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1 CRITICAL ACCLAI M FOR

S| MON CLARK AND NAI LED BY THE HEART.

"One of the year's nost gripping horror novels. Truly terrifying."
- Today (UK)

"This guy Sinon Clark is something special. It's time to find out what
you' ve been nissing."

- Hel I not es

"Not since | discovered Cive Barker have | enjoyed horror so much."
-Ni ghtfall

"Gipping and terrifying-you'll never go in the sea again."

- The Eveni ng Tel egraph

"One of the best contenporary British horror witers. Watch this man
clinb to Horror Heaven!"

-Deat hreal m

"Clark may be the single nost inportant witer to emerge on the British
horror scene in the '90s."

-The Dark Side

"One of the great discoveries of the 1990s. Get in at the start and read
hi m now. "

- Shi vers

"A horror tale that really scares! A triunph!"

- The Huddersfield Daily Exani ner

"Clark wites with conmpelling characterization and indelible imgery."
-Dark Echo

"Simon Clark is not an author to let you down-the bl ood doesn't flow
t hrough his text so nuch as punp arterially into the reader's face."

- SFX
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ULTI MATE HORROR

"It goes without saying that the nother |oves her child," said Reed.
"Mt her Nature programmed the femal e of the species that way. But
fathers ... they can be different. Ch, they would say they love their
children. But some can be quite indifferent. They' d rather spend their
time with their friends, drinking beer, playing squash. But | believe
you do | ove your son very much, M. Stainforth. You spend time with him
talk to himnot down to him you treat himas someone very inportant in



your life. Probably far nore inportant than you yourself realize. | see
you at Christmas, spending all norning playing on the |iving-room
carpet, putting together toys, |aughing and joking together. | truly
beli eve you do that, M. Stainforth. Ah, now you're wondering why I
wanted to establish that belief, and why | am standi ng here above the
Nort h Sea, hol ding your beloved son's arm The reason is this, M.
Stainforth. Because | amgoing to kill your son. And you are going to
watch nme kill him"

The power of words.

I AM GO NG TO KILL YOUR SON.
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For Janet, ny wife. Her hard work and dedi cati on made this book possible.
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"-Though they sink through the sea they shall rise again; Though |overs
be | ost love shall not; And death shall have no dom nion."

- Dyl an Thomas
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Chapter One

"Dad! Look! I'mflying!"

The six-year-old boy came boundi ng down the beach, kicking up gouts of
sand, scattering white shells, the light breeze bl owi ng out the Superman
cape behind himlike a bright red tablecloth. Every half-dozen steps or
so he would nake a determ ned | eap

Chris Stainforth called back to his son: "If you do take off, don't go
too far. Just circle the sea-fort a couple of tinmes then conme back."

David ran al ong the beach, which lay deserted apart fromthe pair of

them He turned, alnost slipping on sone strands of kelp, and cane

boundi ng back shouting in a breathless voice. "That's our sea-fort now
isn't it, Dad? W bought it."

"We sure did, kidda. Al ours.” Well, truthfully, thought Chris, they
owned around five percent of the thing outright and the rest was
shackl ed to a gigantic nortgage.
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He stood, his feet firmy planted in the sand, and gazed at the

ni net eent h-century sea-fort. Cut froma stone the color of butter, it
reared up fromthe sands |ike a beached battleship. This nmorning it
seened to shine in the warm April sunlight. Around its flanks the
advancing tide swirled and foanmed in a shining pool



There was his castle.
"When can we go in the sw nm ng pool ?"

"It hasn't been built yet, David. In fact there's still a lot of work to
be done before we can even nove in."

"I want to nove in now. It |ooks ace."

"Me too. But we'll have to be patient."

Davi d | ooked up at him his blue eyes twinkling with that |aughing | ook
he had when he was excited. The sun had brought out across his snub nose
a spattering of freckles that |ooked as if they had been sprayed there
by aerosol. H's grin grew w der

"Tell me what's going to be in there, Dad.”

Chris Stainforth smled warmy. "Well, you know it's an old sea-fort."

"Li ke a castl| e?"

"Yes. It was put there to stop an eneny attacking us fromthe sea. And
you know we're going to convert it into a hotel ?"

"Then people pay to stop there?"
"That's right."
"Even Nan and G andad?"

"No. They'll cone and visit us for free. W' Il have our own apartment.
Your bedroom wi ndow will | ook out over the sea."

"And a swi nmi ng pool ?"

"Yes."

" Goody! "

David hurled hinself at Chris, punching himenthusiastically in the stomach.
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Chris clutched his stomach and fell convincingly to the ground.

"Ugh ... |I'"m Zorgon the Di sagreeable, and Supernman is beating ne to a
bl oody pul p. Help! Help! Quch ..."

David threw hinself onto Chris's back with enough force to drive the air
fromhis lungs and ram his face into the beach

Hs little lad wasn't so little anynore. Six years old and he coul d pack
quite a punch.

"Can | kick you in the head now, Dad?" asked David politely.

"No, you can't." He |aughed. A long, hearty laugh that had its origins
deep inside. He'd not felt this good in years. The plan to convert the



old sea-fort into a hotel was a dream cone true. From now on he woul d be
his own boss.

Fat her and son rolled about the beach getting sand in their hair and
cl ot hes.

Eventual | y David col |l apsed giggling into a sitting position on the
beach. Then he asked if his mum was coning down to join them

"No. She's back at the hotel. She's got to phone some plunbers, sone
bui |l ders and sone ot her people. The seafort needs |lots of work."

"Lots and | ots?"

"Yes. That's why we're going to see the man in QutButterw ck about that
caravan."

"When can we | ook inside the sea-fort? | want to see the gun.”
"Perhaps tonmorrow." Chris smiled until his cheeks ached.

For David the excitement became overpowering and he raced of f down the
beach once nore, |eaping fromone patch of shells to another, the cape
shining a brilliant red in the sunlight.

Chris sat on the beach basking in the warm sunshi ne.
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Overhead, gulls hung Iike scraps of white paper against the sky. Mst of
t hem wheel ed over the hul ki ng shape of the sea-fort. The nass of

masonry, heated by the sun, produced a thermal of warm air on which
gulls rose until they were high in the sky. Fromthere they would | aunch
their forays out to sea in search of fish

He breathed deeply and closed his eyes. The air was fresh and snelt
faintly of kelp. Wiy were people | ocked away in factories, deafened by
machi nes or offices that reeked of overheated photocopiers, for
nine-tenths of their lives? Here he felt truly alive.

"Shells, shells, shells! Here's your bloody shells!" David' s sing-song
voice cut into his reverie. He opened his eyes to see the boy's
i mpossibly wide grin.

"David, how many times have | told you? Don't swear."

"I"mnot swearing." David's anmused | ook intensified. "Bloody hell,
only said here's your bloody shells."

Davi d sl apped a handful of cockleshells into his father's hand. "These
shell s are dead, dead funny. They've got pictures of men's faces on them
like pennies. But not really |like pennies. Because you can see their
eyes and mout hs and things and-"

"Ch, that's nice," murrmured Chris without |istening. He slipped the
shells into the pocket of his jeans.

"Can we build a sandcastl e now?"

"No, we haven't got-"



"Aw, go on."
"Ch, all right, a quick one." Ruth would have di sapproved. She al ways
accused himof being too soft on David.

Chris began to pile sand into a mound with his hands. Here above the
high-tide mark it was | oose and dry. Easy enough to dig with your bare
hands.

But then life for the Stainforths had become uncannily easy. Wthin a
week of advertising their old home they
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had found a cash buyer. The property devel oper who owned the sea-fort
junped at their offer, which was nearly a quarter below the advertised
price. Property conveyancing, usually a tortuously slow process, ran
snoothly. Wthin six weeks he and Ruth were sitting in the solicitor's
of fice signing the transfer deed.

Two days ago, Chris had driven his famly out of their old home town,
where a dozen generations of Stainforths had lived. It had been raining.
The shops, warehouses, and acre upon acre of cheap post-war housing

| ooked di smal -a wastel and of red brick.

On the edge of town they had passed the iron-fenced cenetery where
generations of Stainforths lay buried. Chris had acknow edged it with a
tiny nod.

As they travelled, the rain eased off, the cloud thinned, and by the
time they had covered the seventy miles to the coast the sun was shining
brilliantly.

He paused to survey the results of his digging. Wthout realising it,
he'd rai sed a huge nmound of sand nearly to his waist. "How s that,
then?" Chris found hinself panting. Hell, he'd have to be fitter than
this when it came to working on the sea-fort. He couldn't allow illness
or any other distractions if the hotel was going to open in time to
avoi d i nstant bankruptcy next spring.

Davi d watched his father at work. The sandcastle was going to be
enornous. Wen it was high enough he would run and dive into it. Maybe
with his Superman costunme on he'd be able to dive that bit further.

David still hoped that one day he would be able to junmp high enough to
actually take off. Then he woul d soar away |ike that white seagull he
now saw ski mm ng over the waves. He would find an old cup-no, a
bucket-fly | ow over the water, scoop up a bucketful and
fly-whooooosh! -up the beach and tip it all over his dad.
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He'd bet his dad woul d |l augh his head off. He'd | aughed a lot lately now
they'd cone to stop in the hotel. Mumtoo

Everything was waiting to be explored. The beach- miles and niles of it.
The funny dunes that were like little hills. The marshes behind the
dunes. They were all lunpy with Iots of |ong grass and nuddy pools.



"I's that big enough for you, then, David?"

Chris rose, wi ping his hands on his | egs. He breathed heavily; sweat
roll ed down his forehead.

Once nmore he found his gaze being drawn back to the sea-fort. His plans
ran through his head, as they had done ever since he had seen the place.
Cut through the seaward wall, install w ndows, triple-glazed, giving
guests panorami c views of the sea. On the | andward side guests woul d

| ook over the dunes toward the marshes. A birdwatcher's paradise. |deal
too, for the stressed business executive craving a get-away-fromit-al
hol i day. The coast here was a slice of ancient wilderness. Agritty
no-man's | and between dry | and and ocean.

