’
  


  
    The newspaper reporter, Bill York, pointed his pen at the boxed scorpions. ‘Those stings look real enough to me,’ he said.
  


  
    ‘I’ll show you,’ Camperly said. He placed the box on his desk and opened the lid. He reached in and picked up one of the scorpions, holding it between thumb and forefinger. He held it out. The scorpion’s legs flailed at the air, its body squirming in Camperly’s grasp.
  


  
    ‘Be careful!’York gasped.
  


  
    ‘I’m perfectly safe,’ Camperly said. He placed the scorpion on the back of his hand. It squatted there, motionless. Camperly poked it with his finger. The scorpion stirred restlessly. Again Camperly prodded its body, pressing down hard. The scorpion made a vain attempt to get from under his finger. When it failed it ceased struggling. It was only after a little time had gone by that it began to move its curving tail.
  


  
    ‘You see, gentlemen,’ Camperly said, ‘it’s forgotten how to defend itself.’ He jabbed his finger down again. ‘It may strike out of a simple reflex action.’ As he spoke the scorpion looped its tail over its flat head, the tip pointing down towards Camperly’s hand. The curved sting at the end of the tail sank briefly into the back of Camperly’s hand and out again. ‘You see!’ Camperly said triumphantly. He scooped the scorpion off his hand and dropped it back in the box, sliding the lid in place. He held out his hand for the reporters to see. The sting had left only a small puncture mark. ‘No worse than a pin prick.’
  


  
    ‘How do you know there isn’t any poison in there?’ someone asked.
  


  
    ‘If there was,’ Camperly said, ‘I’d be reacting to it by now. I can assure you, gentlemen, that I feel fine. But to convince you, please stay for as long as you wish.’
  


  
    ‘If it wasn’t a scorpion that stung the man yesterday, Doctor Camperly, what was it?’ Bill York asked.
  


  
    ‘I’ll be honest and say that right now we don’t know - as we don’t know yet just what caused the other stingings. Which brings me back to my earlier point. I refuse to issue statements until a definite and fully conclusive investigation has been carried out. Wild speculation has no place in scientific research.’
  


  
    ‘But what about the men who said it was a scorpion that they killed?’
  


  
    ‘How many people in this country have ever seen a live scorpion? And how many, given the opportunity, enjoy exaggerating something that has happened to them?’
  


  
    ‘Are you saying those men were wrong?’
  


  
    ‘I’m saying they could have been mistaken. In a moment of panic a man could look at a large bee and get a disproportionate image of that very insect.’
  


  
    ‘And do you think bees were responsible for the other attacks?’
  


  
    ‘Our investigations will eventually give us the answers we are seeking. Gentlemen, if you will give me one moment, I will take you round our little establishment and show you exactly how we function.’
  


  
    Camperly crossed the office and confronted Allan. There was a smug expression on his face.
  


  
    ‘I think the word, Doctor Brady, is checkmate,’ he said.
  


  
    ‘I would have said bluff, Doctor Camperly. Right now it’s working for you - but I think you’re in for a surprise before too long.’
  


  
    ‘We’ll see,’ Camperly said. ‘That’s all for now, Doctor Brady.’
  


  
    Allan left the office just ahead of the others. As they moved by him Bill York held back. He glanced at Allan.
  


  
    ‘I think that performance was aimed more at you than us,’ he said.
  


  
    Allan smiled. ‘He knocks my legs from under me so often I just don’t notice any more.’
  


  
    ‘I reckon he’s convinced the others.’
  


  
    ‘And you?’ Allan asked.
  


  
    York shrugged. ‘He talks a lot of sense,’ he said and walked on.
  


  
    Allan stood for a time, deep in thought, and then carried on back to the lab. The only thing he was fully convinced about was the fact that he had got much nearer the truth than Camperly would ever accept. All he had to do now was prove it.
  


  
    
  


  


  
    CHAPTER THIRTEEN

  


  
    
  


  
    A week passed without a single stinging. There were no reports of anyone seeing anything out of the ordinary. A number of factors contributed to this situation. The weather had gradually changed; the late summer heat wave finally broke, temperatures dropped, rain and wind became an almost daily occurrence. The visitors to the area parallel with the coast road dwindled; the sun seekers and the picnickers, the hikers and the lovers, sought their diversions elsewhere and left the stretch of wild green countryside to the elements.
  


  
    Allan Brady accepted the situation with grim reluctance. He still held on to the theory that scorpions had been responsible for the attacks. He had no way of explaining their existence or the reason behind it, so he kept his thoughts to himself - only ever voicing them to Chris.
  


  
    For Chris, matters had taken a turn for the better in one respect. Jack Webster’s anonymous telephone call to the Department of Nuclear Energy in London had produced startling results. Chris and Jack Webster received an invitation to attend a meeting with Meacham at the plant.
  


  
    As they approached the gates Chris peered through the rain-spattered windscreen. Vic Condon stepped forward as she rolled to a halt.
  


  
    ‘You sure you want to go in there?’ Condon asked as Chris wound down her window. ‘We might not let you out again.’
  


  
    ‘We’ll risk it,’ Chris said. ‘Now, if you’ll open the gates, please, I’m sure Professor Meacham doesn’t like to be kept waiting.’
  


  
    Condon glared at her, his face like carved stone. Abruptly he lifted a hand and the security man inside the gatehouse pressed the button that activated the electric gates.
  


  
    Chris drove in and followed the signs indicating the administration building. Parking the car she climbed out, Jack Webster following. Inside, they were met by a prim receptionist who hid from the world behind a pair of huge, ugly glasses.
  


  
    ‘Mr. Webster is it? And Miss Lane?’ She gestured towards a long corridor leading off from the foyer. ‘This way please.’
  


  
    At the far end of the corridor the receptionist tapped on a door and opened it.
  


  
    ‘Your visitors are here, Professor Meacham.’
  


  
    Meacham came to meet them. He was a tall, spare man, with a high forehead that was exaggerated by the fact that his hair was receding. He was dressed in an ill-fitting tweedy suit.
  


  
    ‘Please come in and sit down,’ he said, attempting a friendliness that failed to convince either Chris or Jack Webster.
  


  
    Meacham retreated behind his desk.
  


  
    ‘I’m glad you were able to accept my invitation.’
  


  
    ‘Did you really expect us to refuse?’ Webster asked, his tone brittle.
  


  
    ‘I wasn’t sure how you might react.’
  


  
    ‘Professor Meacham, we must face the fact that our past relationship has been far from agreeable,’ Chris said.
  


  
    ‘True,’ Meacham admitted. ‘It’s one of the reasons why I have asked you here today.’
  


  
    ‘What’s the other?’ Webster inquired.
  


  
    ‘From noon tomorrow we will be shutting down the auxiliary fast-breeder reactor and the plant will then function on the main reactor only.’
  


  
    Jack Webster glanced quickly across at Chris, his face expressionless, giving no indication of his thoughts. Not that Chris needed it putting into words. We’ve done it! she thought.
  


  
    Meacham was addressing her.
  


  
    ‘Contrary to your opinion of me, Miss Lane, I am not without sympathy for your movement or its aims.’
  


  
    ‘I find that a little hard to believe,’ Chris said. ‘Especially after what took place at our last demonstration.’
  


  
    ‘Er… yes… an unfortunate episode for all concerned. The way the affair was - shall we say - conducted did not impress Whitehall in the slightest. It is because of that, and also because the Government wants to keep the public faith, that the order has been issued to run down the auxiliary reactor. There will be press releases and an interview with the Minister in charge of Nuclear Development on both the BBC and ITV news this evening.’
  


  
    ‘This is rather an abrupt reversal of government thinking isn’t it, Professor Meacham?’ asked Jack Webster.
  


  
    ‘It has been known for governments to change their minds.’
  


  
    A slow smile played over Chris’s face as a thought came to her. ‘It wouldn’t have anything to do with the fact that the opposition has been trying to get a no-confidence motion passed? The possible threat of an election?’
  


  
    Meacham shrugged. ‘I am not a political animal, Miss Lane. The intrigue of government is above my head. But I would be a fool if I tried to ignore your suggestion. It is possible that the Government is using the opportunity to gain themselves breathing space - to catch public sympathy in the event of an election. Even so, it is still a victory for you and your movement.’
  


  
    ‘Let’s say I’d have an easier time swallowing a live chicken - feathers and all!’Webster retorted. He stirred restlessly in his seat.
  


  
    Chris began to get nervous. She knew Jack Webster’s short temper. Right now he was sitting there slowly coming to the boil. If he got mad enough he was liable to point the finger at Meacham and openly accuse him of being nothing more than a hypocritical, oily-tongued conman. While Chris agreed, she couldn’t allow it to happen. Now they had proof of the hushed-up radiation leak. Meacham’s flimsy explanation for the Government’s shutdown was nothing more than a gesture intended to placate the Long Point Protestors; Whitehall would be having a few sleepless nights over the fact that someone had learned about the leak - their immediate concern would be making sure that the story got no further until they could work something out. Chris realized that Whitehall, despite the long-standing image of bumbling inefficiency, could be credited with a self-perpetuating capability for survival. Given enough time, the keen brains that lurked about inside the cocoon of grey buildings would devise a means of getting out of the line of fire. They would probably even announce the facts about the leak themselves - but packaged in such a way that they would end up with public sympathy. Chris wanted to present those facts to the public in her way - the plain, unvarnished truth as she had heard it. So she couldn’t allow Jack Webster the satisfaction of pointing the finger at Professor Meacham.
  


  
    ‘I think given time we’ll be able to view the matter in a more realistic light, Professor Meacham,’ she said.
  


  
    ‘And I hope we can receive some consideration in respect of the not-ungenerous concession,’ Meacham suggested gently.
  


  
    Oh you’ll get your consideration all right, Chris thought.
  


  
    ‘I’m sure we can work something out,’ she told him.
  


  
    ‘Fine,’ Meacham said. ‘Now if you will give me a few more minutes I’ll explain the shut-down procedure in detail…’
  


  
    
  


  
    ***

  


  
    
  


  
    That evening she went round to Allan’s flat for a meal.
  


  
    ‘So what’s your next step?’ Allan asked.
  


  
    Chris helped herself to another slice of pizza.
  


  
    ‘First I have to get the article finished, then show it to Harry Farnum.’
  


  
    ‘There’ll be one hell of a stink when it comes out,’ Allan said.
  


  
    Chris shrugged. ‘I hope there is. Too much time has gone by while that radiation leak has been hushed up. It has to be exposed!’
  


  
    Allan smiled, leaning across the low coffee table. He reached out and gently slid the thin caftan she was wearing down off one shoulder, baring her rounded, firm breast.
  


  
    ‘And talking about exposure… ‘he murmured, fingers tenderly tracing the outline of her rising nipple.
  


  
    ‘Next time you’re in that lab of yours,’ Chris suggested as they sprawled across the rug in front of the fire, ‘why not do an analysis on that thing you call a brain. I’m damn sure you’ll find it’s one track.’
  


  
    ‘You talk too much!’
  


  
    ‘Do I? So what are you going to do about it?’
  


  
    Allan bent over her, his mouth sliding across hers, while his free hand searched between the loose folds of the caftan, bringing a sharp and pleased sigh from her lips…
  


  
    
  


  
    ***

  


  
    
  


  
    The inclement weather continued. It took away the hot, muggy climate in which the scorpions had found something close to contentment. They disliked the cold… it made them restless, unsettled… it made them irritable…
  


  
    
  


  


  
    PART 3

  


  
    
  


  
    INVASION

  


  
    
  


  


  
    CHAPTER FOURTEEN

  


  
    
  


  
    ‘Honey, come on - breakfast is on the table!’
  


  
    Larry Murcheson checked the percolator and satisfied himself that the coffee was brewing correctly. He peered out through the side window of the expansive, luxury motor home.
  


  
    Another goddamn rainy day! He sighed, shaking his head - the only consistent thing in the damn country was rain! It was beginning to spoil the Murchesons’ tour of the UK, and for once there wasn’t a thing even he, Larry Murcheson, could do about it - not even with his limitless wealth. The Murcheson Millions - as his fortune was known back in the States - came from a vast combine that had been created by Larry’s father back in the thirties. Hubbel Murcheson, an ambitious man, had possessed the knack of being able to foresee business trends and technological breakthroughs. When he died in 1971 his various enterprises covered the spectrum from publishing to manufacturing to electronics. He had oil interests, a movie and TV production company - in short if it could be invested in and made money, then Murcheson Inc would be involved somewhere along the line. Larry Murcheson, at thirty-nine, became the head of the family empire - but he was not molded in his father’s image; Larry preferred spending money; he left the making of it to others. From the day he fell heir to the Murcheson Millions, Larry set out to prove that money could buy happiness. He did everything and went everywhere, managing to gain and lose three wives along the way.
  


  
    Right now he was honeymooning with wife number four, a twenty-year-old blonde ex-actress named Casey. He had met her at a Hollywood party when he was feeling slightly jaded and she was fast realizing that all the starry-eyed dreaming she’d been doing wasn’t going to help her career in the movies.
  


  
    Casey Blair - real name Velma Stanislau - had been in Hollywood for almost three years, acting her heart out but getting nowhere. It would have been no good telling Casey that her beauty, her talent, and her natural personality amounted to practically nothing. She was merely one of a thousand other young, talented, beautiful hopefuls; each of them believing she was the one - the new star about to blaze forth. Casey lived with her dream - yet she did begin to admit, though only to herself, that stardom seemed always at a distance, tangible yet increasingly just out of reach. She had small parts in unimportant movies and a lead role in a TV series that ran for six shows before it was axed. Her best chance came when she landed a small but significant part in a big-budget movie: Casey played a girl involved with the main character and the greater part of her appearance was centered around an explicit sex scene - seeing an opportunity to get herself noticed Casey gave the performance of a lifetime. The completed scene was the most erotic piece of screen sex to come out of Hollywood for years, and everyone said Casey had it made. That was before the movie was played in selected theatres on a short pre-release run; the next thing Casey knew was that her big scene was edited down to a mere shadow of its original substance; her performance had been too good, too hot to handle. The production company were more concerned with their movie as a whole to worry over a small scene. It was three weeks after that shattering moment in her life that Casey literally bumped into Larry Murcheson at a party. For some reason they clicked, started talking, and a little while later, without anyone noticing, they slipped away from the party, got into Larry’s car and drove the 300 miles from LA, up the coast highway to Carmel where Larry had a luxurious split-level house overlooking Monterey Bay, the soft peaks of the Santa Lucia Mountains rising at the rear. They had arrived in Carmel just as the sun rose on a new day… and a new beginning for both of them. Two weeks later they were married… and set out on a honeymoon that had no time limit. They sailed the Greek islands, lingered in Venice, wandered the boulevards of Paris and discovered the intimate delights of the Seine when viewed from a floating restaurant at night. On an impulse Larry hired a big Dodge motor home and they toured down through France to the Riviera, then back across eastern France and over to the coast. A ferry across to England and southwest to Cornwall and Devon where they had long, glorious weeks of endless sun. A slow return along the south coast, stopping on a whim, moving on again. Then the weather started to change, rain replacing the brilliant sunshine, the blue skies retreating before the grey clouds. The previous night they had parked the motor home just off the road. To their right the green landscape sloped down to the edge of high cliffs overlooking the grey sea. A few miles further on lay a town. According to the road map it was called Long Point…‘Hey, Casey? Move it, honey!’ A pair of long, shapely, tanned legs appeared as Casey climbed down from the double-bunk situated over the cab of the motor home. She was an extremely attractive young woman. The archetypal California girl: blonde, blue-eyed, willowy; always superbly tanned; possessing the supple grace of youth coupled with the ripely developed body of a mature woman. Casey was wearing tiny white shorts and a clinging T-shirt that did nothing but emphasize the taut, high breasts that moved disturbingly with every breath.
  