Agai n, he mentally began adding up the cost of the conversion works. It
woul d be expensive. If the venture failed it would nean financial ruin.

"Dad! They're in the water! They're in the water!"
Davi d cane runni ng back up the beach in |long, |eaping strides.

"Who's in the water?" Chris | ooked back at the incomng tide. "There's
no one there."

Davi d | ooked up at him his blue eyes serious. "They came up. Then there
was one. Then there was two. Then there was threel™

"You saw peopl e? Swi mm ng?"

"Noooo ... | can see people. Wth faces. Standing in the water. They are
wat chi ng neee!"

"Everyone has faces."
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"I know that. But these nen had"-he held his hands within a few
centimeters of his face while making a rotating nmotion with his
fingers-"faces. Funny faces."

Soneone's playing tricks, thought Chris. He glanced al ong the beach
No one

Maybe sone ki ds nessing around in the sea?

Unli kel y.

Wthout a wet suit this time of year you woul d be half dead of exposure
within mnutes.

He | ooked at his son. The expression told himDavid was not telling tales.

Then again, Chris told hinself, David Alistair Stainforth had an uncanny
knack of seeing people who were not there.

The River Troll Mark 3, he thought, renenbering the tine when David had
been seeing 'things' in the river that ran near their old house.

Taki ng his shoul ders, he turned David gently away fromthe sea. Hi s son



was shaking slightly. "It mght have been gulls in the water or-"
"Dad, there really was-"

"O a seal."”

"A seal ?" David | ooked puzzl ed.

Chris saw the solution and grabbed it. "Yes, seals. You ve seen them on
telly. They look a bit Iike dogs, but with flippers and no fur. And-"
Inspiration flashed. "And when they bob up and down in the sea they | ook
like people with funny faces. Cone on, it's tinme we saw that man about
the caravan."

After ineffectually brushing the sand from his Superman costune, David
pushed his fist into Chris's hand. Chris gave the hand a squeeze. It
felt hot and gritty.

Hand i n hand, father and son wal ked up the beach to the dunes, which
they clinmbed together. They paused to | ook back. To Chris this view was
not hi ng | ess than
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magi c. To his right, the skeleton of a fishing boat lay half buried in
the sand, the sun and salt-bleached spars | ooking |ike the bones of a
| ong-dead sea nmonster left high and dry by the tide.

Chris breathed deeply. Jesus, this air made your skin tingle.

Al ong the beach to his left, the quickly rising tide had al nost
surrounded the sea-fort. Already the beach on its flanks was submerged
and the first waves were washing over the rai sed causeway that |inked it
with dry land. In ten nminutes that too would be covered, and for a few
hours the sea-fort would be an island.

As he let his gaze run over curling tw sts of foam which gleaned in the
sunshi ne, his stonmach becane suddenly tense.

He screwed up his eyes against the dazzling brightness.
What had he seen?

Rai sing his hand to shield his eyes, he | ooked hard at an area of sea
not far fromthe sea-fort.

Maybe there really were seals along this stretch of coastline after all
God knows it was renote enough. Yet, just for a monent, he had seen-no,
t hought he had seen-rising fromthe deeper water beyond the surf, the
dark head and shoul ders of a nan.

And it seemed, for a second or two, that the man had stared intently
back. There had been a sense of intelligence and purpose in that
unwavering stare. Inexplicably it had nade himfeel uneasy.

He | ooked hard at the area of seawater until his eyes watered, then
shrugged. 1t had gone.

A seal, he told hinself. It had to be a seal. Only a lunatic would be
swiming in the North Sea so early in the year. He smled to hinself.



After living in a town all his life, he would have to get used to al
this flora and fauna.

"Come on, David," he said, squeezing his son's hand. "Tinme to go."
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Chapter Two

After being locked in the ocean freighter's laundry store for three
hours, the engi neer gave a deep groan and died.

The sixteen-year-old cabin boy sat crouched in a corner, arnms tightly
wr apped around his knees, his frightened eyes unnaturally w de.

This was hel|.
This was pure hell

Locked in a tiny roomwith a dead man, his nouth gapi ng wi de where he
had tried to chewin his last [ungful of air.

Hi s face.

The boy buried his head in his arms and rocked.
Why had they done this?

He had never harned anyone before in his life.

Everyt hi ng had been going so well. Hs first Atlantic crossing from New
York had been a cinch. The crew, all American, apart fromthe Filipino
cook, had been like one big matey famly. Everyone on first-nane terns,
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apart fromthe Skipper of course. Well, soneone had to be the boss. Just
| ast night he and Tubbs had pl ayed checkers while listening to Christnas
carols on the radio. They had been able to pick up the American forces
radi o based in Germany. Even when the DJ pl ayed requests from fol ks back
hone for the G Joes stationed in Europe he hadn't felt honesick. Mrk
Faust had his new famly right here on the big freighter, the Mry-Anne,
shi pping frozen beef to Norway.

Tubbs had given himhis first beer. First swallow, it tasted |like

somet hing scraped off the bilges-after the second it hadn't tasted so
bad. And everyone in the mess had | aughed and sl apped hi m good-nat uredly
on the back. By the time he'd finished the beer he felt great, all warm
i nsi de even though the beer was ice cold.

Mar k Faust wondered what his ma and pa would say if they knew Only at
Christmas was wine allowed into the house, and then only sherry in order
for the solemn toast to be taken. You just sipped it-you weren't
supposed to actually enjoy it.

Not |ike this. Boy, was this great! Sitting |aughing and drinking in the
nmess, the radio blowing out "God Rest Ye Merry Gentlenmen” until the
speaker made the bottles vibrate, and then-

and then it all went bad.



The door opened as if it had been kicked.

In cane half a dozen men carrying submachi ne-guns and shot guns. Tomo
Greene had junped up only to have half his face blown from his skull by
a spray of bird-shot.

That's when Chri stmas becane hell.

The attackers seened physically huge, near-giants, with dark, tanned
faces. But their eyes ...

Their eyes glittered with such cruelty and hate. It was as if fires had
been Iit behind them For Mark, their eyes were nore terrifying than the
weapons they carried in
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their massive fists. You actually recoiled when they | ooked at you.
If they had said they were denons from hell he would have believed them

Wthin monents he had been thrust into the linen store with Tubbs. The
shock had split the fat man's heart.

The Mary-Anne rolled gently on the tide. They were at anchor in one of
t he hundreds of fiords that cut inlets deep into the Norwegi an mainl and.

He slowy raised his head. Light fromthe dimbulb reflected fromthe
dead man's dentures. They had slipped hal fway fromhis nouth. One of the
teeth was missing. A fight in some port, nmaybe, or perhaps Tubbs had
simply wal ked into a tel egraph pole after one rumtoo many. Tubbs

hi nsel f sort of sat, |eaning back against the iron wall.

Mark found his gaze pulled to the dead man's face. Eyes closed, the face
had turned white as the bl ood drained fromthe upper parts of his body
to settle in the lower half, turning his hands blue. Then the dead man
urinated. Wetness seeped through the denimboiler-suit to roll across
the netal floor in a trickle the color of orange pop

Sonet hi ng cracked in Mark's head. He was on his feet pounding at the
door, screaming to be let out.

He seened to be scream ng for hours before the door opened. A huge
figure, as big as a grizzly bear, |oomed through the doorway. One | ook
fromthose eyes silenced Mark

"He's dead, he's dead," muttered Mark, only half coherently. "He's dead.
-1 want to cone out. | want... He's dead. You see, he's dead.”

The man put his fingers to his lips in a shushing gesture, then calmy
balled his fist and ramed it forward into Mark's face, knocking him
backwar ds across the
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dead fat man and into the shelves, scattering sheets and pill owases in
a white aval anche.

Wthout a word the man renoved the light-bulb fromthe socket and



stepped out of the laundry store, |ocking the door behind him
I nsi de, the darkness was absolute. It seened to creep close.

And softly touch him A cold, cold touch. As cold as the finger of a
dead nman.

"Pl ease don't leave ne ... Please ... Please ... Please. Don't | eave ne
alone ..."

Mark Faust's voice fell on dead ears.

25

Chapter Three

"David. Stop it. You'll |ose your fingers."
"I'"'mnot doing anything."

"You' re picking your nose again.'
to let himout.

Rut h opened the back door of the car

She had brought themto visit the closest thing to civilization near the
sea-fort. The tiny coastal village of Qut Butterw ck.

Confidently, David headed off by hinself toward QutButterw ck's one and
only shop-which was little nore than a large, ranmbling hut of white

ti mbers. He charged through the door as if he were taking part in a
police raid and di sappeared inside. Chris waited for his wife to | ock
the doors of the car.

After all those years of running old bangers that broke down wth

nmonot onous regularity, this car, a Ford Sierra, was sonething special to

t hem

One night he had pulled off the main road onto a farm
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track. There Chris had made love to Ruth in the back seat of their new car
They'd not done that since their courting days. And it didn't make Chris
regret that those so-called gol den days were | ong gone. It was cranped,
unconfortabl e; repeatedly they banged naked parts of their bodies on

cold plastic.

Any m nute sonmeone m ght have wal ked by. The astoni shed pedestrian woul d
have seen a bare backsi de heaving away in the noonlight.

Afterwards, they had sat in the back seat, their jeans around their
ankl es, shaking with | aughter

"And what are you smirking at, M Stainforth?" asked Ruth, |inking arns
with him

"Ch, nothing much. | was just inmagining how you' d | ook after six nonths
m xi ng cement and hunping bricks."

She | aughed. "We'll have bodies |ike Arnold Schwarzenegger and swear



i ke how s-your-father."
"You' ve no second thoughts?"

She | ooked back at him her shoul der-Iength dark hair fanned across her
face by the breeze. "Any second thoughts?" She pulled the hair away wth
her fingers. "Hundreds. And you?"

"Thousands." Wen he | ooked down at her he couldn't help smiling. Not
only did she have the same snub nose and freckles as David, she also
possessed the sane nischievous glint in her eye.

"Come on," she said, "let's see what son of Superman is up to."

When they entered the shop, Chris gazed about the place in wonder. It
was one of those places that seenmed bigger on the inside than the
outside. Shelves lined the walls fromceiling to floor. Hung fromthe
ceiling were string bags full of blue and yell ow footballs, fold-away
canvas chairs, wax jackets, Strings of gloves-a
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gloriously chaotic mx. The whol e place snelled of creosote and oranges.
Chris spotted David. He was talking to a | arge nan who | eaned forward
across the counter, resting his weight on his el bows. The nan,

m d-forties, had a head of thick back-conbed hair that ran in corrugated
waves. Chris noticed that the nman's nose had been broken at sone tine.
The bone hadn't been properly set, giving his face an odd, | op-sided

| ook. The man appeared to be enjoying David' s conpany; he was |istening
intently to what David was sayi ng and noddi ng every so often

Chris tried to see where, in this stock-taker's vision of hell
i ght-bul bs were conceal ed.

Davi d ski pped down the aisle toward them
Rut h asked, "Have you been talking nicely to the man?"

"Sure have," answered David in one of his suddenly |oud voices. "But
he's got a funny voice. Like froma film"

"Shh ..." hissed Ruth under her breath. "You don't say things like that."
"I only said he tal ked funny," protested David equally |oudly.

The big man behind the counter |ight-heartedly waved David's | ack of

tact away with a huge paddl e of a hand. "Don't be mad at him folks. The
accent throws everybody. They don't expect it in a place like this."
"He's Anerican!" announced David. "Like Supernman!"

"That's right, | guess | am" chuckled the big Anerican. "I've lived
here thirty years. Never been away." Then, grinning broadly, he called
to Ruth and Chris. "How do you do? Need any hel p? We're a bit of an

Al addi n's cave here; things take sone finding."

Chris returned the grin. "No thanks. W' ve found your light-bulbs."
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Davi d hopped back to the counter. "I've got a goldfish,” he told the
American jubilantly. "He's called dark Kent. Have you ever met Superman?"

"No. But | |oved Superman when | was a boy. | collected all the conics.
| saw all the novies." A broad grin split his |op-sided face. " ' Course,
they were the old ones then. Al in black and white."

"Bl ack and white?"

"Yeah. They were made a long, long tinme ago. But you know, | used to sit
t here spel |l bound, right down at the front, big tub of popcorn in ny
hands, eyes bugging out at the screen.”

"I think David's found a friend," nurnured Ruth to Chris.

He took the light-bulbs fromRuth. "Were next? Back to the hotel or the
sea-fort?" He itched to have another | ook round. "David hasn't been
i nside yet."

Rut h hunted for a handful of coins in the pocket of her jeans.
"Actually, Chris, | could do with nipping down to the caravan. | need to
neasure the windows for the curtains."

Chris realized his expression nmust have given hi maway.

"Don't worry, Scrooge, it won't cost anything. I'll be using the dining
roomcurtains fromthe old house."

Chris saw that David was still talking earnestly to the big Anerican as
t hey wal ked down the aisle to the counter

"CGot what you want ?"

Chris smled. "For the time being. But | expect we'll be beating a

pat hway to your door before long." As Ruth counted the noney out into
the man's huge hand, Chris noticed that the American no | onger |ooked so
cheerful. Now he avoi ded eye contact. He even began to tal k about the
weat her in the odd fragnmented way that Chris thought was still the
strict domain of the English when they were
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trying to break the ice at parties. O were trying to pluck up the
courage to tell you something inportant.

Rut h shepherded David out with a goodbye over her shoul der. David
shout ed, "See you soon."

Chris said goodbye. The American said nothing, his |opsided face now
expr essi onl ess.

What had David said to upset the man? Chris would have a few words with
the boy as soon as they were in the car

He followed his wife and son back to the Sierra. A breeze drifted sand
fromthe beach across the road in little yell ow waves.

He gl anced back to see the American standing in the doorway of the shop
He was watching themintently.



As David scranbled into the back seat he gave the man a cheerful wave.
Chris saw that the man did not wave back. The | op-sided face was set in
an unsmling mask.

"M sery-guts," nuttered Ruth.

"You noticed too?" Chris clinbed in, started the engine, and pulled out.
The few cottages lining the enpty road | ooked deserted. Not a soul in sight.

In the rear-view mrror, he could still see the Anerican standing in the
shop doorway.

He gl anced back at David, sat with the com c on his knee.
"David, what did you say to the man in the shop?"
" Not hi ng. "

"You must have said sonething," said Ruth, |ooking back. "He doesn't
| ook very happy at all."

W thout taking his eyes off the comic, David shrugged. "I only told him
we were noving into the old sea-fort."

Chris watched the man in the rear-view mrror. The American continued to
stare after themuntil they drove out of the village and out of sight.
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Chapt er Four

BANG BANG BANG

There's no goi ng back

This is it.

Mar k Faust knew what he mnust do.

He was in the deepest part of the ship, turning the huge iron wheels
that woul d open the sea-cock val ves. Once open the sea would rush into
the Mary- Anne and sink her w thin m nutes.

Turn the wheel, turn the wheel

It turned-slowWy, too slowy.

"Jesus. Turn! Turn!"

Grease and rust stained his hands red and bl ack. The ship rolled in the
swell. Overhead a single light-bulb crusted in dirt swing, illum nating
the bilges with a weak yellow light. The piles of old chain, cable,

pi eces of machinery, and enpty boxes cast shadows that swung to the
left, then to the right, as if participating in some crazy dance.
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BANG BANG BANG



This was crazy, thought Mark ferociously. Al crazy. A dream Perhaps
he'd wake soon with the crew shouting Merry Chri st mas.

Dear God ... It would be Christmas soon. Turkey. Christmas trees. Paper
streanmers. Presents. Cards with Santas and sl ei ghs and-

Jesus. Sonething scuttled by his feet. Another. Dark and fast.
Rat s!
The incom ng water was driving themup fromthe bil ges.

There were dozens of them running up over the chains and cable, their
dark wet bodies glistening in the feeble light. One junped and bounced
off his face. Its thick cold tail hit himon the cheek and its claw
scratched his bottomlip.

Overhead the nad bangi ng conti nued.

Three days ago Mark had been rel eased by the ship's hijackers to cook
for them Once he'd been told to take food to the Skipper's cabin. Ws
t he Ski pper dead? He knew nobst of the crew were.

When he had entered the Skipper's cabin he had stood there, his neck
aching with tension. "lIs anyone there?"

Sil ence-apart fromthe bass throb of the engine and the wash of waves
agai nst the Mary-Anne's iron fl anks.

He clutched the tray until the edge of it dug into his stomach. "Hello?"

Still no reply; but he was sure soneone was in the cabin with him Gey
light seeped through the only porthole, revealing the bunk w th bl ankets
heaped in an untidy pile at one end. Cothes |lay strewn about the cabin.
Sone had been ri pped.

For a nonent he stared at the table fixed to one wall. It had been
sneared with a rust-colored liquid; here and there it had congealed into
bl ack | unps.
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BLCCD.

The word oozed slowy into his nmind. He'd seen so nmuch of it over the

| ast few days that the word seenmed to be losing its meaning. Blood ..
it gathered in sticky ponds in the wal kways, spots covered the wall of
the ness in a Dalmatian pattern, your feet stuck to it on the steps. It
was as he licked his cracked dry lips that he saw a shape nove agai nst
the corner of the cabin.

"Who' s that?"

The shape becane a human figure as the man stood. Wien Mark saw the face
he recoiled as if an electric current had suddenly cracked through his
body. The nman's eyes were inpossibly |large; they were round |ike dinner
pl at es-and bl ack as engine oil.

But then, as the man tottered forward out of the gloom he saw the face
clearly. The man's head had been roughly bandaged so his eyes were



covered. Bizarrely, two patches of bl ood had soaked through the
material, making it look as if he had two panda-like eyes, large blurry
patches that seenmed to watch Mark intently as he stood there clutching
his tray.

"I's that you, boy? Faust?"
He managed to hal f-whi sper, "Yes, Skipper."

The Ski pper lunbered forward, his hand clutching at the air until he
caught hold of him then he gripped himtightly by the shoul ders.

"They cut ny eyes, boy," he said, "because | told the murdering bastards
| wouldn't carry them"

Then the Ski pper sat Mark Faust on the bunk and told hi mwhat he knew,
his gnarl ed hands shaking. "They need three or four of us because none
of themare sailors. They've murdered the rest, poor devils. We'll be
dead too within forty-eight hours."

"What are we going to do? Junp thenP"

The Ski pper turned the blurred panda eyes on Mark; he smiled grimy. "A
bli nded man and a boy? No ... But
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| know they must die, son. |I've heard enough of their boasting. Death
and torture are nmeat and drink to these beasts. No, | thought it al
through and | see no alternative. W've got to do it."

"What, Skipper?"
"Son, you've got to scuttle the ship."

Now, in the greasy pit of the ship, Mark began to heave open the | ast
sea-cock to admit the nmurky water.

Overhead the clanging did not stop. It sounded |like a distant engine
with a huge, slow beat. Bang ... Bang ..

In his mind s eye he could see the blind skipper of the Mary-Anne in the
freezer store, beating the metal walls with the iron bar, his breath
billowi ng out great white clouds |like a steamengine running at full belt.

It would be drawing the nen down at a run, the taste of whiskey still on
their tongues. What the hell was the man doing in there? they would be
asking one another. Only Al mighty God knew what was in store for them
By the time they had forced open the door of the freezer store they
woul d be too late to undo what Mark had done.

And the cabin boy? Were the hell is he? W'll split himopen with the
shi p's anchor when we get our hands on the runt!