  
    ‘Hi’ she said, moist lips parting to reveal even white teeth. ‘Larry, I was supposed to fix breakfast this morning.’
  


  
    Larry glanced up from pouring coffee into big, squat cups.
  


  
    ‘You were asleep,’ he said.
  


  
    Casey perched herself on a stool by the breakfast bar. She reached out to stroke Larry’s arm. ‘I know I was asleep,’ she said teasingly. ‘Who kept me awake half the night?’
  


  
    Larry chuckled softly. ‘Any complaints?’
  


  
    Casey pouted. ‘Only that morning comes around too quick!’
  


  
    Reaching into the oven Larry drew out two plates of bacon, eggs and mushrooms.
  


  
    ‘Smells great!’ Casey said. ‘Hey, baby, what’re we going to do today?’
  


  
    ‘Motor on down to this place called Long Point, I guess. Have a look round.’
  


  
    ‘Sounds fine.’
  


  
    They ate slowly, relishing the food and each other’s company.
  


  
    ‘More coffee, honey?’ Larry asked.
  


  
    Casey began to nod, then hesitated. Her blonde head half-turned as she glanced over her shoulder.
  


  
    ‘Something wrong?’ Larry asked.
  


  
    Casey silenced him with a flick of her slim hand.
  


  
    ‘Casey?’
  


  
    Her brow was furrowed as she glanced across at him. ‘I’m sure I heard something from up front. In the cab.’
  


  
    ‘What was it?’
  


  
    ‘I’m not sure - something kind of scratching - rattling.’
  


  
    Larry slid off his stool and crossed to the sliding door that closed off the cab from the living quarters.
  


  
    ‘Hey… ‘ Casey said. ‘Careful!’
  


  
    Larry grinned. ‘Hell, honey, this is Kent, England - not New York!’
  


  
    He grabbed the handle of the door and tugged. The door held for a moment, then slid fully open with a jerk.
  


  
    A dark, rippling, expanding mass burst through the opening. It spread out across the floor, around Larry Murcheson’s feet. For long seconds he stared down at the surging mass, his shocked mind failing to register the image transmitted by his eyes. And then Casey began to scream - a high, shrill cry of terror ripped from her taut throat - as the spreading mass began to splinter, break off into hundreds - thousands - of black, scuttling insects. Large insects, some of them reaching five inches in length, and made to look even bigger because of the quivering, curving tails they held arched over their backs and the pincered arms splayed out on either side of their flat heads.
  


  
    Casey’s screams broke Larry Murcheson’s trance. He lunged away from the doorway as more and more of the insects poured through from the cab. He realized that the creatures were clinging to his feet, his legs, and he became aware of the rough legs digging into his flesh beneath his trousers. With each step he took, brittle bodies crunched beneath his shoes. The floor of the motor home was almost obscured by the loathsome things.
  


  
    ‘For God’s sake, Larry! Help me!’ Casey screamed. She had tried to draw her legs up on top of the stool and her sudden move had unsteadied it. She slumped back against the side of the motor home, balanced on the edge of the stool. Throwing out a hand to grab hold of something - anything - she touched the bubbling coffee percolator. The flesh of her hand blistered against the hot glass. Casey jerked her hand back - the stool slipped - and she fell to the floor.
  


  
    The scorpions surged towards her, sensing her warmth, the promise of food. As the first ones reached her, Casey brushed them from her body. But as one was knocked aside there were dozens more to replace it. The scorpions advanced from every direction, scuttling swiftly across the floor. A few became entangled in the long, silky blonde hair, and in their frantic efforts to free themselves began to lash out with their stings. Venom, injected into the soft flesh of Casey’s neck, spread swiftly into the bloodstream. Numbing agony exploded inside Casey’s body and she jerked helplessly as tortured nerves emitted spasms. The pain of the stings helped to alleviate the pain caused by the ripping, tearing pincers as other scorpions shredded warm flesh from her bare legs. Blood began to stream from the countless wounds, streaking the tanned flesh, pooling on the floor beneath her body. Casey was barely aware of the scorpions clawing at her firm breasts. The yellow cotton of the T-shirt began to blossom with red flowers of bright blood. Soon her faintly twitching body was covered by a flowing blanket of hungry scorpions…
  


  
    Larry Murcheson had fared little better than his wife. Casey had slipped to the floor before he could reach her, and in his haste he had fallen to his knees. Pain was already flowing through him as countless stings were thrust into his flesh. He could feel the insects crawling up his thighs, pincers stabbing cruelly at his flesh. He felt a startling pain in his hands, and when he looked down he saw that they were alive with insects. Too late he raised them from the floor. The scorpions scuttled quickly up his arms. He flailed his arms about, trying to dislodge them. Some fell, but most of them simply caught hold of his flesh with their pincers. Larry cringed as he felt the feather touch of scaly legs against the side of his neck. He screamed out loud as the insect crawled up the side of his face. The scorpion dug in its pincers as he tried shaking his head. He slapped at it, and must have hurt it, because it reared back abruptly. One pincer waved in the air for a moment, then darted forward. The hard, sharp tips sank into the soft ball of the eye. Blood and watery fluid spurted out. Pain flared like a red flash of heat, swelling so that it seemed to fill the cavity of Larry’s skull. Ignoring the pain, the spreading numbness, he staggered to his feet, hands clutched over his ruined face. He had no thoughts as to where he was going; he was simply obeying an animal instinct that told him to try and get away from the source of his pain. But the scorpions were still with him, crawling back and forth over his body, under his clothing, seeking the warmth of his living flesh.
  


  
    He crashed violently against the side of the motor home, sliding weakly to the floor. His hands, already beginning to blacken along the ringers and the wrists, reached out and scrabbled in desperation at the smooth, unyielding, plastic-coated aluminum. He rolled heavily on to his back, legs splayed out across the floor. Blood began to ooze slowly through his trousers on the inside of his right thigh; the probing pincers of a scorpion had penetrated the flesh deep enough to expose and sever the right femoral artery. The blood jetted out fiercely, a rich, warm flow that attracted other scorpions…
  


  
    The interior of the motor home seethed with jostling scorpions. They surged over the now inert figures, the only sound the brittle rasp of their hard bodies as they scuttled back and forth about their terrible business.
  


  
    
  


  


  
    CHAPTER FIFTEEN

  


  
    
  


  
    The police car slowed as it approached the roadblock that had been set up on the coast road. Peering out through the rain-streaked window Allan Brady saw that there were a number of vehicles, including an ambulance, parked close to the tall canvas screen erected around what he presumed to be a large vehicle. The police car edged off the road, bumping slowly across the grass. As it halted Allan opened the door and stepped out. He shivered as a chilly wind slapped at his body and pulled his coat open. Fine drizzle slipped down out of a grey sky, damping his dark hair against his skull.
  


  
    A uniformed figure stepped out from the screen. Allan recognized the man who followed the policeman across the grass. Doctor Renshaw looked tired and shocked, his shoulders hunched against the cold.
  


  
    ‘Doctor Brady?’ asked the uniformed policeman. Allan nodded. ‘Inspector Duncan would like a word, sir.’
  


  
    ‘We’ll be right there,’ Renshaw said. He waited until the policeman had moved away. ‘Have you informed Camperly?’
  


  
    Allan smiled. ‘Yes. He’s bloody angry. Today’s his day off and he doesn’t appreciate being disturbed.’
  


  
    ‘But he is coming?’
  


  
    ‘He’s coming. When I told him the police had requested his presence you could almost hear his ego doing handstands!’
  


  
    Renshaw smiled. ‘I shouldn’t allow such disrespect.’ He glanced in the direction of the screen. ‘I couldn’t say much over the phone, Allan, but I expect you know why I sent for you.’
  


  
    Allan nodded. Renshaw led the way behind the screen. Allan saw a long, sleek motor caravan. As they neared it the side door opened and a tall man wearing a tan weatherproof jacket over a dark suit stepped to the ground.
  


  
    ‘Doctor Brady?’
  


  
    Allan nodded, taking Peter Duncan’s outstretched hand. ‘I won’t say I’m glad to be here, Inspector. It only confirms something we thought might be over.’
  


  
    ‘If this is anything to go by, Doctor Brady, it’s only just starting!’ Duncan said. He re-opened the door. ‘It’s messy inside.’
  


  
    The word was utterly inadequate. The interior of the motor home was like a slaughterhouse. Dried streaks of blood marked the smooth sides, dappled the fittings. The floor was pooled with thick patches of congealed blood. Against one wall lay the body of a woman. At the far end of the compartment a man, curled over in a pose of frozen agony, sat against the side of the motor home, legs thrust straight out. Both corpses were covered in blood, the shredded clothing soaked with it. All the exposed flesh bore countless puncture marks and jagged tears. Allan crouched beside the woman’s body. A number of areas had turned black. He couldn’t help noticing, despite the mutilations, that she had been young and very attractive. As he stood up, stepping away from the corpse, something hard crunched beneath his heel. He glanced down and saw a squashed, pulpy mess by his foot.
  


  
    ‘There are quite a few of them about, Allan,’ Renshaw said. He reached for an object wrapped in plastic and laid it on the breakfast bar. ‘A number of them were killed by the victims during the attack. Most of them were squashed out of all recognition. But this one is reasonably intact… ‘
  


  
    He drew away the layer of plastic.
  


  
    ‘Christ!’ Allan exclaimed softly.
  


  
    There on the Formica top of the breakfast bar was the largest scorpion Allan had ever seen. He estimated it to be at least five inches in length, with that much again in the tail that curved up over the back. Its flattish body was dark and shiny, almost black. Allan took a pen from his pocket and tapped the shell. It was hard. He used the pen to lift the dead scorpion and look underneath. The mouth was open, showing the rows of sharp teeth. The underside of the body had been split open, exposing the pulpy interior of the scorpion. He laid it down again and touched the pincers with the pen.
  


  
    ‘Well?’ Renshaw asked.
  


  
    ‘Stating the obvious - it’s a scorpion. But not like the scorpions I’ve ever seen - before.’
  


  
    ‘In what way?’ Duncan asked.
  


  
    ‘Its general appearance. Much bigger. Everything slightly larger than the normal species.’ Allan indicated the pincers. ‘Much more powerful. And the eyes are definitely larger. I’m sure that this ugly beggar could see a damn sight better than scorpions are supposed to see. In the main they have pretty lousy eyesight, in fact their eyes are very primitive. Normally they move about better at night - they’re nocturnal creatures - and they’re equipped with sensitive hairs that act almost like radar. They’re also able to respond to warmth, picking up vibrations.’
  


  
    ‘A couple of questions,’ Duncan said. ‘First - if these things are responsible for the earlier deaths, when there only appeared to be a few, where are they coming from? Secondly - how many are there?’
  


  
    ‘I wish I knew, Inspector. From what I’ve seen here there must be a hell of a lot of them.’
  


  
    Duncan sighed. ‘It’s beyond me,’ he said. ‘Plain and simple violence I can deal with. Even a good old-fashioned murder. But this?’ He shrugged. ‘Let’s get out of here.’
  


  
    ‘Do you mind if I take the scorpion?’ Allan asked.
  


  
    ‘Rather you than me, Doctor. Just looking at it makes me shiver.’
  


  
    Allan wrapped the scorpion in the plastic. Renshaw and Inspector Duncan had already stepped outside. Allan could hear them talking to someone. Footsteps sounded on the step and Allan turned to come face to face with Camperly. His superior stared at him for a moment, then glanced around the motor home. As his gaze fell on the two mutilated corpses Camperly’s face paled visibly. He took a step into the compartment. As he did so he crunched one of the dead scorpions under his foot. Camperly glanced down at the yellowish pulp oozing from beneath his shoe.
  


  
    ‘There isn’t much more to see,’ Allan said.
  


  
    Camperly glanced at him. For a moment Allan got the feeling Camperly was going to say something. Instead he nodded slowly and turned, making his way outside. Allan followed, closing the door on the grisly scene inside.
  


  
    Camperly walked across to where Inspector Duncan was talking with one of his officers. Spotting Renshaw climbing into his car Allan went over to him. Renshaw settled himself behind the wheel and rolled down his window.
  


  
    Tm off back to my nice warm hospital,’ he said. ‘I’m too old to go chasing around muddy fields in the rain. Anyway, this is out of my hands now. It’s up to you clever buggers.’
  


  
    ‘By the way, thanks for bringing me in,’ Allan said.
  


  
    ‘No thanks needed. You hatched the theory, Allan, and you’ve proved it was correct. You deserve to be involved.’ Renshaw glanced across to where Camperly stood. ‘But you watch him, my boy. He’ll come bouncing back, and if you close your eyes he’ll steal all your thunder!’
  


  
    ‘He can have it,’ Allan said. ‘All I want to do is sort this mess out before too many people get hurt.’
  


  
    Renshaw started the car. ‘If you need anything just give me a call.’
  


  
    ‘Doctor Brady!’
  


  
    Allan turned at the sound of his name, a wry smile flickering across his face as he realized it had been Camperly calling him. My God, he thought, I’ll bet that hurt him. Doctor Brady!
  


  
    ‘The Inspector tells me you have a reasonably good specimen,’ Camperly said as Allan joined him. ‘Even I can’t wriggle out of it this time can I, Allan?’
  


  
    You two-faced son of a bitch! Allan thought. He kept his face straight and held up the wrapped corpse. Camperly raised a hand.
  


  
    ‘Do you think we’ll be able to learn anything from it?’
  


  
    Allan shrugged. ‘It’s hard to tell. It occurred to me we might do better sending it to Ranleigh.’
  


  
    ‘Miles Ranleigh, the entomologist?’ Camperly nodded. ‘You’re probably right. He’s got the experience and the equipment. Can you arrange to get it to him quickly?’
  


  
    ‘I’ll take it myself,’ Allan suggested. He paused enjoying the moment. ‘I know Miles very well. He was a good friend of my father.’
  


  
    Camperly stiffened slightly. ‘You obviously have the situation well in hand. I’ll leave that part to you. In the meantime I’ll organize some kind of liaison with the police.’
  


  
    ‘Be back as soon as I can,’ Allan said.
  


  
    He left Camperly standing alone in the rain. Inspector Duncan had a quick word before Allan climbed back in the police car. He told the driver to take him back to the hospital so he could pick up his car.
  


  
    Before leaving the hospital Allan made a quick visit to the lab to pick up a large plastic sample case to carry the dead scorpion, then he drove to Chris’s cottage. He found her in her upstairs studio, working on the article.
  