The t hought drove himon. He grabbed the fourteen-pound hamrer and
hamrered at the sea-cock shaft until it jamred tight in its socket. No
one could shift it now wi thout stripping the whole nmechani sm

Like rats in a trap the hijackers were caught.



When he had finished he followed the fleeing rats upward. He reached a
| adder that ran up a steel service well to the forward deck and began to
clinmb.

Once on deck he planned to cut the lifeboat away fromits derrick
hopeful |y he woul d make shore or be picked up by a passing ship.

Qutside it was dark. An icy breeze ripped at his hair and cl ot hes.
34

As he straightened, he cane face to face with a huge figure; a pair of
eyes shone unnaturally bright in the dark

Christ! He never thought he'd encounter one on the deck

For once one of their nunber |ooked al nbost astoni shed, seeing Mark
out si de at night.

Before the man could react, Mark turned and ran. The deck was wet. H's
feet slipped fromunder him As he struggled to his feet he saw the
hi j acker raise a revol ver
This time when Mark ran he did not slip. And he didn't stop running. He
didn't even slow his pace when he heard the crack of the shot. The
bul | et gouged six inches of paint fromthe railing to his left.
The guard-rail loomed like a white barred fence out of the dark
Mark Faust did not hesitate. He vaulted over it...
and fell into another world.
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Chapter Five

The bastard, thought Chris Stainforth savagely as he stanped on the
accel erat or pedal

"Don't drive so fast, Chris."

"I"'mso bloody angry." Chris overtook a tractor on a straight |ength of
road. "What that idiot did to us."

"Well, it's done now. It's over."

"But why? We'd agreed to everything. We'd agreed the rent on the
caravan; we'd agreed the date we were noving in; we'd even bought the

bl oody light-bulbs for it."

"Chris ..."

"And the brass-faced sod ... he just stands there, tells us sorry, he's
not renting us the caravan. He's expecting his daughter hone from Canada

and he wants to save the place for her."

"Chris ... Al right, so we lost the caravan. It's not the end of the
world."



Chris felt the fury burn into him "What a | ane excuse
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t he daughter. Do you believe him Ruth? Because | don't."
In the back, David sat quietly, scared now.
"I"ve a good mnd to-"

"A good mind to what, Chris?" demanded Ruth. "W have nothing in
witing. W can't sue. O are you going back there to batter the man's
brai ns out?"

Chris shot Ruth a glance. He saw her | ooking at him her eyes thick with
tears.

He eased off the accelerator and the speed began to drop until the
fields full of black and white cattle were no |longer a blur. And for
Cod' s sake at least pretend you're in control of yourself again.

"No. | know there's nothing we can do," he said in a deliberately | ow
voice. "It's ny stupid fault. | should have tied M. Geene down to a
witten agreenent." He called back to David, "How you keeping, old son?"

"“Not bad, Dad."
"Shall we have anot her gane of Superman | ater?"
David grinned broadly. "Sure can, Dad."

Al t hough Chris put on a cheerful front, he was worried. The sea-fort's
interior remained in a sem -derelict state. Ten years ago, a buil der had
attenpted to convert the place into a hotel. It had new mains services:
water, electricity, access road. There were new w ndows gi ving panoramc
views of the sea. The buil der had gone bust, |eaving work half done.
Mounds of rubble rose fromthe floor of virtually every room The pl ace
was patently uninhabitable. It would be nonths before they would have
even the nost basic acconmobdation for thensel ves.

He turned off onto the gravel car park of the country inn that was their
t empor ary base.

"Home!" shouted David gl eefully.

"Not for long," said Chris, then added with a grimsmle, "hopefully."
The plans he and his wife had nade were inportant to him He would not
allow themto fail.
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The wheel s crunched over the gravel as Chris slowed the car to a stop
al ongsi de the gable-end wall of the hotel. A few cars were already

there. In six weeks tourists would fill the bars until they overfl owed
into the beer garden and car parks. Next year at this tine, Chris told
hinself, we'll capture some of that trade.

"Can | play on the slide?" shouted David, taking a heroic | eap out of
the car.



"All right," said Ruth. "Until lunch."

He ran to the area of |awn where there were swings and a | arge
fiberglass el ephant with a | ong pink-tongue slide that curved down to
t he ground.

David liked to clinb the steps, sit on the el ephant's head and survey
hi s worl d.

H s parents went into the hotel

"One, two, three, four ... David counted up the steps. " five, six,
seven, eight." The breeze seenmed to be stronger up here. He | ooked
around. It was very high. Wen his dad stood near the el ephant David was
hi gher than his dad's head. David' d call himnanmes, then giggle as his
dad growed like a nonster and tried to junp up and grab him his hands
grasping like nmonster claws. It always ended the same way, with his dad
clinmbing the steps and David aimng pretend kicks at the nonster's
snarling face-just like the filnms. Bang! Hi s foot would smack into the
nmonster's head. Then it would plumet to the ground bel ow

To oblivion, he would think with a wall oping sense of satisfaction
Then, panting, he would | ook down, and the sprawling nmonster woul d be
his dad again, laid flat out on the grass |aughing breathlessly, his
Adam s appl e bouncing in his throat.

Davi d | ooked up. Big fluffy clouds |ike nmountains of mashed potato hung
in the sky. In between, the sky showed through, dark bl ue.

He sat on the head of the el ephant and watched the
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water flowin the streamthat ran by the hotel garden. H's dad had told
himthat the streamran down to the coast not far fromthe sea-fort
There it flowed across the beach and into the sea-all that fresh water
getting mxed up with the salt. Sonetinmes they threw sticks into the

sl owfl owi ng water and i magi ned themfloating all the way down to the sea
like |azy seals.

Sonetimes things came up fromthe sea, his dad had told him Once a

dol phin had swumall the way up-river fromthe sea to the town where
they lived. It had got | ost. The police, the council (or was it the fire
bri gade?) had to catch it and send it safely back

As he sat in the warm sunshine his attention wandered fromthe streamto
the gulls gliding in big circles high overhead, and he w shed he could
fly. Up, up, up, high into the sky. As high as the mashed-potato cl ouds.

"Yes," answered David, |ooking round.

H s mumor was it his dad?-had called. It nust be time for lunch

No. No one was in the car park. Just a few enpty cars. And there were no
wi ndows at this end of the hotel to shout out of. Maybe his dad had
sneaked behind the big willow tree down by the stream

"Da-had!" he shouted, grinning. "I know you're therehair!"

He | ooked hard at the tree, |eaning out fromthe el ephant as far as he



dar ed
No. There was definitely no one there.

It nust be sonmeone shouting in the farmover the road. Lots of people
are call ed Davi d.

He sat back down again on the warm fi berglass el ephant head. It was nice
bei ng there.

"What ?" H s voice echoed across the car park. "Where are you?"
He was certain soneone had call ed hi magain.

Again there was no one there. Al he could see noving
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was a duck in the stream The duck quacked and flew away, its w ngs
cracki ng noisily against the water.

Fly ...
David wanted to fly. Maybe he only had to want hard enough.

And there in the sunshine he felt warmand |ight enough to float up and
away over the tree-tops |ike a bubble.

Overhead the sky got bluer and bluer and the cl ouds bigger and bigger

| can ... | can ... | can ..

David Stainforth stood on the great gray head of the el ephant, arns

outstretched Iike wings; he felt no fear; below himthe | awn, as soft as

a mattress. Air rolled around his face, making his ears tingle.

He | eaned forward into the breeze. It blew lightly over his finger-tips.

He was like a big, big bird getting ready to fly. Lean forward. Further
Furt her

And that's when he fell.
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Chapter Six

After leaving David at the slide they went up to their room Ruth wanted
a bath before lunch and left Chris alone in the bedroom

He decided to change into something a little nmore respectable for the
i nn' s oak- panel ed restaurant

As he kicked off his jeans something fell fromthe pockets and rolled
under the bed. At first he thought it was a few coins and went down on
all fours to find them

What he pulled out were light and ri bbed.

He grinned. David's cockl eshells.



He woul d | eave them on David' s bedside table for himto add to his
col | ecti on.

On the ribbed outside the shells were a dirty white with the odd
yel | owy- br own pat ch.

He turned one over to | ook at the snooth concave interior
Then he | aughed.

It had to be a practical joke.
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He turned the snooth inner side of the shell toward the bedside lanmp to
get a better view

There was no doubt about it.

On the inside of the shell was the clear picture of a man's face.
Slightly distorted, with his mouth stretching open wi de, his eyes shut.

It looked like a still froma film A particularly nasty film The man
was crying out in terror

Quickly, Chris exam ned the other shells.
Each had the picture of a face. Male. Fenmale. Children. Sonme had their
eyes shut, others open wi de, shockingly wide, as if they had w tnessed

some horri bl e accident.

The pictures, mniature paintings, he surmsed, were in a
yel | owi sh-brown paint, the color spilt coffee | eaves on paper

They had to have been deliberately painted.

But by whon?

For a nonent he had a nental picture of sonme barnmy old artist living in
a hut tucked anong the dunes at Manshead, painting miniature portraits

on shells before scattering them back on the beach

Each shell bore the imge of a face. Only one stood out fromthe others.
The largest, a nmonster of its species. A nost the size of an oyster

The face on this one was different.

Al'l the other shell pictures portrayed victinms. This face had narrow,
schenmi ng eyes, and the lips were pulled back in the cruellest grin Chris
had ever seen

This one, decided Chris ... this was the hunter

"Chris ..." called Ruth fromthe bat hroom

"What do you want ?"

"Cone here a nonent."

"I"'mlooking at David's shells," he called, sitting on the bed, his



jeans around his ankles. "There's sonething bl oody odd about them"
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"Bugger the shells, Chris. | need you to scrub ny back. And..
He heard nore water running into the bath.

"I'"ve been thinking about the sea-fort. And ..."

" And?"

"I'"ve been working out where we can live."

"Surprise nme."

"Come here. You can wash ny back as | reveal all."

He smiled. "So | have to sing for my supper?”

"OfF course you do."

He entered the bathroomwhich was filled with clouds of steamthat
rolled around himas he closed the door. In the steanmed-up bathroom
mrror Ruth had witten "Ruth & Chris: TLFE."

"True Love For Ever?"

Ruth snmiled through the steam "O until nmy mllionaire comes al ong."

Movi ng her bra and pants away fromthe side of the bath, he knelt down
and retrieved the sponge fromthe water and began to work it into her back

"Owv ... You're not polishing the car. This is real skin, you know
Tender, sensitive skin. To be caressed.”

"I know." He kissed her shoulder. It was warm wet- and snelled
wonderful. "Mm ... N ce enough to eat." He squeezed warm water down her
spi ne. She arched her back with a deep breath.

" Hot 2"
"No ... Nice. Now, as | was saying ..."
"Ah ... Wiere we live. Don't tell ne. W throw ourselves on the nercy of

the Church and canp out in the graveyard, wth tonbstone beds and
tonbstone tables to eat fronP Perfect."”

"No. Let ne finish. Keep sponging ny back. This is going to cost you.
You'll be ny slave for a year after this. Mim ... Don't stop. | talk
better when you' re doing that."
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"I hear and obey, nistress. Right, where do we l|ive?"

"It's sinmple, Chris." She hugged her knees to her glistening breasts.
"W nove in straight away. Brilliant or what?"

"W nove into the sea-fort straight away?" Chris sighed. "But you' ve



forgotten one tiny, tiny point." He | eaned back, wondering if she was
nmocking him "The sea-fort is derelict. The roons are packed with
rubbl e, and those walls haven't felt the lick of a paint brush in fifty
years. So how?"

"And | thought you were the one with the inmagination."

"And | thought you were the practical one. Conme on, |ove. Be serious."

"Be serious, Ruth," she m m cked.

She | ooked up at himthrough the waves of steam her eyes m sty and
huge. That pl eased expression told himshe had a secret bursting to escape.

"Look. How rmuch was that caravan going to cost for a year?"

"Rent at two-fifty a nonth. About three thousand."

"Three thousand? W can get a second-hand caravan for around five. Then
we site it in the courtyard of the sea-fort. And when | say caravan |
mean a decent one. You know, the kind you get on holiday caravan sites.
Bedr oons, kitchen, bathroom all nmod cons. That's it " She wiggled
in the bath. "A bit lower. Ah ..."

"Five thousand. That's eating into the budget a bit, isn't it?"

"Not a bit. Think of it as an investnent. It costs us five thousand now.
In twel ve nonths we resell. For what ... Four thousand?"

"Keep talking. | like what |I'm hearing."

"That way our original budget for accomopdati on, three thousand pounds,
is slashed to one thousand- And there will be no traveling to and from
the sea-fort each
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day. And we will always be on-site if there are any problens. Ri ght, now
you can call me CGenius."

"CGenius ... Brilliant... Wonderful." He kissed her- with feeling. "You
are brilliant. You've saved our bloody skins." Elated, he dried his
hands on the towel. "I'lIl grab a paper and start | ooking."

"Ch no you don't, Chris. You'll finish what you started." Her | ook
needed no expl anati on. Her eyes exuded a snoky |onging that sent desire
tingling through him

"Which bit of nmy wife needs washi ng next, then?"

She lifted a wet strand of hair and flicked a water droplet at him

"More back. Then you decide. "

First he rubbed her back with | ong, slow strokes, squeezing out the
sponge as he did so, the warm water bubbling through his fingers.

Ruth l et her head fall forward until the wet tips of her hair dipped
into the water.



"Mm ... that's nice." Water squeezed onto her bare shoul ders trickled
down her breasts in glistening rivers. He dropped the sponge into the
water and firmy began to rub her back with his bare hands.

The skin felt smooth to his palns and fingertips-the corrugated contours
of her ribs and the slightly curving holl ow of her back. He |oved the
feel of it. Hs heart began to punp hard

Gently he began to soap her shoul ders, then her stomach. And then her
breasts, his fingers gliding over a slippery |ayer of soap I|ather
skittering over the hardening tips.

"Ch ... Chris. | could let you do this forever."
shut. "I could nmake you do this forever."

She sm | ed, her eyes

He lightly traced a line with his fingertips dowmward fromthe tip of
her nose, over her lips, her chin, her snoboth throat, down through the
gap between her breasts
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which had firnmed and risen into soft points that glistened in the light.
Down over her stomach until his hand slipped into the hot water. A

di stinct quiver ran through her body.

After ten years of marriage their |ove-making could sonetinmes be al npst
a chore. Not today though

Today, he knew, it would be speci al
Chris was al nost dressed when he heard the knock at the door

"Hang on." Ruth, topless, plucked a bra fromthe dressing-table drawer.
Wth a schoolgirl giggle she ran lightly into the bat hroom

Chris, pulling on his sweatshirt, went to the door and opened it.
"Hello, M. Stainforth."”

It was the hotelier, a tall man with a white beard.

"Everyt hi ng okay?"

The hotelier spoke hesitantly. "Er, I'mafraid there's been an acci dent.
Your son ... Qut in the yard."

The man's face was expressionless.

A sick feeling began to rise through Chris's stomach.

"Where is he?"

The man's reply was puzzling. "You mean you can't snell hin®"

The hotelier stood to one side. Behind him tiny and the col or of gray
clay, a sullen-looking figure dripped water onto the corridor carpet.

" Davi d?"

Chris pulled a face as the pungent snell of river silt rolled into the



room "Christ, what happened?"

The white-haired hotelier was struggling to suppress |laughter. "The
little fellow said he was on top of the slide when he fell off it into
the stream”

"The slide? That's nowhere near the stream How could you fall all that
way ?"
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"I didn't fall," said David in a way that was dignified and angry at the
same time. He wal ked stiffly into the room his feet squel ching inside
hi s shoes.

"I didn't fall at all. I was flying."
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Chapt er Seven

The world Mark Faust fell into after he leapt fromthe ship was one of
utter darkness, but full of hissing sounds and rushing air.

Then the ocean swal | owed hi m
So col d.

He wanted to scream His eyes snapped w de-open with shock, the sheer
terror of it, as he went down into |iquid darkness.

Jesus ... Like ice.
If only he had stayed on the ship. If only ..

What for? To be blinded, castrated then perhaps dropped over the side
anyway ?

This way he had a chance.

What chance? he asked hinmself frantically. Here | am maybe a hundred
mles fromthe coast. In the sea. In winter

| have ten minutes of ny life left. Wat's that the equival ent to?
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Two Tom & Jerry cartoons. Three Buddy Holly numbers. "Peggy Sue"
"Heartbeat" ... "That'll Be the Day"

A part of his nmind ranbled on in a disjointed way as if no | onger part
of his body.

The other ordered himto kick off his Wllington boots.
Then start sw nmm ng.
First the left foot.

He reached down. The boot cane off easily.



Shoul dn't | be breat hing?

The right one stuck

Ki ck.

I need air!

o f!

Kick the mother off! It's pulling you down!

Oh, sweet Jesus, give nme air! Abruptly his head broke the surface. Cold
wi nds blasted at him driving spray in his face. Here at sea level the
water roared like thunder. It filled his ears. Angry sounds, constant,

unbr oken.

Hal f panting, half choking, he gul ped down |ungfuls of sweet air. Again,
Mar k ki cked hard, trying to dislodge the right boot.

It woul dn't budge.

The bastard would pull himdown as surely as if it were cast in |ead.
Hol di ng his breath, he doubled his body, bending down to tug at it.
It shifted slightly.

H s heel cane partway out.

Breathe ... Breathe ... Breathe ..

H s head snapped up; he breathed deeply. One nore breath, then try again ..

Then-

Then his boot was gone. He'd not even touched it.

It felt for all the world as if something had snatched it off.
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A sinmple sharp tug.

Cone.

Shar k!

No. No sharks in the North Sea. He panted as he trod water. No sharks
No sharks ..

It nust just have slipped off.

Christ, this water is so cold ..

As his breathing steadied his night vision kicked in. He could see bl ack
mounds of water rising and falling all around him Dark shapes. They

bul ged upward then snmoothly deflated. Al nost |ike the black backs of
massi ve whal es breaking the surface in haloes of white foam and froth.



The Mary- Anne!l

The cl ouds were being torn apart in the wind, allow ng a quarter-noon
through. It Iit the sea with a thin, silver light.

There she is!

The ship's superstructure and red funnel appeared indistinctly through a
m st of spray. A wave cane up, blocking his view. The next time he
gli npsed her he saw that her nose was di pping deep into the water.

Mar k Faust pictured the nurdering bastards inside the ship. Surely they
knew by now. He inmagined their frantic attenpts to escape. Running

t hrough the corridors, trying to salvage as nuch as they could before
they ran for the lifeboats. If only he coul d have done sonethi ng about
them Hacked holes in the bottom maybe. But he couldn't do everything.
This way there was a chance nost would perish in the sea

For a nonent he |ost sight of her. He swamin the direction in which he
had | ast seen the Mary-Anne, forgetting that his own |life was slipping
away in the cold ocean

He had to see her go.

It would hurt him He |loved that ship and her crew
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They had been a second family to him Still, he knew he nmust watch her
final seconds.

Ther e!

Nose down, stern up. Jesus, she was slipping down |ike a submarine. The
twin screws chewed at air instead of water. Monlight glinted wetly on
t he massive keel

She was goi ng.

Anyone on the ship would no | onger be able to stand upright as the
floors reared to the vertical. Screaning, they would be sliding forward
to the bows.

Mark tried not to picture the captain-or what was left of the
Mary- Anne's crew. The sea cl osed nen's eyes quickly.

Oh, God, please don't let it hurt them...