  
    ‘Allan! Hi!’ She got up from her desk and kissed him. Sensing his mood of urgency she asked: ‘What’s wrong?’
  


  
    ‘The scorpions have turned up again,’ he said.
  


  
    ‘Where?’
  


  
    He told her what had happened.
  


  
    ‘How awful.’ She added: ‘But at least you’ve been proved right - even in Camperly’s eyes.’
  


  
    ‘Damn Camperly,’ Allan flared. ‘Why does everybody think all I want to do is make him look stupid?’
  


  
    It was the first time he’d lost his temper with Chris. For a moment there was a strained silence. Then Allan laughed and reached for her.
  


  
    ‘I’m sorry,’ he said. ‘I didn’t mean to yell.’
  


  
    ‘No… I should have known petty victories aren’t your style.’ She kissed him warmly. ‘You make yourself comfortable and I’ll get us something to eat.’
  


  
    Allan shook his head. ‘Sorry, I can’t. I really dropped in to tell you I’m taking a trip.’
  


  
    ‘Where?’
  


  
    ‘To see an entomologist friend who lives in Buckinghamshire. We’ve got a dead scorpion - in fair condition. This man I know - Miles Ranleigh - is one of the best in his field. He’ll be able to tell us a lot about the scorpions.’
  


  
    ‘How long will you be gone?’
  


  
    ‘A day or so.’
  


  
    ‘And how do I know you haven’t got a girl waiting for you up there, Allan Brady!’
  


  
    He grinned. ‘Because, young woman, by the time you’ve finished with me I don’t have anything left over for a second lover.’
  


  
    She walked him to the door. ‘Take care now,’ she said, holding him tightly.
  


  
    ‘I’ll give you a ring when I get the chance.’
  


  
    ‘Can’t say when I’ll be in,’ Chris told him. ‘I’ve got some bits and pieces I want to pick up for the article, so I may be out most of the time.’
  


  
    ‘Well I’ll just keep trying,’ Allan said. He kissed her soundly and ran to his car.
  


  
    
  


  


  
    CHAPTER SIXTEEN

  


  
    
  


  
    It was almost noon the next day as Chris eased her car off the road, parking it in the cover of thick undergrowth. She switched off the engine and reached across to pick up the folded map from the passenger seat. Resting it against the steering wheel she familiarized herself with the various landmarks, checking them off against those on the map. After a while she put down the map, leaned back in her seat, and peered out through the windscreen.
  


  
    She was parked about a half-mile from the Long Point Nuclear Plant. It lay to her left. Ahead of her the land sloped away towards the cliffs. At this particular place the land was unattended, overgrown, which suited Chris’s purpose admirably. She had come to get some additional material for the article - mainly photographs of the steel pipe that ran from the plant out over the cliffs. In going through some old maps of the area she had come across an indication of a building near the plant. Further investigation had shown that the pipe taking the excess water from the plant ran directly beneath the building. Intrigued, Chris checked with the local Environmental Planning Office. All they could tell her was that the place had been built by the Defense Ministry some ten years back - something to do with research in conjunction with the nuclear plant. Then, after a couple of years, government cuts in defense spending caused the place to be abandoned. Apparently no one had ever been near the place since and it had simply fallen into disrepair.
  


  
    Chris climbed out of the car, turning up her collar against the cold, drizzly rain. She took a bright yellow rain hat from the pocket and pulled it down over her hair. Checking that she had her camera she closed the car door and set off through the long grass. She had no idea what she might find, but any link with the plant and the source of the radiation leak was of interest to her. She envisaged a series of photographs, some showing the steel pipe, others of the derelict building; perhaps a passage in the article pointing out the danger of such a place close to a source of radiation - danger to life, to the environment. It was, she thought, worth making a visit.
  


  
    It was further than she had imagined. As she got near, Chris could see the skeletal uprights of what had once been a security fence around the place. Now the fencing had all but gone. The concrete drive, which must have run down from the road, was overgrown with weeds, choked by intertwining brambles. Thick fern fronds rose gracefully from the tall grass. She paused and raised her camera, taking a couple of shots of the approach to the building.
  


  
    Now she could make out the building itself. A long, low concrete structure; stark, cold lines; the concrete itself weathered, streaked with dirt from exposure to the elements. The windows were devoid of glass and the only doorway she could see had even lost the actual door. She was looking at an empty shell. She wandered towards the place; as a child she would have found wonder and excitement in a find like this - now she saw only desolation, a cast-off, one more chunk of litter left by man to despoil the natural beauty of the earth. Stepping across the overgrown concrete apron that ran around the building Chris wandered to the side that faced the distant plant. She could see where the steel pipe snaked its way across the ground, part-buried, the curved top of the pipe practically hidden by the thick grass. Chris followed the line of the pipe. About ten yards from the building there was a concrete block. Here the pipe curved down beneath the ground. Chris walked around to the far side of the building. At a similar distance from the other end of the building the pipe reappeared, again encased in concrete, and then curved off towards the distant cliff top and its plunge seawards. The maps had been right; the pipe did go beneath the building. But why? The pipe had been designed to carry nothing more lethal than the superheated water from the plant. So what good would it have been? The only apparent solution was that the water had provided some kind of heating system for the building; a permanent supply of extremely hot water that could have been pushed through a central-heating system; free, straightforward, round-the-clock heating. It seemed a logical explanation. Chris took a few more shots of the pipe and the building, then retraced her steps to the front. A quick look round inside would satisfy her curiosity and perhaps answer her questions.
  


  
    She reached the dark opening of the doorway, hesitating as she peered into the gloom. The interior held a strange smell; a mixture of stale air and an odd earthy muskiness. Chris shivered slightly and took a step inside. Something crunched under her shoe. Glancing down she saw pieces of broken glass; a short distance away lay a broken bottle. Chris smiled as she made out the words printed on the label; it looked as though someone had been living it up, she thought, recognizing the trade mark of very expensive whisky. She kicked aside the broken glass, and prepared to move deeper into the building.
  


  
    ‘Still poking your nose in where it isn’t wanted?’
  


  
    The sharp voice came from behind Chris. Startled, she spun round and found herself face to face with Vic Condon.
  


  
    The security man was leaning against the concrete wall, watching her, his expression one of sly menace.
  


  
    ‘Got you this time!’ he said.
  


  
    ‘Meaning?’ Chris demanded.
  


  
    Condon clicked his teeth. ‘Don’t get on your high horse with me, sweetheart. You ain’t in the position to.’ He grinned suddenly. ‘Remember I said we’d meet up one day without a fence in the way? This is your lucky day!’
  


  
    Chris shook her head slowly. ‘Don’t be a fool, Condon. Do you expect me to take notice of talk like that? Just step out of my way, and I’ll go.’
  


  
    Condon reached out and rubbed his fingers up and down the front of Chris’s coat. ‘Wouldn’t be polite for you to go running off - not at a time like this…’
  


  
    Chris took a quick step back, away from his prying fingers. Condon grinned and confidently took a step towards her. He failed to see the camera Chris was holding by its leather strap. She swung it with all her strength, bringing it up from knee level. The camera was a solid piece of equipment and it caught Vic Condon just below the left ear. He gave a stunned grunt. Swearing, he lunged at Chris but she easily avoided him; before he could recover his balance she had slipped outside and was running from the building, heading for the road. He watched her go, rubbing his sore face. The bitch! He felt blood trickle through his fingers. The bitch cut me!
  


  
    He stood for a moment, waiting for the pain and the anger to subside. His cap had fallen to the floor. Condon picked it up. As he began to straighten up he thought he saw something scuttle back into the shadows on the other side of the dark room. He shrugged. Probably a mouse. The place was most likely full of the bloody things! He stepped outside; the feel of the rain on his face was pleasant. He cut across towards his car, glancing up in the direction of the road. He could see the girl’s distant, retreating figure. Go on, you bitch! Run! There’ll be another day!
  


  
    Reaching his car he flung open the door and started to climb in. He stopped. Frowning, he looked up at Chris’s tiny figure, then slowly turned his attention to the old building. Why had she been prying and poking around in there? He grudgingly admitted that there was more to her than just a good-looking face and a pair of big… Condon swore softly. It wouldn’t have surprised him if she knew something about the hushed-up leak. He’d heard about the call Meacham had got - the sudden scurrying to and fro, the calls from London. Security had been tightened up. The whole damn plant had gone crazy. Then the order had come from Whitehall to shut down the small reactor. Something was in the wind and Whitehall was making itself fireproof. And now he’d caught Chris Lane snooping around. She was a sharp one all right. Too bloody sharp. Grumbling to himself Condon fished a big flashlight from under the dashboard of the car. He slammed the door shut and trudged back towards the building.
  


  
    He was pretty certain there wasn’t anything in the building to have given her information. He recalled something about the military using the heat from the drainage pipe to warm the place - but that had been years ago. The building had been deserted ever since. Still, it wouldn’t do any harm to give it the once over. If she had found anything and Meacham got wind that he, Condon, had overlooked it…
  


  
    He stepped inside, wandering across the dim, dusty room that must have been the reception area. His powerful flashlight threw a brilliant shaft of light ahead of him. He noticed the odd cigarette end on the floor, the broken whisky bottle that Lemmy Tyson had dropped in his terror. Condon moved on, along dusty passages, into another room. He found nothing - save for the solitary indication of previous human visitors. In a corner of the room his torch picked out the shriveled remains of a discarded rubber protective sheath. Condon grinned as he visualized the heated excitement of the couple who had shared a brief, but hopefully satisfying time together. The rough floor of an abandoned building wasn’t the most romantic place, but Condon had experienced enough illicit moments of his own to know that at times like that surroundings didn’t make much difference.
  


  
    He moved on, shoes rapping against the hard floor. There was nothing to be found. He was almost ready to leave when he spotted the dark opening and beyond it a flight of grey concrete steps leading down. He recalled that there were extensive passages and chambers below, on two levels. He stepped through and made his way down the steps. The first thing he noticed was the musty, earthy smell. It rolled over him, filling his nostrils, vaguely repellent. It reminded him of moldy leaves, of rotting vegetation, of decay. He reached the bottom of the steps. Under his feet lay brittle objects that cracked and splintered when he trod on them. Condon swung the flashlight down. The floor was littered with the things. They looked like the empty husks of acorns, but they were much longer and narrower. Dark in color, they shone dully under the light. Condon swept them aside with his foot and the husks rattled across the concrete, drowning out the scratchy sound of many scuttling feet moving through the shadows.
  


  
    Condon wandered back and forth along the underground passages, in and out of empty rooms. He found nothing to arouse his curiosity. He came to more steps - these led down to the lowest level. He was just turning away when something caught his attention. He leaned forward and put out a hand. He felt a draught of cold, damp air rising from the depths and noticed the musty smell he’d picked up earlier. Condon played his light on the steps and began to descend. Halfway down he stopped and listened. He was sure he’d heard a sound behind him. A soft, rasping sound. The sound wasn’t repeated. He carried on to the bottom and swept the torch across what appeared to be one long, wide room. In a far corner he caught a gleam of metal. He crossed over to it, playing his torch on the floor. There were more of the dry husks here - a lot more - some of them much bigger than the ones he’d seen before. He stopped in the far corner of the large chamber, playing his torch on the concrete wall where a large crack split it from floor to ceiling. A mass of earth and stones had spilled out into the chamber and at the top could be seen the dull gleam of metal. Condon didn’t need a second look to know what he was facing. It was the waste pipe from the plant; the one that took the heated water from the reactor; the one that had been involved in the leak. Condon stepped away from the wall. He let his torch play on the pipe. There was a long crack in the metal. A slow, but steady seepage of water oozed from it, spilling on to the mound of earth that sloped down into the chamber. The soil was sodden and excess water had run out across the concrete floor. From the stains on the concrete it was obvious that the water had been present for a long time. The water coming out of the pipe now was cold. It had been for the past week, ever since the reactor had been phased out. The cold water was helping in the final cooling and to clear out the pipe. Condon realized that during the time the reactor had been running the water leaking into the chamber would have been scalding. The chamber would have been like a damn hothouse! Now it was bloody cold! He glanced round suddenly as a slight sound reached him out of the darkness. It was only a faint sound but in the silence of the chamber it couldn’t be missed.
  


  
    His flashlight almost missed it… a dark shape in the angle where the floor joined the wall… Condon moved the beam of light back and… yes… there it was!…
  


  
    It sat there on the concrete, deathly still, held by the bright gleam of the flashlight. Dark in color, the hard shell of the body reflected the light. Condon realized that it resembled the dry husks he’d stepped on. Only this one was different - this one had legs and a flexible tail that curved up over its back, pincered arms raised in a defensive shield in front of it. Condon stared at the creature, a thought stirring in his mind. He’d read about these things in the paper a few weeks ago. There’d been a bit of a scare about them - and then it had all been denied.
  


  
    Scorpions! That was what they’d all been talking about. He peered at the creature again. He’d only ever seen the things in photographs before, but that was what this thing looked like. The only thing was it looked a damn sight bigger than he would have expected it to be!
  


  
    Revulsion swept over him. There was something in the way the bloody thing just sat there staring at him! Condon stepped forward and drove his foot at the scorpion. His shoe scraped the rough wall. Condon grunted and drew his foot back. The thing had gone. Something dragged against his shoe; he swore in annoyance as the scorpion climbed into sight over the toe. Condon grinned suddenly - got you! He swung his foot at the wall again, hoping to crush the thing against the rough concrete. But the scorpion scuttled up on to the top of his shoe and reared its body back, flexing the pincered arms. With slight panic replacing his anger, Condon shook his foot, trying to dislodge the scorpion. It still clung on. He bent forward and swiped at it with his hand…
  


  
    The scorpion snapped its pincers together, gripping the soft flesh of his hand. The sudden sharp pain made him cry out. He shook his hand wildly but the scorpion had too strong a grip. Condon could feel the blood running from the gouged flesh where the tips of the pincers were dug in. Ignoring the pain he slammed his hand against the wall in desperation. It was useless. The scorpion clung to his bloody hand undisturbed. In the bobbing glare of the flashlight Condon saw it lift its body, arch the jointed tail over its head, then strike at the exposed flesh of his hand.
  


  
    His scream was like the howl of a soul in torment. He lashed out at the scorpion with the flashlight, hitting himself on the hand at the first attempt. His next swing struck the creature and knocked it from his hand. Shreds of raw flesh hung down from where the keen-edged pincers had ripped his hand, blood oozing in thick globules from the wounds. As the scorpion fell, Condon lost his grip on the torch and it dropped to the floor, bouncing and sending its beam of light dancing across the concrete.
  


  
    And in that moving pool of light Condon saw something that tore another scream from his aching throat.
  


  
    Scorpions! Hundreds of them - maybe even thousands - it was impossible to count them as they scuttled across the concrete floor. A surging, rippling, dark tide flooding towards him. They created a harsh whispery rattle of sound as they moved, pincers opening and closing, eyes glittering in the bright light.
  