For ten seconds he was down in the trough of a wave. The next time the
sea rai sed himup she was gone. Already sonmewhere under his feet, she
was falling to the ocean bed like a stone.

Al of a sudden it was lonely out there. The cold bit deeply into his
skin until he felt his bones woul d crack

The waves seened to take pleasure in battering his face. Breathing
became harder and pain worked its way like a sharp-toothed worminto his
bel | y.



He attenpted to swim

As soon as he did so his body slipped underwater as if sonmeone had
pul I ed himfrom bel ow

He didn't fight it. He just slipped down, down, down ..

Shit, the pressure ... It hurts. Like metal spikes driven through your
ears, deep into your brain.

He' d al nost | ost consciousness before he resurfaced. Draw ng a ragged
breath, he tried to pull nore air into his chest than his lungs could

contain. They hurt like- oh for ... Jesus ..

God, | want to live, I want to live, | want to live, please, God, let ne
live ... | want, | want-
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Down.

He was follow ng the Mary-Anne once nore.

This is it, Mark Faust, seventeen years old, never had a girl, never
drank whi skey, never snoked a cigarette. Ate too rmuch apple pie ..
Loved appl e pie, but-

H's mind began to turn, like a stunt car in a filmgoing over and over
in slow notion, pieces of it flying off.

Slowmy, slowy disintegrating.

He hit the bottom The shock made hi mopen his eyes. Little bubbles Iike
silver bells rolled anay fromhis face toward the surface.

He wanted to laugh and call after them

Wit for nme! Wait for neeeeeeeeeeeee ..

But his nouth didn't work anynore; his body was nine-tenths dead. Just a
fewtiny sparks of life had retreated into some part of his brain to
cling there as linpets cling to a rock in a storm

Not | ong now. |'mgoing over the edge. I'll be hone soon, Mom. ..
Leave a light on in the porch 'cos I'mon nmy way.

There were peopl e.

They stood on the sea-bed | ooking up at him Their white faces seened
ki nd of mournful. Like they wanted himto stay. There were a good nine
or ten. Al standing in a tight cluster. As if posing in one of those
fancy pop posters-all standing tight together |ooking up. Then they
reached up their hands toward him

They wanted himto stay. Join themthere.

Be one of the people standing ankle-deep in the kel p neadow, al

rippling brown, brown, brown, standing watching the passing keels of
shi ps go hi gh above their heads.



Were the people nice or nasty?

Kind or nean?

Li ving or dead?
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He stared at the big faces with their w de, surprised eyes.

He couldn't tell. The faces were growing faint. The arns began to nove.
But they were all blurry. You could not tell themfromthe fronds of
seaweed that drifted to and fro.

Time to sleep. So tired. He didn't need to breat he anynore.

H s brother John was playing with his plane, the nodel of the Flying
Fortress bonber Uncle Walt had built. He was playing too near Mark's
bed. Mark told himnot to- it was too close.

Hel|. The plane hit himon the forehead. That hurt, you ..

It happened agai n.

Spluttering, Mark opened his eyes. He was in the mddle of a great wash
of white foam Wth an effort he renenbered where he was. In the nmddle
of the sea

Jesus.

Why wasn't he dead yet?

End it, for Christsakes, end this torture ..

The sea battered him It tugged and pulled and rolled himover and over.
He went under.

This time there was no sense of falling. H's head buffeted sharply

agai nst sonething. He thrust his hand out, clutching at it. Shingle.
Sand. It felt like ..

Beach.

A wave hit again and shoved hi mroughly across a bank of sand.

He tried to stand but once nore he was out of his depth.

Wearily, arnms and legs feeling as if they were encircled with iron
bands, he tried to swm

In front of him something rose out of the water. A dark silhouette
agai nst the silver nmoonlit clouds.
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It was massive. An enornmous square bl ock of darkness.

A ship so near to shore?



It looked |ike one but it had to be enornbus. And there were no
navi gation |ights.

He tried to swimtoward it but found hinself slipping under water.

"We sail our vessels on the sea, we are under power, we steer a

del i berate course. But, you know, every so often the sea takes control
And when it does, don't fight it. Go with it. Surrender yourself to its

will. Because if you don't, it will destroy you."

He renmenbered the Skipper's words. He nade a consci ous decision to | eave
hinself to the mercy of the sea. If it wanted him so be it.

The surf pushed and pulled him Al he could do was keep his head above
water at |east part of the tine.

Bitingly cold brine repeatedly flooded his throat or drove into his
nostrils.

Then he hit the shere.

This time as each wave receded it left himclear of the water-at |east
briefly before the next one. Then another roll of surf came roaring up
the sand and carried him this tine fairly gently further up the beach
The water slid back, sucking sand and shingle from beneath his hands.
He wasn't going to drown after all

Mark stayed there on his hands and knees, wearily shaking his head.
"Safe."

The word oozed fromhis lips |ike sonething half solid.

"Safe."

The tide began to retreat. The next wave only licked the soles of his
bare feet.

Unabl e to wal k, he noved up the beach on his hands
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and knees until clear of the surf, his hands crunching on sand and pebbl es.

At | ast he stopped and | ooked back. The noonlight revealed |ong |ines of
surf rolling in with a | ow continuous roar

The wi nd was dropping. But he was bitterly cold.

Ri sing unsteadily to his feet, he walked to and fro, searching the beach
for sonething to protect himfrom hypotherm a. He knew t hat wet cl ot hes
al | owed body heat to bleed away fromthe body, which would kill as
surely as severing a main artery. At last he found a piece of tarpaulin
the size of a bed sheet.

H s nunb fingers were usel ess things now, |ike bent sticks that did not
belong to his body. It took a full five minutes to wap the tarpaulin



around hinmself with a piece over his head |ike a nonk's cow .

There he sat for an hour, perilously close to passing out from exposure.
But he had to wait until he could see the ocean properly. The nental
picture of the terrorists escaping the Mary-Anne by |ifeboat stil
hanmered in his brain.

Gradual | y dawn cane, sending streaks of gray edged with red up into the sky.

Two hundred yards to the left he could see that the huge thing he had
taken to be a ship was an old sea-fort. It had probably been part of the
country's coastal defenses for centuries.

VWhi ch country? Hol |l and? France? Engl and? He coul d be anywhere.

As soon as he could he forced hinself to his feet. Gathering the
tarpaulin around his shoulders Iike a cloak, he wal ked down to the
wat er's edge-now at | ow tide- and | ooked out.

No shi p.

No terrorists. They were all dead. Sonmehow he was certain of that. The
ship had gone down so quickly.
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Hs friends were dead too. But somehow he could feel no sadness. He
could think only of the old Skipper, blind, but with the heart of a
lion, beating that steady tattoo on the iron wall of the ship as if it
were a massive drum

H s clothes were drying and his blood drove its way back painfully into
his linmbs and face. Hi s nose began to ache where it had been smashed by
the terrorist three days ago.

Mar k Faust turned his back on the sea and began to walk slowy up the
beach. Above the softening roar of the surf he fancied he could hear the
di stant, distant sound of netal beating against netal. A slow rhythm

al nrost |ike the heartbeat of a sleeping giant. He didn't | ook back

"Keep beating the drum Skipper,"” he murmured. "Keep beating the drum"”

The boy carried on, linping up into the dunes. The cold breeze nade his
eyes water. The slow, regular beat continued, only grow ng fainter and
fainter as he linped slowy inland away fromthe restless ocean

After a hundred paces he coul d hear the nassive beat no nore. But
somehow an echo of it continued in his heart.
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Chapt er Ei ght

"You' ve copped for a cracking black eye there, ne old cocker. Wio's tha
been scrapping with?" asked the nan as he piled up the concrete bl ocks

for the caravan.

Davi d hopped toward him happy he could tell his story again. "I wasn't
fighting. I was flying. | was sitting on top of the el ephant at the hotel."



"El ephant ?" excl ai nred the man. "They've got a zoo, then?"
"No-wer, an el ephant slide."

The man efficiently wedged nore concrete bl ocks under the caravan. "A
sl i de?"

"Ye-ess. Anyway, | got the black eye when I was flying."

"Fl yi ng?"

"Ye-ess!"

The man | aughed heartily.

"Nobody believes me. They keep saying | fell in the
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stream But | was flying. Then | banged ny face on the tree."

"You were flying too fast, then?"

"Suppose so."

Chris | eaned forward agai nst the car, elbows resting on the roof. David
had told the story of how he got his black eye to anyone who woul d
listen to him By now he was getting touchy if anyone doubted the truth
of the story, so he and Ruth decided it best to hunor him

Now t he six-year-old repeated the flying episode to the workman. Chris

| ooked over the caravan, feeling pleased with hinself. Wthin six hours
of being told by the old git in Qut-Butterw ck that the caravan was no

| onger for rent, they had found this one for sale on a caravan site down
the coast. It had two bedroons, kitchen, bathroom |ounge and dining
area. A regular hone from hone.

Now in its setting, he could have kissed it. They had positioned it on
the edge of the sea-fort's courtyard which was big enough to avoid being
cl aust rophobi ¢, even though on three sides of the cobbled square the
wal s soared up twenty feet. Behind him the sea-fort rose a good thirty
feet inits butter-colored stone. The dozen or so wi ndows set high in

the walls reflected the eveni ng sunshi ne.

Entrance to the courtyard was through a set of huge doubl e tinmber gates

set in the wall. They were so big you could drive a bus through them
The hi nges had corroded badly on one of the gates; it rested usel essly
against the wall. Just one nore job anong the thousands of others to be

conpl eted before the sea-fort opened next spring.

In one corner of the courtyard, a narrow flight of stone steps ran up to
t he wal kway that ran around the top of the wall

"Your lad's got a fair old inmagination," chuckled the caravan man as he
wal ked across to Chris, wiping his
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oi | -bl ack hands on the seat of his overalls. "Flying? He makes the
flipping head spin. Right, you ve got the, er ... doings."



It's funny how some words in certain situations are taboo, thought
Chris. The man obviously considered it vulgar to say the word "check"

He tore the oblong piece of paper fromthe stub. "Thanks for all the
hel p. Now at | east we've got a hone."

The man | ooked around the courtyard. "Solid-I|ooking place." He shot

Chris a |l ook. "Don't you reckon you mght find it a bit... spooky?"
"You won't recognize the place in twelve nonths. New wi ndows, sw mi ng
pool, soft | andscaping, a few clinmbing vines along that wall. And we'll
have plenty of conpany ... paying conpany, | hope. This tine next year
call in for a drink. It'll be on the house."

The caravan man | eaned forward and shook Chris by the hand. "I1'll hold

you to that, nme old cocker. Thanks for the... doings." He pocketed the
check. "See ya, son," he said to David. "Renmenber, go steady with the
flying. No nore of them black eyes.” He strode away to his truck parked
on the causeway. Already the tide was sliding in to lap at the boul ders
that raised the roadway above the beach

"Ckay," said Chris, ruffling David's thick hair. "Let's see what Mbther
has to say about the new hone."

Ruth had started to unpack. Boxes of food, cutlery, pans, detergents,
toilet rolls, shoes and David's toys covered the floor

On the dining table stood the fishbow that contained Cark Kent. The
fish swamlistlessly, its mouth clanped to the undersurface of the water
i ke an upsi de-down Hoover. Al this noving fromhouse to hotel to
caravan hadn't done the poor beggar much good.

Rut h sl ung a cardboard box through the caravan door onto the courtyard.
59

"What do you two want?" Her face was pink with exertion. "There won't be
any tea for along tine. And it'll be sandw ches, cake and pop. W
haven't got any gas bottles yet."

"Have we got electricity?" asked David.

"Sure have, kidda." Chris switched on a light to enphasize the point.
"Just like hone."

David smiled. "I like it. It'll be like being at hone but being on
hol i day at the sane tine."

"That's right. We'll be living at the seaside-forever and ever."
"Amen," added Ruth, then smled to disguise any cynicism
"Anyt hi ng we can do?"

"Yes. Go. Gve ne an hour to get this place in shape, then you can cone
back and give me a hand to nake tea."

"You're the boss, Ruth. Cone on, David. Let's explore.™



Chris and David wal ked toward the double tinber doors that |led into the
sea-fort.

" Dad?"

"Yes?"

"I mght do sonme nore flying tonorrow "

Chris groaned inwardly. David was in a happy, prattling nood.

"You know when | was on top of the elephant, Dad? | felt really Iight
i ke one of those soap bubbles. Then I was flying."

"David ..." They had reached the doors to the building.

the clouds. | wanted to see if you can really stand on them™

Chris crouched down and took his son's head in his hands so he coul d
| ook at himface-to-face. He kissed
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hi m on the forehead, just above the bruised eye. "David, enough of these
flying stories now, eh, son?"

"But, Dad, | really did fly."

Chris |l ooked into those earnest blue eyes. "Tell me about it later. Now
Cone on, let's have a | ook around before it gets too dark. Do you
renmenber the gun?”

"A real gun?"
"A real one, kidda. Conme on, let's go find it."

David ran to the door as Chris fished the key fromhis pocket. One of
the first things the last owner of the place had done was substitute a
user-friendly Yale for the old clunking Victorian lock. It opened easily
(no Frankenstein castle creak, he thought). Father and son stepped
inside into the gl oom

The snell ... Chris breathed in deeply through his nostrils. Alittle
musty. Al the place needed was ventilation. Let the sea breezes bl ow
t hrough the dusty corridors for a day or two and the place would snell
al nost sweet.

They were standing in a hallway with three corridors running off-one to
the left, one to the right; another straight ahead to a staircase. This
woul d be the entrance | obby with the hotel reception desk in one corner
The light fromthe wi ndows anply reveal ed the nounds of builder's rubble
against the walls. There were rusty iron bed-frames (probably abandoned
when the Arny noved out), and a neat stack of breeze bl ocks that nust
have been abandoned ten years before when the builder quit work on the
conver si on.

"Come on. Let's explore.”

They began a tour of the long, dusty corridors. Some had been pl astered
during the conversion attenpt ten years ago, but many were still bare



stone, the shoe-box-size bl ocks of rock so expertly cut and fitted
t oget her you couldn't have put a knife-blade between t hem

The first roomthey reached nust have been used as a
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rubbi sh dunp. A d drinks cans, bottles (one whiskey, nost beer-the
mlitary certainly knew how to unwi nd), broken chairs and, along the far
wal I under the w ndow, a dozen olive-green netal boxes, bearing white
stencilled letters. AMMUNI TION. They noved on, David at a trot now,
wanting to see the gun.

"Hang on, David. Not so fast." This was still a dangerous place. Cables
hung down at intervals; part of the unfinished wiring job. They
shoul dn't be live, but you never could tell. The other roons on the

ground fl oor were largely a repeat of the first. Cearing these al one
woul d be like one of the | abors of Hercul es. Maybe he should hire sonme hel p.

They reached another room Enpty apart froman old dining table and
three ill-matching chairs.

"l suppose this is where the builders had their break room™
"Look, there's sone playing cards," said David, walking across the room
his feet echoing slightly. "Can | have then®"

"Best leave them" Chris noticed that they had been dealt out into two
hands. Ten years ago the players had been interrupted. There was al so a
packet of dusty-looking Polo mnts. Half were gone. The others | ooked
like circular yellowing bones in the cylinder of crinkled foil. A box of
mat ches. And open on the table, a newspaper. The twentieth of April. Ten
years old to the very week

He shivered. It made himthink of the Marie Cel este. The buil ders had
simply stopped whatever they were doing and had gone, |eaving jobs half
done. Bankruptcy hits you like that. It raised a phantomin Chris's

m nd. What happened if their plan did not cone off? They were going to
sink every penny they had in the world into this place. If it failed..
"David ... Conme on, son, time to nove on."
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"I"ve found sonmething weird," David replied, |ooking through a door that
Chris had taken to be a cupboard.

"What is it?"
"CGod knows."

"Language." The reprimand cane automatically, but he was nore interested
in what |ay behind the wooden door

Davi d frowned and swung the door backwards. "Steps, but going down. And
we're already on the ground floor."

Chris laughed. "It's a cellar. It was probably used for storage."

But a cellar on an island? The building was only a yard or two above the



high-tide | evel anyway. That neant the cellar was bel ow sea | evel. That
was i npossible. Unless it flooded at every high tide.

Chris peered into the black pit of the stairwell but could rmake not hing out.
"Aren't we going down?"

"Not tonight. W haven't got tine. Conme on, let's nake tracks if we're
going to find that gun."

The idea of the underwater cellar intrigued Chris, but it would have to
wait. There could be only a few nore minutes of daylight left.

On the next floor they found the big roomthat | ooked over the sea. From
ceiling to floor, and along the entire length of the far wall, ran the
wi ndow. | mredi ately beyond that was the old gundeck; beyond that nothing
but sea and blue sky all the way to Holland. After all these years the
wi ndows were sneared a blurry white fromsalt spray, with a randomwhite
and bl ack splash here and there. Pure seagull guano.

The roomwas enpty and rel atively clean; just a couple of |engths of
gray flex added to the evidence of building work abandoned in a hurry.
The Marie Celeste.

"Where's the gun?" David ran across to the wi ndows. "Pee-ow Pee-ow"
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"Over there." Chris pointed to a shape as big as a car, covered by a
tattered tarpaulin. "A 40nm Bofors. But | don't think we can bl ow any
shi ps up tonight."

"Why not ?"

"No ammp." He sniled down at his son. "Also, | have a feeling the Arny
m ght have taken sone parts of the gun away so it can't be fired."

"Isn't that being a vandal ?"

"Well, it seems like it. But we wouldn't want any of the guests firing
the gun by accident, would we?"

"Suppose not."

"But you see where those platforms are-near those gaps in the wall?
That's where the ol d-fashi oned cannon used to go, before they had nodern
guns. "

"Breech-| oaders."

"That's right, David," said Chris, surprised at his son's know edge.

"How do you know that? | was ... Blast, what's wong with this door?"
Chris had westled with the brass handles for a full thirty seconds.
They woul d not budge. "I think we've got a little problemhere. | can't

open the door."
"Have you got the key?"

"No. There isn't one. There's not even a |ock. W're so high up you'd
need a helicopter to get onto the gundeck ... Dear ne." If David hadn't



been there the words woul d have been a little stronger. Chris gave the
doors a last rattle. They were shut tight. "Not to worry, kidda. W'l
get the doors fixed then we can have a proper |look. W'll just have to
see what we can through the w ndows."

Even with the windows in a gunked-up state he could tell that the view
woul d be pretty good. Perhaps it would be nost striking in wi nter during
a storm It would have all the spectacul ar sounds, sights and fury of
being on a ship; with the benefit of being firmy rooted in the living
rock. He could inmagi ne waves cracki ng agai nst the wall
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to send foam and spray gushing up as far as the w ndows.

He recalled trips to Scarborough when he was David' s age. An angry sea
woul d draw crowds of people to the Spa theater which hung on the edge of
the sea. The waves would hurl thenselves at the seawall, bursting in
geysers of spray that shot perhaps thirty feet high. Showers of brine
woul d drench any spectator who got close enough. And to a young boy's
delight, sonmeone always did. The sea always has that power. It creates a
spect acul ar di splay which radiates a nmagneti smthat draws people to it.
Then all they can do is stand and watch.

He didn't know if it was the idea of danger which pulled not only
children but grown nmen and wonen cl oser and closer-the feeling you get
when you approach the lion's cage at the zoo, and | ean over the barrier
to see, face-to-face, the man-eating beast. Perhaps the two were
simlar. Seeing nature without her clothes on, in the raw, she is nore
beautiful, nore savage, nore hypnotic, nore fascinating, nore powerful
nore awei nspiring, nmore frightening than you i magi ned. You just have to
get a little closer; see a little nore.