  
    Condon, his stomach jerking from fear and pain, snatched up the flashlight from the floor. As his fingers touched the case he sensed dark shapes lunging at him, and felt the sharp slice of keen pincers gouging his flesh… blood spattered on to the hard shells of the jostling insects. He grasped the flashlight and turned, running across the floor towards the stairs. Hard bodies squashed under his shoes, crunched to pulp, smearing the concrete. He slipped and fell to his knees, felt the hot stabs of pain as unseen pincers tore at his flesh, was aware of the feathery touch of many legs scrambling over the sleeves of his coat, his trousers… The things were all over him! He stumbled upright, lurching towards the steps, slapping wildly at his clothing.
  


  
    He was almost at the top of the steps when he felt a movement on his neck. He yelled in terror and slapped at the scorpion clinging at his face. A sudden and agonizing stab of pain burned into his flesh. Blood spurted thickly from the lacerated cheek, spilling over his collar. Condon forced himself to reach up and take hold of the scorpion, pulling it free from the side of his neck. He could feel it trying to squirm out of his grasp; its writhing body made him feel sick. He crunched it against the wall as he reached the top of the stairs. Thick pulp spewed out, dribbling between Condon’s Angers.
  


  
    He fled along the dark passages., searching for breath, moaning and screaming as the scorpions clinging to him tore and gouged his flesh. Somehow he worked his way back up to the entrance level. He staggered and fell, his body jerking and writhing as he struggled to his feet again. He located the door that led to the outside and staggered blindly into the rain. When he looked down he saw that his body was covered in wriggling dark insects. He flailed at them with his shredded, mutilated hands, blood still spilling from the ugly gouges.
  


  
    He ran towards his car, groping open the door, and fell across the driver’s seat. Where his hand had touched the door there were glistening streaks of blood on the paintwork. Condon jammed the key in the ignition and started the car. He freed the handbrake and rammed his foot hard down on the clutch. Knocking it into gear he released the clutch. The car leapt forward. Condon fought the twisting wheel as the car bounced its way across the bumpy ground. He yanked the wheel round as the car cleared the grass verge and slammed hard down on the road. Tires howled in protest, smoke streaming from the hot rubber as the car gathered speed. Condon clung to the steering wheel with one hand, the other clawing at the scorpions. Some of them, dislodged, began to crawl around on the floor of the car. Others, trapped between his body and the back of the seat, wriggled and fought to free themselves.
  


  
    Condon drove in a haze of pain and terror. Saliva frothed from his mouth. In his fear he had lost control of his bladder and a spreading wetness marked the front of his trousers. Though he didn’t know it yet he was already dying, his body pumped full of venom. If he had been in control of his responses he would have noticed that a numbness was starting to flow along his arms, to deaden his legs. His heart was racing. The road before him blurred, wavered. The car slewed drunkenly from side to side. Peering through the windscreen, he saw the looming shape of the plant. He sagged forward over the wheel, almost passing out, but by some surge of inner strength he pulled himself upright. The high fencing of the plant whipped by the car. Condon mumbled something and jerked violently on the wheel. The car almost rolled over as it slithered towards the gates. A crooked smile passed over Condon’s blood-streaked face, and he thrust his foot hard down on the throttle. Gathering speed, the car smashed through the gates. The impact crumpled the front of the car bodywork, pushing a section of the left front wing into the tire. It shredded rubber as Condon forced the ailing vehicle along the access road leading up to the plant’s reception area.
  


  
    Professor Meacham had just stepped out of the building and was making for his own car when he heard the rending crash from the direction of the main gates. He glanced up and saw a car racing along the access road. The car was swerving from side to side, tires howling in protest. It skidded round towards the parking area, only yards from Meacham himself. The driver’s door swung open and Meacham, hurrying forward, could see Condon’s squirming figure on the front seat.
  


  
    ‘For God’s sake, Condon, what’s wrong?’ Meacham neared the car.
  


  
    He stopped dead in his tracks, his face paling as Vic Condon half fell out of the car, holding on to the door to keep himself on his feet. Condon’s body was crawling with moving, living things. Blood streamed from countless open gashes. Condon reached out towards Meacham with a hand that was already turning black.
  


  
    ‘Please… ‘ he croaked. ‘Help me… Meacham… ‘
  


  
    Meacham stood transfixed, fascinated, repulsed by the loathsome sight.
  


  
    In his agony and desperation, Condon lurched forward, his arms raised in a gesture of suppliance.
  


  
    Meacham seemed to suddenly become aware of his surroundings. He took one look at Condon and threw out a hand.
  


  
    ‘No… stay away from me!’
  


  
    Meacham, trying to back away, slipped on the wet concrete. Condon stumbled over his crouching body, pushing Meacham down beneath him. A startled cry burst from Meacham’s lips. He brutally pushed Condon aside, dragging his legs free, and scrambled to his feet. Shuddering at his narrow escape he brushed angrily at the wet patches on his coat, hoping he hadn’t stained it. His hand passed over something hard clinging to his coat sleeve, something that seemed to be moving. Meacham glanced down. A scorpion was clinging to his coat, moving swiftly up his sleeve in the direction of his neck. Meacham held his arm away from his body and tried to dislodge the creature. The scorpion flattened itself against his coat. Meacham struck at it a second time; his hand brushed over the back, catching the curved sting. The scorpion reared up on its front legs, seeming to regard Meacham coldly with its glittering eyes, then it scuttled up his sleeve and across his shoulder.
  


  
    ‘Oh God!’ he moaned. ‘Oh God! Somebody help… somebody… ‘
  


  
    His cries were cut off as the scorpion laid its legs against the side of his face. Meacham felt the alien touch against his flesh. He brought up his hand to grasp the thing and tear it away from him. The moment the shadow of his hand fell across the scorpion’s head it reacted instantly. The pincered arms reached out, snapping at his flesh. As it dug into the soft flesh of his lower lip, drawing a sudden spurt of bright blood, the scorpion pulled its tail over its head and sank the curving sting deep into Meacham’s right cheek. He screamed loudly as pain erupted across his face. He raised both hands to his injured face, nudging the tensed scorpion. The creature twisted its body, nicking the curved tail in a swift strike against Meacham’s hand.
  


  
    The powerful venom began its irreversible process of destruction. Meacham managed half a dozen steps before his legs developed a spreading paralysis and he collapsed on the ground. He lay motionless watching the scorpion crawl away from him. Dimly he could hear the thud of approaching footsteps as help arrived. But there was no help for Meacham or Condon. By the time the first members of staff reached them Vic Condon, his body still covered in scorpions, was dead. Professor Meacham had already lapsed into a state of complete paralysis, from which he never recovered. His swollen tongue thrust obscenely from between lips beginning to turn blue and then black; his eyes bulged from their sockets, fixed and unseeing. A few minutes later he too was dead.
  


  
    
  


  


  
    CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

  


  
    
  


  
    ‘No doubt about it, Allan. What we have here is a mutation!’
  


  
    ‘Obvious question - but what caused it?’
  


  
    Miles Ranleigh removed his glasses, rubbing his tired eyes.
  


  
    ‘Give me a few more hours and I might be able to tell you.’ Ranleigh, a big, bearded man, put his glasses back on.
  


  
    ‘And the mutation is responsible for the odd behavior?’
  


  
    ‘From what you’ve told me these scorpions are doing things that scorpions have never done before. This grouping together is completely out of character. The scorpion is a loner, not particularly given to socializing with his own kind. The herd instinct doesn’t fit the normal pattern.’ Ranleigh grimaced. ‘But then, your damn scorpions are far from normal.’
  


  
    ‘My knowledge about scorpions is pretty basic,’ Allan said, ‘but what I have read certainly doesn’t tally with these beggars. This last incident, however you look at it, points to a deliberate attack. They forced their way into that motor caravan - apparently they chewed their way through the rubber seals around the bottom of the foot pedals - then they simply crawled inside and waited for someone to open that communicating door. After that it was a purely hostile attack. That couple died ten times over - stung and clawed. If the venom hadn’t done it they would have bled to death.’
  


  
    Ranleigh gazed at the dissected scorpion.
  


  
    ‘The answer’s there,’ he said. ‘Probably staring me in the face.’ He glanced at his watch. ‘It’s been a long night, Allan, and it’ll be light soon. Let’s get a cup of coffee.’
  


  
    They left the lab which was situated in the basement of Ranleigh’s large house.
  


  
    ‘Mind if I make a call?’ Allan asked as they crossed the hall.
  


  
    ‘Help yourself,’ Ranleigh said, continuing on towards the kitchen.
  


  
    Allan dialed Chris’s number. He let it keep on ringing, realizing she might still be in bed. Eventually the phone was picked up at the other end and a sleepy voice reached Allan.
  


  
    ‘Chris?’
  


  
    ‘Allan? Oh, I’m so glad you called.’
  


  
    Allan frowned at the urgent tone in her voice.
  


  
    ‘I’ve been trying to contact you,’ Chris went on. ‘Allan - it’s happened again!’
  


  
    ‘The scorpions?’
  


  
    ‘Yes. Two deaths. Professor Meacham, the head of the Long Point Nuclear Plant, and Vic Condon, his security chief.’
  


  
    ‘Damn!’ Allan exclaimed.
  


  
    ‘Listen,’ Chris said, ‘I think I may have stumbled on to something important. I ran across Vic Condon yesterday - a short while before he died. I was doing some research for the article, and I’d located an abandoned building near the plant - apparently the military used it at one time. Before I could take a look inside Condon appeared. We had words and I left. The last I saw of him he was going into the place.’
  


  
    ‘You think this could be where the scorpions are nesting?’
  


  
    ‘It’s possible.’
  


  
    A vague thought intruded, breaking Allan’s concentration.
  


  
    ‘Chris, what made you go to that place?’
  


  
    ‘Does it matter?’
  


  
    ‘Just tell me,’ Allan insisted - while in his mind a single word nagged at him. Mutation! It was the description Miles Ranleigh had used to describe the condition of the dead scorpion. A mutation!
  


  
    ‘Well, I found that the pipeline from the plant ran under the building. The excess heat was used to warm the place… ‘
  


  
    Allan lowered the receiver and called for Ranleigh. When the entomologist appeared Allan turned excitedly.
  


  
    ‘In theory, Miles, would it be possible for the scorpion mutations to have been brought about by exposure to low-level, but constant radiation?’
  


  
    ‘It’s possible, yes,’ Ranleigh said. ‘The effect of low-level radiation on living cells isn’t fully understood yet, but radiation could cause an imbalance in the genetic pattern, so that subsequent generations might be born with defects - or so radically altered that survival became impossible.’
  


  
    ‘But couldn’t the cell structure be changed in such a way that there could be a forward development?’ Allan persisted.
  


  
    Ranleigh nodded. ‘Certainly. It would be - in simple terms - an acceleration of the evolutionary process. Bringing about change much sooner than it would normally occur.’
  


  
    ‘Hang on a minute,’ Allan said. He returned to the phone. ‘Chris? Sorry, love, but it was important. Look, I’ll be coming back later on. In the meantime there’s something I want you to do. Contact Inspector Duncan. Tell him to get that abandoned building cordoned off right away. And tell him that no one is to go inside the place under any circumstances. Got that?’
  


  
    ‘Yes. Allan, what’s going on?’
  


  
    ‘I’ll explain later. Just make sure that building is isolated.’
  


  
    He put the phone down and turned to Ranleigh.
  


  
    ‘Come on, Allan, talk,’ Ranleigh said. He led the way into the kitchen and poured hot coffee into china mugs.
  


  
    ‘About eighteen months ago there was a low-level leak from the Long Point Nuclear Plant. It went undetected for around six months. Water used to cool the reactor had become contaminated. The whole thing was hushed up and quietly forgotten. What I’ve just heard over the phone seems to indicate that the contaminated water may have seeped into an abandoned building near the plant, which looks as though it may also have been the scorpions’ nest. I’m almost ready to bet that our mutated scorpion is a victim of that radiation leak.’
  


  
    ‘It might be the answer,’ Ranleigh mused. ‘Once the DNA pattern is altered almost anything can happen - a retarded cripple, or a superior species. If this is what has happened to your scorpions then you’ve the superior type of mutation.’
  


  
    Allan emptied his mug. ‘Can you follow this up with tests on the one we’ve got down there?’
  


  
    Ranleigh nodded.
  


  
    They returned to the lab. Allan sat to one side and watched Ranleigh go to work. The entomologist worked steadily for the next hour, testing samples of tissue, comparing his results with evaluations from his own previous dealings with the scorpion species. Ranleigh finally called Allan over, swinging round on his stool.
  


  
    ‘I think you were right, Allan,’ he said. ‘There are traces of radioactivity in the tissue. Your harmless, naturalized scorpion has been mutated into a condition far removed from its original makeup. But I think I’ve got the species pinned down. This chap was originally Androctonus Australis, a native of North Africa. It has one of the most powerful venoms of the scorpion family, practically on a level with that of the cobra.’
  


  
    ‘No wonder it had me confused when I did blood tests after the first attack.’ Allan pondered for a moment. ‘But all the stingings haven’t been fatal. A young couple were attacked. They’re unconscious but still alive. And a man was stung on the arm. He suffered some pain and localized swelling, but that was all. I was told over the phone that since I left Long Point two more people have been attacked - both are dead.’
  


  
    ‘This could simply be an effect of the mutation, Allan. There’ll probably be varying results in the breeding. Some scorpions will develop in one way, some another. The poison glands have been activated after being dormant for a long time so you’re going to get an unstable period. One scorpion will have extremely powerful venom while another may have little or none. It will take time before the new strain settles and adjusts to its final form.’
  


  
    ‘I dread to think what that might be.’
  


  
    ‘From what you’ve told me I have a feeling that the reproduction cycle has been increased.’
  


  
    ‘Then what we have to do is find the damn things and destroy them before this thing gets out of hand.’ Allan stood up. ‘Miles, I’d better get back. Can you see what else you can find from our friend there? I’ll keep in touch.’
  


  
    Ten minutes later Allan’s car was pulling away from Ranleigh’s home. He headed out towards the A413, following it down to pick up the A40. He hit a lot of heavy traffic going through London, making his way over the river and on to the A23. Once clear of the city he was able to put his foot down. The road took him in the general direction of Brighton, but he cut off along a couple of minor roads and finally got on the A259, through Hastings, then out along the coast road for the final run into Long Point. It was late morning by the time he reached the town; a dry, but chilly day, keen winds coming in off the grey sea.
  


  
    Allan drove directly to police headquarters, a large old building in the town centre. He parked the Capri at the curb and went inside. At the desk he asked to speak to Inspector Duncan.
  


  
    ‘I don’t know about that, sir,’ the grey-haired sergeant said. ‘The Inspector’s a very busy man right now. I doubt if he’ll have time to talk to anyone.’
  


  
    ‘I think he’ll see me,’ Allan said. ‘Just tell him Doctor Allan Brady’s here.’
  


  
    The sergeant smiled. ‘Doctor Brady? You go straight up, sir. First floor. Top of the stairs and turn right. The Inspector’s office is at the end of the passage.’
  


  
    Duncan was in his shirtsleeves, unshaven and looking slightly harassed.
  


  
    ‘Am I glad to see you,’ he said as Allan entered the room.
  


  
    ‘More problems?’
  


  
    ‘I’ve had the press on my back since they got wind of something going on. The local council’s been calling for action, and the public is starting to get worried. Frankly, Doctor, so am I.’
  


  
    Allan ran his fingers through his hair. ‘Well, I’m afraid I haven’t brought any comforting news.’
  


  
    ‘Tell me in the car,’ Duncan said. ‘We’ll take a run up to the coast road and you can have a look at the precautions we’ve taken.’ He made a quick phone call, and by the time he and Allan reached the street a car was waiting for them. They climbed into the back and the powerful car surged off through the traffic.
  


  
    ‘It’s pretty certain that we’ve found the nest,’ Allan said.
  


  
    ‘After all the fuss that’s been created I hope you have,’ Duncan remarked.
  


  
    ‘There’s something else. For six months there was a leakage of radiation from the plant. That specimen scorpion I took is a mutant, and it has radioactivity in its body.’
  


  
    Duncan glanced at him as though Allan had suddenly sprouted a second head. ‘Are you serious, Doctor? I mean, are you telling me that those scorpions are some kind of accidental freaks?’
  


  
    ‘As good a way of phrasing it as any.’
  


  
    Duncan shook his head. ‘I said once before this was above me. Now I know I was right.’ He rubbed his unshaven jaw. ‘Give me a minute and it’ll sink in.’
  


  
    ‘Don’t worry,’ Allan said. ‘It took me a while to accept what we might be up against.’
  


  
    They sped along the coast road, slowing as they passed the nuclear plant. A temporary wooden barrier had been erected across the entrance until new gates could be fitted. The car drifted slowly along the road and pulled up behind one of a number of patrol cars parked a short distance from the derelict building. Duncan and Allan were met by a uniformed sergeant.
  


  
    ‘Any trouble?’ Duncan asked.
  


  
    The sergeant shook his head. ‘Some of the lads are a bit queasy about having to patrol that grassy area round the building. They’re worried about those things crawling about.’
  


  
    ‘The sooner we take a look inside the better,’ Allan said.
  


  
    ‘You’re not going in there are you, sir?’ asked the sergeant.
  


  
    ‘Not until I’m suitably protected,’ grinned Allan. ‘Can we drive up to the plant, Inspector. I think we’re going to need their help.’
  


  
    
  


  


  
    CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

  


  
    
  


  
    Allan adjusted the visor of the protective suit and glanced across at Duncan. The Inspector was similarly dressed. So too were the three men from the nuclear plant. The temporary head of the establishment, a young man named Sanderson, had been more than helpful. When Allan had explained the situation Sanderson had organized the protective suits and also a member of the staff to bring along detecting equipment. A third plant member came along with a camera, to record whatever they found. Each man carried a powerful hand lamp and a sturdy pickaxe handle for protection if the need arose.
  


  
    ‘Ready?’ Sanderson asked, his voice muffled by the visor.
  


  
    Allan nodded.
  


  
    ‘Price will go first with the detector. He can check radiation levels.’
  


  
    The five men walked clumsily across the weed-choked concrete and entered the building. The lamps were lit once they got inside, illuminating the dark corners and throwing brilliant shafts of light back and forth across the walls and ceilings. They moved from the first level down to the second. Here they came across the dry, husk-like objects. Allan picked one up in his gloved hand and examined it.
  


  
    ‘What is it?’ Duncan asked.
  


  
    ‘A scorpion’s body casing.’
  


  
    Duncan swept the beam of his flashlight across the floor. ‘Hundreds of them.’
  


  
    ‘From scorpions that died - or were eaten,’ Allan said.
  


  
    ‘Eaten?’
  


  
    Allan nodded. ‘Scorpions have cannibalistic tendencies. If they can’t get enough food they’ll turn on their own - choose the weakest in the group.’
  


  
    Duncan made a face and turned away.
  


  
    Sanderson joined Allan and pointed to the far side of the passage. ‘I think that leads down to the lowest level. Price has picked up indications of small amounts of radioactivity but nothing to bother us.’
  


  
    As they descended the final flight of concrete steps they could feel the coldness rising up to meet them, even though they were wearing the protective suits. Inside the suits they were beginning to sweat, and the musty smell hanging thickly on the air didn’t help.
  


  
    The man with the camera began to take shots of the large chamber. Price wandered back and forth with his detector.
  


  
    ‘Look here,’ Duncan said.
  


  
    Allan and Sanderson joined him, crouching beside the Inspector. In the pool of light thrown by their combined lamps lay a scattering of bones.
  


  
    ‘Mice,’ Allan said, indicating some of the bones.
  


  
    ‘That’s no mouse,’ Sanderson said, pointing to a mass of larger bones. ‘Looks more like a cat.’
  


  
    Allan leaned across and disturbed another pile. ‘That’s a fox if I’m not mistaken.’
  


  
    ‘Over here!’
  


  
    They all glanced round at Price’s muffled yell.
  


  
    He was standing before the caved-in section of the concrete wall. He lifted a gloved hand and indicated the crack in the pipe.
  


  
    ‘That’s it,’ Allan said. He began to move forward towards the mass of earth that had been forced through the fissure in the wall.
  


  
    ‘Careful,’ Price warned. ‘The radiation level is highest there.’
  


  
    Allan held back. ‘There’s just one thing missing,’ he said.
  


  
    ‘What?’ asked Sanderson.
  


  
    ‘The scorpions!’ He gestured at the vast, empty chamber. ‘I don’t think they’re here!’
  


  
    ‘Then where are they?’ Duncan asked.
  


  
    ‘Up until a week or so ago the weather was fine. Hot, dry, then muggy - just the atmosphere for a scorpion. And down here, with the superheated water from the plant seeping through, it would have been ideal for them. But two things have happened. The weather’s changed drastically. Now it’s wet and cold. That’s probably why we didn’t have any scorpion problems for a while - the cold weather drove them back here. Then the plant shut down the reactor that provided the hot water. This place would soon lose its warmth. You can feel how chilly it is now.’
  


  
    ‘Are you saying that the scorpions have gone?’
  


  
    ‘I think so, yes. They’ll be looking for new nests, for warmth and a ready food supply. And they can get both in plenty where there are houses and people.’
  


  
    ‘That means they could be anywhere,’ Duncan said sharply.
  


  
    ‘I’m afraid it… ‘
  


  
    There was a sudden cry. They turned and crossed the floor.
  


  
    ‘What’s wrong?’ Sanderson asked his photographer.
  


  
    ‘I was taking some shots of the crack in the wall and the pipe. I’ll swear something moved under that pile of earth.’
  


  
    They all took a few steps away from the mound, watching it closely. Nothing happened.
  


  
    ‘Maybe it was your flash,’ Allan said.
  


  
    The photographer nodded. He directed the camera at the high mound of earth and touched the button. The pile was illuminated by the stark burst of light. The shadows returned as it faded, and they all turned their lamps on the mound.
  


  
    Thin trails of soil trickled down the mound. Slowly the rate increased; a chunk of concrete slid partway down. The surface of the mound swelled in a couple of places and lifted, the soil falling away.
  


  
    Something dark and glistening humped itself up out of the earth. It struggled to support itself on legs that were too feeble for its body. With a clumsy thrust it dragged itself clear of the soil and flopped forward, slithering down the slope.
  


  
    ‘Jesus Christ,’ Sanderson said.
  


  
    ‘What the hell is that?’ asked Duncan.
  


  
    ‘I think that is the next stage in the development of the scorpions,’ Allan said, his voice low, shocked.
  


  
    The scorpion lay at the foot of the mound, struggling pitifully to raise its heavy body off the ground. It was easily two feet long, its tail dragging in the dirt behind it and adding to its length. The clawed arms moved clumsily, the pincers opening and closing with heavy sounds. Where its eyes should have been there were only blank sockets. The dark shell of its body was covered in swollen lumps, some of which had burst open to expose festering tissue running with pus.
  


  
    ‘Do you realize what would happen if these things got outside?’ Duncan asked.
  


  
    ‘I don’t think they have yet,’ Allan said. ‘Look at that one. Born blind, its body too heavy for its own legs, covered in sores - probably cancerous - that will kill it off before too long. This strain has a long way to go before it becomes dangerous. But it makes the job of destroying the others that much more important. They have to be got rid of before too many eggs are laid. Any egg could produce one of these.’
  


  
    ‘Another one!’ yelled Price.
  


  
    A second large scorpion was dragging itself from the mound. Again this one experienced difficulty. When it had dragged itself clear they were able to see that it had no sting at all, and the legs down one side of the swollen body were shriveled and dead. There were large and cruel pincers on the end of the waving arms. It slithered down the pile of earth and lay motionless. Allan moved his lamp in its direction and saw that it had one good eye, a cold, gleaming orb that swiveled round to stare directly at his beam of light.
  


  
    ‘We’ve got to destroy them right now,’ Allan said. He handed his lamp to Sanderson. ‘Keep it trained on those things,’ he said. Inside the suit he was trembling from head to foot as he approached the mutated scorpions. He went up to the blind one first. It might not have had eyes, but there was nothing wrong with its sensory system; as Allan closed in on it the ugly creature lifted its head and it seemed to be looking directly at him. Gripping the pickaxe handle firmly Allan stepped quickly to one side, raised the handle and smashed it down on the scorpion’s head. He felt the jar of the impact the length of his arms. He swore softly. Lifting the handle he struck again, and again. The scorpion squirmed, trying to drag its body away from Allan, but he followed it, striking again and again. There was a sickly crunch and the head spilt a gush of pulpy matter from the long crack Allan had opened. He stepped back, feeling sick. The scorpion began to jerk about, the swollen body curving almost double, the long tail lashing back and forth.
  


  
    ‘The other one,’ Duncan said and followed Allan’s actions.
  


  
    Price joined him and the two of them hammered at the scorpion’s head. Suddenly Price let out a terrible scream. The others turned their lamps full on him. The scorpion had Price in its grip, pincers sunk deeply into his middle. Even as they rushed to his aid the scorpion closed the pincers fully. Price’s shriek of agony echoed between the concrete walls of the chamber. A surge of blood erupted from around the pincers, flooding down the front of Price’s suit. The clear visor of his suit turned red as he coughed up gouts of blood. The scorpion yanked its pincers free from Price’s body, tearing out a ragged mass of flesh. Blood spewed out of the hole, followed by a greasy flood of entrails, a ghastly stream of pulsing organs that slid to the floor.
  


  
    The others turned on the scorpion as one, battering the loathsome creature until it was a twitching mass of oozing pulp. They took hold of Price’s arms and dragged him across the dirty floor, trying not to look at the trailing entrails that followed them. Lying him down at the foot of the steps they rested for a moment to catch their breath.
  


  
    ‘Do you think there could be others under that mound?’ Sanderson asked. His voice was trembling with anger and shock.
  


  
    ‘God knows,’ Allan said. ‘Sanderson, can you get people in here to make sure? Work out how you want to tackle it - but for God’s sake make sure you destroy anything else under that mound. Burn it out! Burn the whole place out! Don’t even leave any ashes!’
  


  
    Sanderson nodded. ‘We’ll do it,’ he said. ‘The way things are looking this whole mess is our doing, so we’ll do everything we can.’
  


  
    Price was dead. Together they carried him out of the building and laid him down on the concrete. One of the police officers brought a blanket and they covered Price up.
  


  
    Allan stripped off the protective suit and threw it aside. He waited until Duncan had got rid of his, and then followed the Inspector up to the road. The first person Allan saw was Chris. She came running over to him.
  


  
    ‘Allan, what’s happening?’ she asked.
  


  
    He took her hand and led her away to a quiet spot. Gently he explained what had happened. Chris listened, her face paling.
  


  
    ‘I almost went in there!’ she said. ‘That poor man.’
  


  
    ‘Sanderson will take care of that place,’ Allan said. ‘What we have to worry about now are the rest of the damn things. They may be smaller than those two things we found, but there are a hell of a lot more of them. The question is - just where are they?’
  


  
    
  


  


  
    CHAPTER NINETEEN

  


  
    
  


  
    The scorpions had left the place that had been their home for so long. Gradually the heat that had always been there faded away, to be replaced by a damp coldness. It did not suit the scorpions. In warmth they could thrive and multiply. Now there was only chilling discomfort. And there was the sickness that killed many of them. In the beginning there had been many born dead; some were weak; some blind; others born without legs. Then, with each new hatch, many of the old senses returned, the poison glands beginning again to secrete the powerful venom. And there were other things: a sharper awareness of their surroundings; a fiercer attitude towards anything presenting a threat towards them. The whole colony developed a closer existence. They moved about in groups rather than singly, though there were still the solitary members of the colony. Realization of their new senses led them to venture further from the nest than ever before. The colony was larger now than it had ever been and there was a greater need for food. Using the sensory advantages they now had and the ability to see better, they were able to go for much larger targets. And once they had used their stings, seeing the effect the venom had, they realized that they were in a position to take what they wanted.
  


  
    And so it would have stayed, but the weather had changed its pattern, bringing severe cold that drove them back to their nest - and even there they found change. The warmth of the nest faded away, coldness invaded their world, and the scorpions knew they had to find a new place.
  


  
    In the dark hours of night they streamed out of the depths, leaving behind only the sick, misshapen creatures who were the sole survivors of the last hatching. The creatures were unable to walk and they would soon die…
  


  
    The scorpions crawled through the night, seeking a new place, any place, that might offer warmth and food… they found it as the dawn pushed aside the cold blanket of night…
  


  
    
  


  
    ***

  


  
    
  


  
    Moss Curnew shuffled slowly along the passage, wheezing slightly. He couldn’t take cold mornings so easily nowadays. The sharp chill seemed to melt right through to his very bones. Still, it wouldn’t be so bad once he got inside the bakery. It would be nice and warm in there now, with the smell of the fresh bread filling the air. For the next couple of hours he would be busy pulling out baked loaves and shoving in batches of dough, so that by the time the shop opened at eight the shelves would be filled with the bread that had been a part of Long Point for the last fifty-odd years. Moss Curnew’s father had opened the shop back in the 1930s, and it had remained in business ever since, despite a World War, economic difficulties, and sliced loaves!
  


  
    Moss reached the door that led into the bakery. He could smell the hot bread already. The first batch would be almost ready to come out. He pushed open the door. Ed French and Sam Butler, the night men, would be gone by now and there would be a pot of fresh tea waiting on the stove for Moss. When he pulled out the first batch of bread and shoved in the next, he would sit down and have his tea and a slice off one of the hot loaves, smothered in butter. It was something Moss looked forward to.
  


  
    He eased open the door and shuffled in, closing it behind him. He took off his overcoat and went to hang it behind the door. He paused - the coats belonging to Ed and Sam were still there.
  


  
    Frowning, Moss turned and moved along the floor. His eyes were still a little watery from the cold outside. He rubbed them with his hands. And saw much better…
  


  
    He saw what was left of Ed and Sam. They were sprawled on the bakery floor, their bodies red with blood, the swollen flesh all dark and torn. Sam’s face was turned in Moss’s direction and the old man could see that his eyes had been chewed out of their sockets. His tongue protruded from his gaping mouth, black and distorted.
  


  
    ‘Oh, my God!’ Moss heard himself moan. He felt himself sway, a sick feeling rising in his stomach. He put out a hand to support himself, leaning against the long table that took up the centre of the room. Almost immediately something touched his hand. Moss glanced down and saw the biggest insect he’d ever set eyes on poised directly by his hand. Moss had a blurred impression of a dark tail curving up over the thing’s back, and then a terrible pain engulfed his hand; it felt as if it was on fire. He jerked his hand back with a start, staggering. His heart began to pound and a nauseating sickness filled his stomach, rising in his throat. He felt cold and hot at the same time. His legs buckled and he crashed to the floor. He struck the hard flagstones with the back of his head and the impact made him cry out. He felt warm blood running down his neck. The bakery began to blur around him, and just before the blackness engulfed him he thought he saw more of the insects scuttling towards him across the floor. He couldn’t be sure because he was finding it hard to breathe and he began to choke… there was an odd smell filling his nostrils, and he realized it was the bread burning in the ovens… the numbness increased and he couldn’t feel any more pain… he found it easier to just drift… no use fighting it…
  


  
    
  


  
    ***

  


  
    
  


  
    ‘Come on, Sandy, you’ll be late!’
  


  
    The voice penetrated Sandy Lord’s warm cocoon and she stirred with a low groan. She wished the voice would go away - but at the same time she knew she was going to have to get up. She turned on her side and opened one eye, peering at the daylight edging through her bedroom curtains. She sighed, took a deep breath, and rolled the blankets aside. She swung her long legs out of bed and stood up, stretching. Opening the bedroom door she shouted down to her mother.
  


  
    ‘Be down in twenty minutes, Mum. I’m just going to pop in the bath.’
  


  
    ‘See it is twenty minutes,’ her mother called back, then turned up the radio so she could listen to her favorite early morning program.
  


  
    Sandy padded across the landing and went into the bathroom. She put in the plug and turned on the taps. While the bath filled she went back to her room and laid out the clothes she was going to wear for work. That done she returned to the bathroom and closed the door. Slipping off her nightdress she caught sight of herself in the mirror over the washbasin. A faint flush of color rose in her smooth cheeks as she spotted the dark-red mark on the white flesh of her left breast, just above the softly jutting pink nipple. Seeing it brought back the memory of the date she’d had the night before, with a boy out of her office. They’d gone to see a film and afterwards he’d taken her for a drive in his car. Things had gone a lot further than Sandy had anticipated, but she hadn’t complained - well, no more than was expected. She smiled when she recalled John’s surprise when she’d allowed him to take off her sweater, revealing that she wasn’t wearing a bra. His surprise hadn’t lasted all that long and it hadn’t done a thing to upset his performance, or his roving lips, which had seemed permanently drawn to the silky fullness of her breasts.
  


  
    She turned to the bath and tested the water. A little more hot, she thought. Humming softly she crossed the bathroom and opened the door of the airing cupboard to get a clean towel. A warm rush of air drifted out from around the hot-water storage tank. Sandy saw that the towels were at the bottom of a pile of clothing. She placed one hand on top of the pile to support it, while thrusting the other beneath the towel to pull it out.
  


  
    Excruciating pain shot up her arm as something snapped viciously at her hand, biting deep into the flesh. Sandy screamed and jerked her hand out from the pile of clothing, scattering it across the bathroom. As her hand withdrew from the cupboard, bright beads of blood sprayed into her face and dappled her breasts. Sandy saw a dark, wriggling object clinging to her hand. She held it up in front of her face, screaming in sheer terror. The object, arching its dark body with ease, drove the tip of its tail deep into her hand. Venom raced through Sandy’s body; she began to grow dizzy in seconds. Swaying across the bathroom the back of her legs nudged the edge of the bath and she overbalanced. She fell back into the hot water just as her mother burst into the bathroom. Water sprayed across the room. Her mother rushed to the side of the bath, took one look at her dead daughter’s blackening face and passed out on the bathroom floor.
  


  
    The scorpion, which had dropped from Sandy’s hand before she fell into the bath, crawled slowly across the tiles. It skirted the unconscious woman and made its way out on to the landing. Its sensors had picked up heat rising from the floor below. The heat was coming from the kitchen. Sandy’s mother had left a frying pan on the cooker when she had rushed upstairs. The hot fat had ignited and the flames had already reached the kitchen curtains. Burning fabric dropped to the floor and set the carpet alight…
  


  
    
  


  
    ***

  


  
    
  


  
    ‘I’ve arranged a press and media conference for later this morning,’ Camperly said as Allan walked into his office that morning. ‘Before any misleading reports are fed to the public I want to give them the straight facts. I’ll insist that nothing is released until we give the word.’
  


  
    Allan couldn’t have cared less about Camperly and his image. He tossed a pile of 10 x 8 blowups of the giant scorpions on to Camperly’s desk.
  


  
    ‘Make sure you tell them how a man died because of those things,’ he said.
  


  
    Camperly’s face paled as he studied the photographs. ‘Those are the things you found?’
  


  
    ‘Pity you weren’t there,’ Allan snapped.
  


  
    Camperly’s face tightened. ‘I didn’t hear about the operation until it was over.’ His voice was testy, becoming almost petulant. ‘I’ve been busy at this end. One of the people at the plant had the presence of mind to catch one of the scorpions alive. Unfortunately it didn’t do Meacham or that other chap any good - but at least we have a source of venom now.’
  


  
    ‘You’d better read this then,’ Allan said, handing Camperly a sheaf of typed papers; it was a detailed report on Miles Ranleigh’s findings. ‘You’ll see that the toxic content of the venom is likely to vary from insect to insect. The mutations are still developing so we can’t expect a constant venom - not yet.’
  


  
    ‘In that case we’re going to need a cross-section of scorpions so we can build up a comparative toxin value.’
  


  
    ‘That won’t be easy,’ Allan protested. ‘The damn things have gone to ground again. Until they start to show… ‘
  


  
    Camperly’s phone rang. He snatched it up, listening intently, then wrote something on a pad.
  


  
    ‘Here,’ he said, thrusting the paper at Allan. ‘They’ve started showing in town! Three men were found dead in a local bakery. And a teenage girl in her home - discovered after a fire in the place.’
  


  
    Camperly leaned back in his seat. ‘Hadn’t you better be going, Allan? Your friend Inspector Duncan is yelling blue murder because you aren’t there to advise him!’
  


  
    
  


  
    ***

  


  
    
  


  
    Duncan wasn’t exactly yelling - but he was worried.
  


  
    ‘What the hell can we do, Allan?’ He indicated a map of Long Point pinned to the wall of his office. ‘It’s not large as towns go but we could easily end up with mass panic on our hands.’
  


  
    ‘If we assume that the majority of scorpions have reached town and gone to ground I can’t see an easy way out. As long as the public carries on normally then there are going to be incidents. There isn’t any way we can avoid that. The alternative is to evacuate the town completely.’
  


  
    ‘That’s been on my mind ever since those first reports came in.’ Duncan glanced at the map again. ‘Even if we decide to evacuate there’s no guarantee a major incident won’t occur. If that happens before we can take control and organize a calm exodus… I don’t think I need to elaborate!’
  


  
    
  


  
    ***

  


  
    
  


  
    ‘Gawd, I’ll be glad when it’s lunchtime!’ Lana Greenwood said.
  


  
    Her friend Josie, who worked the checkout next to Lana’s, shrugged.
  


  
    ‘It’s just one of those days,’ she said. ‘Everybody comes shopping at once.’
  


  
    Lana sighed and turned her attention to the grim-faced, stout woman who was pushing a loaded trolley to the checkout.
  


  
    ‘This trolley doesn’t run properly,’ the woman complained. ‘One of the wheels isn’t going round!’
  


  
    ‘Tell the manager, love,’ Lana said, not even bothering to look up from checking out the goods in the offending trolley. ‘Not my department.’
  


  
    The woman scowled at her. ‘Are you being funny?’ the woman asked.
  


  
    Lana glanced at her, face expressionless. ‘No, madam, just doing my job.’
  


  
    ‘This place is losing its touch,’ the woman grumbled. ‘You’re all the same. Couldn’t care less.’
  


  
    Oh, shut your face, Lana thought. She checked out the woman’s goods in record time, took her money, and saw her leave the supermarket. Lana glanced at her watch. It was only ten; another two-and-a-half hours to go before lunch! She squirmed uncomfortably on her seat. Sweat trickled down her back, soaking through her thin blouse.
  


  
    ‘Is it me or is this place like a bloody hothouse?’ she asked.
  


  
    ‘It’s Baxter and his flaming heating system,’ Josie said. ‘Just because it’s been a bit nippy he’s turned the thing up full.’
  


  
    ‘Bloody twit!’ Lana muttered. ‘Where is the little creep?’
  


  
    Josie giggled. ‘Where do you think? Him and that new girl - the one who come here straight from school last month - they’re… well, you know!’
  


  
    ‘Never!’ Lana grinned. ‘Baxter? He’s old enough to be her dad!’
  


  
    ‘That doesn’t seem to bother her.’
  


  
    ‘How’ve I missed that?’
  


  
    ‘Search me. But you see for yourself. She’ll be coming out of the stockroom looking like the cat that got the cream. And old Baxter will follow after about five minutes. Face as red as a beetroot and puffing like an asthmatic camel.’
  


  
    Lana glanced down the length of the supermarket towards the stockroom door. The trouble was that the milling customers were blocking off her view.
  


  
    ‘Why couldn’t they have waited for a slack day?’ she muttered.
  


  
    ‘Baxter knows when to take his chance.’
  


  
    Lana switched off her till and slipped out of her checkout box.
  


  
    ‘Where do you think you’re going?’ Josie asked.
  


  
    ‘Ladies’ room,’ Lana chuckled.
  


  
    Josie smiled. ‘Have a look for me,’ she called.
  


  
    Lana walked along the nearest row of filled shelves, threading her way past the trollies and the meandering customers. She was halfway down the length of the row when a woman screamed. It was a terrified scream, and it sent a cold shiver down Lana’s spine. Heads were turning to see what was wrong. The woman was still screaming, and almost as if a signal had been sounded other women joined in. They began to scatter, run, abandoning loaded trollies, dropping wire baskets in their haste. Above the bobbing heads an arm was raised, a gloved finger pointing towards the ceiling. Curious, Lana looked up and saw one of the grilles of the heating system sagging open. A black object dropped from the darkness above the grille. It landed on a woman’s shoulder. The woman shrieked insanely, trying to brush the thing away. Lana glanced up again and saw that more black things were dropping from the heating vent, slowly at first, then faster, as more and more of them fell. It was like a veritable shower, an unceasing stream of black objects. Half-curious, half-afraid, Lana stood her ground, wanting to see what was causing all the chaos. The shoppers fled in all directions. There was no order, no discipline; just a blind running. Lana stepped aside as one woman dashed past her; in doing so she collided with another. The impact slammed Lana to the floor. She lay dazed, her confused mind still trying to fathom out what was wrong. A foot came down on her outstretched hand. Lana gasped and snatched her hand in against her body. She tried to get up but got in the way of another woman who tripped over her. The woman slithered across the polished floor. She was screaming at the top of her voice, legs kicking wildly, hands snatching at some dark object clinging to her hair. Lana saw red on the woman’s hands… God, it looked like blood!
  


  
    The whole supermarket echoed to the shrill screams, the terrified pleas for help. Hysterical women fled down the rows, all with the same intention. To get outside. They ran…
  


  
    … and the scorpions went with them. Clinging to hair, to clothes, to flesh itself. They scuttled across the shiny floor, converging upon the dazed figures knocked over in the general stampede. They crawled swiftly up exposed legs, shredding thin nylon to get at the flesh beneath. Cruel stings dug into shuddering bodies; sharp pincers clawed the warm, living flesh. Bright blood began to flow; it streaked arms and legs, dappled clothing, pooled on the gleaming floor of the supermarket.
  


  
    Sobbing women, some dragging screaming children, battered their way through the checkouts, sweeping aside any assistant who got in their way. As they ran they tore at the squirming insects that had attached themselves to their bodies, wriggling and squirming inside their clothing. They shrieked in horror as featherlike legs scurried across their cringing flesh. Many failed to reach the front of the store. Scorpion venom brought a sudden, brutal end to their flight, and they fell to the floor, writhing and twitching in agony, bodies contorting as they were driven to a swift and painful death.
  


  
    The fleeing women jammed the doors, fighting each other as they tried desperately to get through. As the first few burst out the weight of those behind caught up with them. One elderly woman fell to her knees and was promptly pushed to the ground. Her scream of terror was lost in the general din as more women pushed their way through the door. The woman vanished from sight, her body trampled, bones broken and flesh split.
  


  
    If panic had not been the driving force behind the general stampede the women would have been able to leave the store without too much trouble. But their minds were filled with the horror of the scorpions. Sense and reason had no place in their thinking…
  


  
    Those at the rear of the crowd, pushing, screaming, thrashing wildly at the scorpions invading their bodies, added their weight to the already considerable bulk of gathered humanity. The doorways were blocked solidly. There was no outlet for the forward pressure there so it began to seek a fresh direction. The women pressed against the store’s huge plate-glass windows felt the weight of the crowd transfer to them. At first the glass held, but as the force increased it began to give, bending outwards, swiftly reaching the point of its tolerance. The women squashed against the windows tried to warn what was happening. Their protests were lost in the uproar. It was only when the great sheets of glass shattered that awareness came… writhing bodies were hurled out on to the pavement… glass flew in all directions. The upper portions of the windows dropped in larger sections - on to the vulnerable bodies below. The dead weight of the thick glass had a guillotine effect on the flesh. One young woman, dragging herself slowly out from beneath a motionless form, felt a solid blow across the back of her left thigh. She cried out against the numbing impact, continuing to pull herself across the pavement. It was only when she glanced back to see if she was clear that she saw that her leg had been completely severed - the only thing linking her with the missing limb was the trail of glistening blood she’d left behind her. One long sliver of glass, dropping swiftly, impaled a screaming woman to the wooden surround of the window. She lay in a spreading pool of blood, her body kicking like a fish on a hook… A young girl dragged herself across the pavement, hands pressed tightly over her left breast. Blood was streaming from between her fingers, spreading across the front of her white sweater. She was not yet aware that the long lance of glass that had torn into her body was protruding bloodily out of her back…
  


  
    … Lana tried to sit up. She gasped in pain as she placed weight on her injured hand. It was agony! Her whole body felt bruised. She’d tried to get to her feet more than once, only to be sent sprawling again by the fleeing crowd. They had reached the front of the store now, leaving Lana more or less alone. But not quite…
  


  
    She could see the scuttling insects as they darted from body to body; three women were stretched out on the floor nearby; scorpions were crawling all over them. Lana stifled a cry of terror. If she made a noise the things would hear her… if she could get to her feet maybe she could make a run for… Her mind raced. The damned things were everywhere. She had even seen them moving about on the shelves, among the foodstuffs… She pushed herself upright. That was better. She raised a hand and brushed her hair back off her face. She was surprised to feel something warm and sticky. When she looked at her hand it was red with blood; gingerly she explored the cut above her left ear. God, she felt in a mess! Her nylon overall was ripped, ruined. Well bugger it, she thought. If Baxter thinks I’m paying for it he can whistle! She tried to cover her exposed legs, then gave up. What did it matter now! And anyway she had damn good legs! Closing her ears to the noise and the screams, Lana climbed to her feet. As she got up a number of the scorpions turned in her direction. Cold panic began to overwhelm her. No… no, she cautioned… keep calm! Pick which way to go, then run! One of the scorpions jerked out of its immobility and came scuttling across the floor in her direction. Lana repressed a violent shudder. She turned and hurried along the row, stepping over fallen tins, packets, a broken bottle of sauce. Where to go? Where? Think… The office! Up the stairs and into the office! Yes… relief washed over her… she rounded the end of the row… and stepped on to a rippling carpet of gleaming dark bodies. She tried to retreat… and stepped on squirming bodies that crunched and burst open, thick pulp oozing out from the crushed shells. Her foot slipped… Lana screamed as she lost her balance. She fell back against a stacked display of canned fruit. Tins crashed to the floor, some crushing a few scorpions - but there were many to take their places. They swarmed over Lana… covering her writhing form… insidiously working their repulsive bodies beneath her thin overall… nipping and gnawing at her soft flesh… shredding the flimsy bra… pincers violating the tender softness of firm breasts. Others crawled up her long thighs… across her warm stomach… the satin smoothness of her inner thigh… and then a high, terrible scream that rose and rose…
  


  
    
  


  


  
    CHAPTER TWENTY

  


  
    
  


  
    Allan leaned against the side of Duncan’s car. He was trembling and he didn’t care who knew it. He’d never seen anything like the mess in and around the supermarket. The place was crawling with police and medical people from Green-bank. Renshaw was there, never still, moving from one spot to another, directing the ambulance teams. The whole scene was like something out of a nightmare - but this was no dream. It was happening all over town; reports were coming in thick and fast.
  


  
    ‘Allan! Allan, look!’
  


  
    Allan turned at the sound of Chris’s voice. She was sitting in the police car. She had joined him at Duncan’s office. Though she’d tried to hide it he could see she was scared and when she’d told him she was staying with him he didn’t argue. At least while she was by his side he knew she was safe - as safe as anyone could be at the present time.
  


  
    ‘Look!’ she called.
  


  
    The traffic had been building up for the last hour. Now the town’s main street was jammed with cars, vans, motorcycles…
  


  
    … even buses and lorries. Faces looked out on the scene around the supermarket; scared faces; angry faces; faces holding puzzled, dazed expressions. The news had got round even before the official announcement. There hadn’t been any point in holding back. All the authorities could do was to plead for commonsense…
  


  
    … to ask the public to leave calmly, without doing anything to add to the already mounting chaos. But survival was the only common desire; consideration was a courtesy few felt they could afford. The hoped-for evacuation became a mass rush for safety.
  


  
    Inspector Duncan joined Allan, watching the slow-moving stream of traffic. Allan could see the frustration on the man’s face.
  


  
    ‘It’ll take hours,’ Duncan said. He sighed. ‘I’ve got every man on the force checking the streets. But it’s a long job checking every house, every shop. How can we be certain just how widespread these damned things are?’
  


  
    ‘We can’t,’ Allan said. He seemed to be repeating the phrase to someone every few minutes; somehow he had become the source of all information, the fount of knowledge concerning the scorpions. The responsibility scared him.
  


  
    ‘The thing is,’ Duncan said, ‘how do you go around destroying the bloody things? One or two, okay, tread on them and that’s it. But we’re dealing with thousands! You can’t go round shooting them. They ignored that insecticide we sprayed inside the supermarket. So what’s left? Burn them? We’d have to set fire to the whole town to do that. And they’re not sticking to a particular pattern. There are bunches of them like those in the supermarket, then there have been reports of single ones popping up.’ He glanced at Allan, a dry smile edging his mouth. ‘Oh, Doctor, we’re in trouble…’
  


  
    
  


  
    ***

  


  
    
  


  
    Constable Ian Reedy brought the panda car to a stop beside the curb. He switched off the engine and glanced in the mirror before opening his door. He smiled to himself. What the hell was he doing checking his mirror? There wasn’t liable to be any traffic around here. Not today. He put on his cap, closed the car door and walked round to the pavement. His footsteps seemed unusually loud. Not surprising, seeing as how the whole area had been evacuated.
  


  
    Reedy walked slowly along the street as far as the newsagents. He checked doors and windows as he reached each house. Nothing. It was odd to walk down such a silent, deserted street in daylight. A bit eerie! A bloody lot eerie, he corrected, aware of what might be lurking inside any of the empty houses. Reedy had been one of the first on the scene at the supermarket, and it had been a sight he wouldn’t forget in a hurry. Christ, it had been horrible! It had been the first time he’d set eyes on the scorpions, and they had sickened him. He walked back along the street to check the other end.
  


  
    As he passed the double gates of a builder’s yard he paused. The gates were slightly ajar - and Reedy suddenly caught the sound of childish laughter. It came from somewhere in the yard. Reedy slipped inside, gazing round as he tried to locate the laughter.
  


  
    He found the cause of the laughter behind the high stacks of timber.
  


  
    There were four small boys, each armed with a thin stick - and one extremely agitated scorpion, measuring at least seven inches long. The boys had it in a corner, and they were poking and prodding it with the sticks they were holding. Absorbed in their game, the children didn’t notice Reedy.
  


  
    The scorpion was completely bewildered - and all the more dangerous. It scuttled back and forth, trying to avoid the offending sticks, its movements hurried, desperate. The harder it tried to escape and was foiled, the fiercer became its actions. The clawed pincers opened and closed unceasingly, the curved tail quivered with suppressed rage as it waited for the moment to strike.
  


  
    Reedy almost shouted a warning. He resisted the urge - he didn’t want to startle the boys. If he broke their concentration it could give the scorpion an opportunity to use its sting.
  


  
    He slipped off his cap, edging to one side of the children. Crouching, he tossed the cap at the frantic scorpion. The cap struck the insect and sent it skidding across the ground.
  


  
    The moment Reedy saw the cap hit the scorpion he yelled at the boys, waving his arms wildly.
  


  
    ‘Get out, you silly young beggars! Go on! Go on!’
  


  
    Stunned expressions crossed the young faces - almost as if they had suddenly realized the danger they were in. They turned and ran, shoving each other in their haste - and one of them stumbled, fell.
  


  
    There was a harsh rasping sound as the enraged scorpion scuttled swiftly towards the fallen boy.
  


  
    In the few seconds remaining Ian Reedy threw himself full length on the ground, between the scorpion and the boy. He thrust out his right hand and closed it over the scorpion’s body. He felt the legs thrash, the taut body twist and wriggle. Out of the corner of his eye Reedy saw the boy scramble to his feet and disappear after his mates. In that moment he felt the scorpion’s sting bite into his wrist, directly over the artery. Pain speared up Reedy’s arm. He clamped his teeth together in agony, and closed his powerful hand over the scorpion’s body. Then he drove the wriggling insect against the ground, again and again, until the head was reduced to pulp. The scorpion jerked, the tail coiling, straightening, and then it stilled.
  


  
    Ian Reedy’s body arched like a drawn bow, facial muscles locking rigidly as the venom burned through his body. He began to jerk violently, his nervous system being rapidly destroyed by the poison flooding through him…
  


  
    
  


  
    ***

  


  
    
  


  
    The roads out of Long Point were jammed with traffic. Cars moved along bumper to bumper. There were frequent delays; vehicles ran out of petrol because the drivers had forgotten to check their tanks before setting out; others, because of the holdups, overheated, erupting steam like metal geysers. There were the odd accidents as impatient drivers tried to overtake, then found they couldn’t get back in their lanes.
  


  
    Not all the accidents were minor. As the flow of traffic began to pick up speed a mile or so out of town, the frustrations of forced caution began to show. The impatient foot was thrust down on the throttle and the chance to overtake was too strong to resist. A gleaming Ford Cortina Ghia, horn blaring, swung out and sped along the apparently open lane. Three other vehicles executed the same maneuver almost precisely at the same time. The one furthest up the line jerked to a sudden halt, its radiator spewing scalding water and a cloud of steam. The second car hit it about midway along its length. The next one went into a skid as the driver braked sharply. By this time the Ghia was doing somewhere in the region of fifty miles an hour. It came seemingly out of nowhere, slamming into the rear of the skidding car, pushing it forward by sheer weight and moving force. Metal screeched, glass shattered, tires burned as they fought to maintain a grip on the greasy surface of the road. White vapor crept out from under the bonnet of the second car as a torn fuel line gushed petrol on to the hot engine - there was a soft thump, followed by a blast of flame that boiled out and up. As the four locked-together cars shuddered to a halt, flame spread swiftly, bubbling paintwork, melting plastic and shattering glass. Traffic came to a halt and people began to scramble from cars close to the burning wrecks. Another petrol tank, already leaking fuel across the road went up. Tongues of flame raced across the tarmac. Dazed figures were literally picked up and thrown as the explosion sent shock waves through the air. Clothing was scorched, flesh blistered, bones broken. Scared drivers, instead of abandoning their vehicles, tried to maneuver out of the line of traffic. They added confusion to the already difficult situation…
  


  
    
  


  
    ***

  


  
    
  


  
    As the police and emergency services moved across town they began to discover the havoc wrought by the invading scorpions. Blackened, swollen bodies, flesh torn and bloody, were found on the streets, in houses, shops. A similar incident to the supermarket was created when a mass of scorpions crawled out of the heating system of a local factory. The factory manufactured furnishings, employing around fifty men and women. It was located in an old building, cramped and badly organized. Before anyone became fully aware of what was happening the scorpions had killed eight people. The rest fled in panic, more being injured during the flight. When the police entered the factory, later that morning, the place was deserted except for the stiffening corpses - the rest of the employees had joined the rush to leave town. In small terraced houses along the back streets a number of elderly people were found. Overwhelmed by scorpions they had been repeatedly stung and then viciously torn to shreds. They were left dead and mutilated, their bodies lying on sheets sodden with blood…
  


  
    
  


  
    ***

  


  
    
  


  
    During the morning Allan Brady, assisted by Fergus McFee, took on the repellent task of capturing, alive, a number of scorpions. They equipped themselves with metal rods which had controllable jaws at the end; the rods were, in fact, aids for disabled patients who were unable to bend and pick up an object from the floor; McFee had brought them from the hospital. Even with the help of the devices it was a long, slow, and dangerous task. Both Allan and McFee drew the line at six captives.
  


  
    ‘If Camperly wants anymore,’ McFee said dourly, ‘then he can come and get the wee things himself!’
  


  
    
  


  
    ***

  


  
    
  


  
    In the middle of the afternoon Allan was in Duncan’s office, talking to Miles Ranleigh over the phone. Duncan was sifting through masses of reports - more were coming in at frequent intervals. Chris stood beside Allan, her face pinched and pale.
  


  
    ‘You’re up against a tough species,’ Ranleigh was saying. ‘The scorpion is a survivor. You won’t drown him - he can survive immersion for hours. Smother him in a ton of sand and he’ll dig his way out. A scorpion has up to eight lungs and even if seven of them get blocked he’ll survive happily on the remaining one. Let’s face it, Allan, the scorpion has the irritating habit of walking away from most things thrown at it. And that includes an A-bomb test site in the Sahara! The only sure way to get rid of your scorpion is to physically destroy him. But as you say, you’re not dealing with one or two. You’ve got thousands of the things spread out all over a town.’
  


  
    ‘That’s the main problem,’ Allan said. ‘And it’s giving me one hell of a headache. Anyway, Miles, thanks for your help.’
  


  
    ‘If I come up with anything useful I’ll give you a call.’
  


  
    Allan put down the phone. He realized Duncan was watching him from the other side of the desk.
  


  
    ‘I never said there was an easy answer.’
  


  
    Duncan sighed. ‘There never is. So we’re stuck with the bloody things, are we? Damn! What’s so bloody appealing about Long Point that a bunch of insects walk in and take over?’
  


  
    ‘It’s an ideal situation for them. Plenty of dark corners, heating systems to keep them warm. That’s the attraction. They got into the supermarket hot-air ducts, likewise the factory. The bakery was the same. Ordinary homes - they all offer what the scorpions need. Warmth and food! At least we’ve deprived them of that now the population has moved out.’ Allan tapped the pile of reports on Duncan’s desk. ‘All these incidents point to the same conclusion - the scorpions are using Long Point as their new nesting ground. They have everything they need for the next breeding cycle.’
  


  
    ‘You think they’ll lay their eggs - or whatever they do?’ Duncan asked.
  


  
    ‘The environment’s inducive.’
  


  
    Allan caught sight of Chris as she wrapped herself more tightly in her coat.
  


  
    ‘Cold?’ he asked.
  


  
    ‘Yes,’ she admitted. ‘It really is chilly.’
  


  
    ‘Sorry about the temperature,’ Duncan apologized. ‘I’ve had all the heating switched off. The last thing we want is to encourage those damn things to come crawling round here.’
  


  
    ‘Don’t worry about apologizing,’ Chris said. ‘I’d rather freeze than have one of those things on me.’
  


  
    ‘Stupid idiot!’ Allan said suddenly.
  


  
    Chris frowned at him. ‘Pardon?’
  


  
    ‘How dumb can I get!’ He almost shouted. He snatched up one of the phones, knocking Duncan’s reports flying in his haste. He was shaking his head in self-disgust, dialing a number. ‘It’s been there all the bloody time! We’ve even been talking about it! I…oh, hello, Miles? It’s Allan. Listen - tell me what you think about this…’
  


  
    
  


  


  
    CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

  


  
    
  


  
    Allan took a quick swallow of hot coffee. He glanced at his watch. It would be light in another hour or so. He gazed out of the office window. Long Point lay in total darkness, shrouded in silence. He let the coffee trickle down his throat, spreading warmth through his chilled body. Duncan’s office was like a fridge. Allan’s breath hung in the air. The only illumination was an oil lamp standing on a corner of the desk, casting a baleful yellow glow across the room. Allan could just make out Chris’s sleeping form; she was huddled up on a chair, covered with a blanket.
  


  
    One of the phones on the desk rang with a muted sound. Allan snatched it up. Duncan’s weary voice reached him.
  


  
    ‘Everything all right?’ he asked.
  


  
    ‘Fine,’ Allan said. ‘I’ve had final checks from everyone. We’re set, so all we can do now is wait.’
  


  
    ‘Comfortable in my office?’
  


  
    ‘No,’ Allan said. ‘It’s bloody cold up here!’
  


  
    ‘I did have those flasks of hot coffee sent up to you,’ Duncan chuckled.
  


  
    ‘For that you have my undying gratitude. I always said the police are wonderful.’
  


  
    ‘Oh, I almost forgot - you’ve a visitor on the way up.’
  


  
    ‘Who?’
  


  
    Duncan coughed. ‘Your boss - Camperly!’ He rang off.
  


  
    Damn! The last person Allan really needed to get involved with was Camperly. Not that he’d seen much of the man since the scorpions had moved into town. Camperly, in between his affair with the media, had been taking full control of the search for the anti-toxin - though it was proving a difficult problem.
  


  
    The office door opened and Camperly’s shadowy figure entered.
  


  
    ‘This is the first chance I’ve had to get away,’ he said. He joined Allan by the window. ‘I had a hell of a job getting into town. The police have put up barriers and they’re not allowing anyone in. I had to do a little weight-pulling.’
  


  
    Allan handed him a cup of hot coffee.
  


  
    ‘This idea of yours - do you think it will work?’
  


  
    We’ve nothing to lose by trying - and everything to gain.’
  


  
    Camperly dragged up a chair and sat down. ‘Do you mind explaining it fully?’
  


  
    ‘The main reason the scorpions deserted the previous nest was because the heat from the drainage pipe was cut when the reactor shut down. No heat meant a drop in temperature, a condition the scorpions can’t tolerate. It’s one characteristic the mutations still retain - cold irritates them, makes them sluggish. It won’t kill them but they’ll do anything to avoid it. Anyway, they abandoned the previous nest and went looking for a fresh one. Long Point offered ideal conditions, which was fine for the scorpions but not for us. The problems were one, how to get all the scorpions together, and two, the swiftest way to immobilize them. The penny took a long time to drop. First, we deprive them of all heat sources. The simplest way was to get the gas and electric supplies to the town cutoff. We did that late yesterday afternoon. That has meant an overnight period without heat of any kind - the weather’s done us a favor and stayed cold and wet.’
  


  
    Camperly nodded. ‘So, you create a situation that, hopefully, will force the scorpions out of doors. And then?’
  


  
    ‘The intention is to get the things in one place. So we needed an attraction.’
  


  
    ‘A heat source?’
  


  
    Allan nodded. ‘If the scorpions find the whole town has withdrawn its heat, that’s what they’ll be looking for.’
  


  
    ‘Do you have it?’
  


  
    ‘Yes. Portable blow-heaters. They run off ordinary paraffin. They’re used in industry, garages, workshops, anywhere that doesn’t have its own heating. Electrodes provide a constant spark to ignite a spray of paraffin and a fan drives air through the flame and out into the required area.’
  


  
    ‘And where have you located this heat source?’
  


  
    ‘We were stuck over that - until Chris suggested the old swimming baths. The place has been closed since they opened the leisure centre on the other side of town. We’ve arranged the heaters at the deep end of the baths, with the blowers directed down into the pool - which is empty of course.’
  


  
    ‘And if it works, what then? When you have a swimming pool full of scorpions?’
  


  
    ‘We freeze them.’
  


  
    Camperly’s face, illuminated by the oil lamp remained impassive. He drained his coffee.
  


  
    ‘Freeze them?’ His question was tinged with incredulity.
  


  
    ‘Liquid oxygen,’ Allan explained. ‘In a pressurized container - almost like a gigantic thermos flask - to keep the temperature down. I’ve already got a tanker backed up behind the baths. A hose has been fed into the building. At a pre-arranged signal the liquid oxygen will be released. The moment it comes into contact with the air it freezes, and will do the same to anything it comes into contact with.’ Allan smiled in the darkness. ‘That’s the theory of the exercise - it should work, but we may have missed something.’
  


  
    Camperly remained silent for a while. When he did speak his voice was edged with concern.
  


  
    ‘I hope it does work, Allan, because at the moment all our efforts to find an anti-toxin have failed. We need time, more time than the situation allows. You’ve got to make this plan of yours work!’
  


  
    Allan glanced at his watch. He picked up the phone that connected him to Duncan, who was in a mobile-operations vehicle parked beside the old baths. Behind the police vehicle was a mobile generator to provide electricity for the blow-heaters.
  


  
    ‘Allan?’ Duncan’s voice.
  


  
    ‘Switch on the heaters. Run them for half an hour to build up the heat and then have your people open all the windows and doors in the building.’
  


  
    ‘Okay.’ Duncan paused. ‘Good luck to us all,’ he said.
  


  
    
  


  
    ***

  


  
    
  


  
    They had sat for hours in the confines of the mobile-operations-vehicle, watching, waiting, sweating not through warmth but because of tension. It was quiet inside the vehicle, the only sound coming from the open radio channels, the volume turned down so that there was a constant grumble of voices.
  


  
    Allan stood beside one of the armored-glass windows, looking out across the deserted main street. He glanced at his watch; the minutes were dragging so slowly, as if time was deliberately taunting him. Come on, he begged silently, where are you? Right at that moment he would have been downright relieved to have seen a scorpion. He knew only too well that his plan was a last-ditch gamble, a wild attempt to save the day based on pure speculation. For all he knew the bloody scorpions might have already left Long Point by another route, maybe losing themselves in the heavily wooded country on the far side of town. Yet despite his mood of depression a small voice at the back of his mind kept telling him he was right. The scorpions needed the conditions he’d simulated. Hadn’t they sought out Long Point from an even greater distance, using their body sensors to pick up the heat radiating from the town? Okay, he argued with himself, it’s a gamble. But what else was there? Nobody had come up with any alternative suggestions. He had to be right.
  


  
    ‘Hi!’ A soft voice murmured close to his ear.
  


  
    Allan glanced round. ‘Great way to spend a day,’ he grinned.
  


  
    ‘How many other girls get to spend their dates in a police van with a mad scientist?’ Chris said.
  


  
    ‘That’s no way to refer to Doctor Camperly.’
  


  
    Chris giggled softly.
  


  
    ‘Well, maybe you’re right anyway,’ Allan said. ‘I think I was mad to expect this to work.’
  


  
    ‘Hey, you can cut that out. I don’t like quitters.’
  


  
    ‘Allan!’
  


  
    Duncan’s voice cut across the silence. He gestured violently. Allan and Chris moved to join him at a window further down the vehicle.
  


  
    ‘I don’t believe it!’ Chris exclaimed. ‘Can you see them?’
  


  
    Allan watched in utter silence.
  


  
    Moving across the wide, empty street was a thin line of scorpions. No more than a dozen or so, but they were crossing the street, their line of travel taking them towards the swimming baths. They were moving slowly, and Allan knew that this was the effect of the long, cold night and the early morning frost that was barely starting to thaw. He watched one scorpion falter. It paused, raising itself on its front legs, casting to left and right. Then it set off again, crawling in the wake of the others.
  


  
    ‘Let’s hope the others follow suit,’ Camperly said.
  


  
    Over the next two hours a constant stream of scorpions converged on the old building. They emerged from shops, appeared from behind buildings, crept from every crevice and dark shadow. An increasing tide of moving insects, flowing jerkily across the deserted streets and pavements. The first few built up to hundreds and these were increased by the thousand.
  


  
    ‘Look at the variation in sizes,’ Chris said. ‘From four inches up to at least eight.’
  


  
    ‘Is it my imagination,’ Duncan asked, ‘or are the biggest ones almost herding the others along?’
  


  
    ‘They are,’ Allan said. ‘The larger ones dominate the others.’
  


  
    ‘Not all that much different to our world,’ Duncan said quietly.
  


  
    Allan moved to a microphone, flipped a switch and spoke urgently. When he’d finished he returned the switch to its original position. A voice came over the speaker.
  


  
    ‘We can see them. They’re well inside the building now. Some of the first ones in have located the pool. They seem to be undecided about going in.’
  


  
    ‘What’s the temperature like in there?’ Allan asked.
  


  
    ‘Terrific. It’s overpowering.’
  


  
    ‘I think we’d better switch off the heaters,’ Allan said. ‘The temperature will stay up for hours now. If it’s too hot they might not go in.’
  


  
    ‘Will do.’
  


  
    There was a long silence while the man stationed on the roof of the building relayed the message to the generator operator. When his voice came back over the speaker it was tinged with excitement.
  


  
    ‘It’s working, Doctor Brady! It’s bloody working! I think it was the force of the blowers that made them hesitate. But they’re going in now - dropping into the pool. More of them shoving in from behind. It’s incredible. The whole damn place is alive with them.’
  


  
    Allan rushed back to the window. The stream of scorpions, though still thick, seemed to be trailing off. A few groups of stragglers were scuttling across the road to join the tail-end of the stream.
  


  
    ‘What do we do, Allan?’ Duncan asked. ‘Assume that’s it? Or risk waiting?’
  


  
    ‘I think we let the last ones go in and close the doors,’ Allan said. He glanced round to see if anyone had any objections.
  


  
    His eyes met Camperly’s. ‘Go ahead, Allan,’ Camperly said.
  


  
    Allan moved to the radio again. ‘Make sure none of our people are inside.’
  


  
    ‘Are you releasing the oxygen?’
  


  
    ‘Soon!’
  


  
    Without a word Allan crossed to the door and let himself out. It was cold after the long hours in the vehicle’s controlled atmosphere. Walking to the front of the vehicle Allan watched the scorpions disappearing inside the building. He didn’t move until the last one had crawled over the step and had gone inside. Then he ran across to the front of the building and dragged the heavy double doors shut. Making his way to the rear of the building he caught the eye of the driver of the big tanker and gave a quick nod. The tanker was backed up to the door of the old boiler room, a reinforced hose snaking its way inside. The hose had been fed up the metalwork of the diving board support, the nozzle hanging down over the pool, fixed in a rigid position so that the force of the escaping oxygen didn’t push it off centre.
  


  
    ‘Ready when you are,’ the driver said, his hand on the valve-release controls.
  


  
    Allan glanced up at the roof of the building. A figure was standing there, looking down at him. It was the man Allan had spoken to over the radio, one of Duncan’s sergeants. The man raised an arm and gave the thumbs-up sign. Allan took a deep breath.
  


  
    ‘Let it go!’ he said to the driver.
  


  
    As the driver released the valve the hose rippled along its length. There was an audible whoosh from inside the building, rising for long seconds as the pressurized liquid-oxygen found its way of escape through the long hose. Curling tendrils of white, milky vapor drifted out of the open windows and the dirty glass suddenly turned frosty. A few panes shattered, glass tinkling to the ground.
  


  
    ‘You want me to release it all?’ the driver asked.
  


  
    Allan nodded without hesitation. This either worked or it failed. He was determined to give it all he had.
  


  
    The driver opened the valve fully and let the contents of the tanker gush out. After what seemed an eternity he began to close his switches.
  


  
    ‘That’s it, mate. The lot!’
  


  
    Allan nodded and walked quickly to the parked vehicle where the others waited. The door opened as he neared it and Chris came running to him.
  


  
    Well?’ she asked.
  


  
    ‘Let’s go and have a look.’
  


  
    The others followed in silence. There was no way they could see inside the building because all the windows were covered in a thick white frost on the inside. Duncan and Allan pushed open the double doors. A rush of chilled air blew in their faces. They stepped inside the entrance hall. The liquid-oxygen had billowed down the length of the building, even as far as where they were now standing, and they could see the effect it had created.
  


  
    White frost lay everywhere, clinging to the walls and the exposed dangling pipes of half-dismantled plumbing. It crunched beneath their feet as they stepped carefully over piles of rubble. Emerging into the pool area itself was almost like entering a silent, white arctic cavern. Pale spumes of vapor still drifted in the cold air, over everything lay a thick crust of brittle whiteness.
  


  
    Allan walked to the edge of the pool and glanced in. The scorpions had layered the bottom of the empty pool, covering the tiled surface with their hard, dark bodies, probably pushing and fighting with each other as they savored the embracing warmth rising up from the heated pool. Now they were bonded together in a rigid mass, bodies instantly frozen solid as the liquid-oxygen had erupted from the hose in a cloud of foggy whiteness. It was hard to define their individual shapes, save for the odd one which had been caught in the act of rearing up, pincered claws raised towards the high roof of the building; it had been immobilized in that almost defiant act, frozen solid in a threatening, angry pose.
  


  
    ‘How long will it hold them?’ Duncan asked.
  


  
    ‘Hours,’ Allan said, and realized the meaning behind Duncan’s question. ‘What do we do with them?’ He grinned, almost shyly. ‘I hadn’t thought that far ahead.’
  


  
    ‘May I make a suggestion?’ Camperly offered. ‘While they’re here in the pool, they can be completely disposed of.’
  


  
    Duncan glanced at him. ‘How?’
  


  
    ‘Spray them with…’ he thought for a moment. ‘Yes… that would do it… sulfuric acid. A highly concentrated dose will simply dissolve them.’
  


  
    ‘Can it be done?’ Duncan asked.
  


  
    Allan nodded. ‘Yes. There are a number of chemical firms with the capabilities to deliver and utilize the stuff. If I remember correctly there’s one fairly close. They could have it here in an hour or so - and the people to do the job. I’ll go and set it up.’
  


  
    He took one last look into the pool and its grim occupants before he hurried out of the building to make his call.
  


  
    
  


  


  
    CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

  


  
    
  


  
    ‘With the threat of the scorpions removed, the town of Long Point, and its people, begin the return to normality. And at this moment in time we end our film report and turn to our guest in the studio… Doctor Andrew Camperly, Head of the Tropical Diseases Research Unit at the Greenbank Hospital…’
  


  
    The aerial view of Long Point held for a moment and then dissolved to a live studio shot of Camperly seated next to the interviewer. Camperly was in his element - the golden boy of the hour. He had neatly stepped in and stolen the glory from Allan. Not that Allan was bothered. He was glad it was over. It meant he could return to his work and Chris. The relationship had developed almost of its own volition, though neither of them had complained - Allan least of all. When Chris had suggested he move into the cottage with her, it had seemed the logical thing to do - as she had pointed out, there was plenty of room and she did possess the bigger bed. So it was together that they sat and watched Camperly’s euphoric image appear on the screen of the portable television…
  


  
    ‘We’ve seen the film, Doctor Camperly. We have the closure of the Long Point Nuclear Plant and we have the assurance of the authorities that the scorpions have all been destroyed. Can the public stop worrying now? Are they safe from further attacks by these creatures?’
  


  
    Camperly turned his gaze on the camera. ‘I think I can safely say that the threat is over. Constant checks are still being carried out to ensure that we have in fact removed the possibility of anything recurring…’
  


  
    ‘Can’t we forget all that for a while?’ Chris asked, sliding down off the couch to join Allan on the floor beside the fire.
  


  
    He glanced at her, smiling. ‘Why? Have you something in mind?’
  


  
    She whispered in his ear.
  


  
    ‘I was warned about women like you at a very early age,’ he said.
  


  
    ‘Oh, and what effect did it have?’
  


  
    Allan drew her to him. ‘It made me grow up very fast,’ he said.
  


  
    His concentration was drawn from the television, though he caught one of Camperly’s soothing assurances… ‘I’m certain we’ve seen the last of them…’ A shadowed image rose briefly in his mind, fragmented and dark; it brought back a memory of what he’d seen in that underground chamber.
  


  
    ‘We’re all going to look damn silly if he’s wrong and they do show up again!’ Allan said.
  


  
    ‘What show up?’ Chris asked as she drew him down to the soft carpet.
  


  
    ‘Oh… nothing,’ Allan said. He didn’t want her to know what he was thinking. He just hoped none of them ever had to think about scorpions again.
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