As that six-year-old boy, Chris would watch the ocean's antics. Wrds
woul d run around his head as if the sea were saying, "Cone on, cone
closer. Watch nme. It's fun. Look-a ten-foot wave; |ook-all this foam
boiling up at the foot of the seawall steps. Come down the steps a bit.

It's okay. I'll nmake a little rush at you and you run shrieking and
giggling up the steps. Cone closer. | want to play with you. Cone on ..
Water's soft. | can't hurt you ..."

"Dad. You said the door woul dn't open."

He | ooked down at his hand as if it didn't belong to him He was
gripping the brass handle and rattling the thing, trying to force the
door open. He shook his head as if waking froma deep sl eep

He coughed. "I was just seeing if | could free it. Cone
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on, it'll be dark soon. Let's see a bit nore before it gets too late."

They left the big room "It's a great place, isn't it, kidda?"

"Sure is, Dad." David charged along the corridor in the direction of the
next flight of stairs up

Chris followed. Wiy had those thoughts about the sea run through his
head like that? It was alnost as if they had origi nated outside his
skull. Even recalling them now gave himan odd sensation. He shivered



and licked his dry lips. Do the early stages of insanity feel like this?
"Cone on, Dad!"

Davi d had reached the steps. He clinbed them quickly disappearing from
si ght.

Chris, rubbing his face, followed. The excitenent of noving in, he
supposed. He was tired.

"What do you want, Dad?"
David's voice drifted down the staircase
"What do you nean, what do | want?"

Davi d appeared at the top of the steps. He | ooked fragil e against the
dark void above him

"Dad ..." David assuned the voice that told his parents he was becomn ng
exasperated by their slowwits. "Da-ad. You shouted at ne."

"l never said a word."

"Did ... Fibber." David added the mld insult for enphasis.

"You're imagi ning things again."

"Am not . "

"Al'l right, David. It rmust have been the wind or an echo you heard."

O did you call him Chris? You senile old nutcase. Take two Paracet anol
and lie down in a darkened room

He | ooked up at the little boy | ooking down at him It must have been
t he perspective or the light or something, but David | ooked further away
than he could possibly
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have been. And above hi mwas that black cavern-just a whistling great
enpti ness.

Hs mind flicked back to those holidays in Scarborough when he woul d

wat ch children on the seawal|l steps as the sea, hissing like a great
shapel ess beast, swelled up against the walls, swallowing the steps in a
gush of foam They would run up screaning with glee, not realising how
dangerous their ganme was. He found hinself inmagining David playing the
same game. Runni ng, chuckling, down toward the shifting mass of dark

wat er, then running back up as the next wave rose up to eat the steps
one after another. O course, David would be too slow The nuscul ar rush
of water would shove himoff the stone steps and into the body of the
ocean. He would hear David's cry, "Dad ... Dad ... Get me out!"

Davi d's face disappearing beneath foam Chris's agony at his hel pl essness.
If the sea pulled David out into deep water he woul d drown beneath the

heavi ng ocean. If it swept himback to the seawalls, his body woul d be
smashed agai nst the stone bl ocks.



To junp into the sea there to try to save hi mwoul d be suicide. No one
could swimin those waters.

Wul d he try? Wthout hesitation, he knew t he answer.
O course he woul d.
The inevitable electric trickle of fear prickled across his skin.

"David. Stay there." He kept his voice calm but he was clinbing the
steps quickly. "Don't wander off."

"Ckay. "

There was not hing particularly alarm ng about the upper floor after all
Anyway, the sea-fort was strongly built of good Yorkshire stone.

No harm woul d cone to them here.
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Chapter N ne

As he had done every evening for the last ten years, the big Anerican
Mar k Faust, |ocked the door of the shop and wal ked down to
Qut-Butterw ck's seafront.

There were a dozen or nore people there. One or two nodded a greeting,
but nost | ooked out to sea.

By this time the tide was sliding in over the beach, lifting the few
smal |l coats off the sand al ongside the jetty.

The Major was there with his dog, a smartly clipped Westie terrier. The
man | ooked every inch the retired officer, dressed in gray slacks and a
bl azer that bore a regi mental patch on the breast pocket. The cl othes,
like the man, had faded over the years.

Ms Jarvis had pulled her wheelchair to the edge of the pavement and sat
resting one foot on the low wall that separated sand fromroad. It was
common know edge that she suffered from spinal cancer. She wouldn't make
Chri st mas.

A car passed slowy down the road behind them That
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woul d be the Reverend Reed. He woul d never stand here with the other
Qut-Butterw ck residents, but Mark knew he would drive his old Austin
Maxi up and down the seafront road at |east three nore tines before the
sun sank behind the salt nmarshes. No other vehicles would pass this way
toni ght .

More people arrived, nost mddle-aged to elderly. Apart fromlittle
Rosi e Tamworth. She nust have been about thirteen now, but she had the
m nd of a three-year-old and her hands shook in a pal sied way.

He watched. We're all creatures of habit. W come down here at the sane
time, stand in the sanme place, and we probably all harbor the sane



feelings in our guts- that same tense anticipation that draws every
muscl e in your body taut |ike a bow string.

Brinley Fox wasn't quite like the rest. Wth his head down, he paced the
beach, ferociously snmoking a cigarette. The inage of the ol d-fashi oned
expectant father with his wife in the delivery room

Tony Gatenman, the little Londoner, arrived panting fromthe exertion of
his hurried wal k.

Tony gave the Anerican a brisk nod.
They waited. The sense of anticipation grew

No one tal ked at these gatherings. Not yet anyway; not until the waiting
was over.

But tonight Mark had sonmething to tell the Londoner; it would have to wait.
The Major's dog gave a little yelp and began to pace backwards and

forward as far as the tartan |l eather | ead would allow. The Mjor

appeared not to notice. He gazed out to sea. As did Mark and his nei ghbors.
Fox paced faster, kicking up a spurt of sand every time he sw tched back
in the other direction, never raising his eyes fromthe beach. The sea

did not exist for him It held one object too many.

Chewing his lip, Mark | ooked out across the sea which
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caught the last rays of the sun. It |ooked real, real peaceful

But the seagulls, he noticed, were deserting the sky to flee inland.
There was a bad storm coni ng.

The dog gave a yel ping bark and twi sted on its | ead.

Mark chewed his lip-harder. Was this it? Was it coni ng?

Al'l around himthere were intakes of breath. They felt it too.

Mark sensed it oozing through the place. A kind of electricity that ran
t hrough everything. Right down to the sand crunching beneath his feet.
So strong he could alnpst taste it.

Then it was gone. As quickly as it had cone.

It was only an advance wave of the thing they all waited for. Even
little Rosie Tamworth, moving wisps of blond hair fromher little-girl

face with a shaki ng hand.

The sense of anticipation waned. It would not happen toni ght. Probably
not even tonmorrow or next week, but sone tine-soon

The Maj or produced a tennis ball fromhis pocket and threw it down the
beach. The dog, unl eashed, leapt after it as if it had been fired froma
nortar, the tension in its nmuscles exploding in a rush of energy.

"Eveni ng, Tony," said Mark in his deep runbling voice. "lI've been



wanting to catch you."

"Tal k awnay."

"Have you heard about the old sea-fort out at Manshead?"

The Londoner shot Mark a startled | ook. "No. Wat about it?"

"Someone's noving in." Mark watched Tony Gateman's reaction. It was what
he expect ed.

Pure shock. "Who on earth would do that?"

"Afamly. Met thema couple of days ago in the shop. They've got a
little lad about six years old."
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"They're nmoving in? Into the s-"

"Sshh ..." Mark's big tanned paw gri pped Tony's forearm Brinley Fox was
headi ng toward t hem

Tony used the pause to light a cigar.

When the Fox brother was safely out of earshot, Tony asked, "Wen?"
"Today. "

"You are joking? The place is derelict."

Mar k shook his head. "Took a walk up there this norning. They've put a
static caravan in the courtyard. They'll be living there while they
convert the place into a hotel ."

"A hotel ? Jesus wept ... Know anything el se about thenP"

"Just that they seened |ike ordinary folks." Mark shot Tony Gateman a
troubl ed | ook. "Do you think they know?"
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Chapter Ten
"Hello ... Anyone there?"

Henry Bl ackwood chuckl ed. "Come out, come out wherever you are.”

No reply.

Then he never expected one. Using the single oar at the stern, he
scul l ed the boat across the ocean toward the bobbing plastic bottle that
mar ked the position of the next |obster pot.

"You tell ne, girl, if you hear it again."

He |istened hinsel f. The sound, three knocks on the bottom of the hull

i ke soneone trying to attract Henry Bl ackwood's attention, did not
repeat itself.



Singing softly to hinself, he hoisted the pot up by its line. As he did
so he tal ked.

"Beautiful norning, Suzy. It's going to be a champion sumrer ... Now ..
What have we got here? Cone out, ny beauty, and into the box."

Taking care not to get crinped by the | obster's massive
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claws, he placed the creature into his catch-box.

"Seven already, Suzy ... It looks as if we're going to have a good day
A bl oody good day ... There you go-"

There was nothing he liked better. A glass-cal msea, the sun edging up
over the horizon, a mlky nmist softening the Iine of the coast. And to
talk to his beloved Suzy. He'd built her with his own hands fifteen
years ago: twenty feet long, she was painted a brilliant white and
resenbl ed an overgrown rowi ng boat. He inagi ned even God Al nmighty

hi nsel f coul dn't have been nore pl eased when He stood back to adnmire H s
cosm ¢ handi work on the Sixth Day.

Suzy never answered back. Always faithful, always reliable. Suzy carried
himefficiently away fromthe noise of his household full of teenage
sons who never stopped arguing nmorning, noon and night, all the way ten
nmles down the coast, to where he fished the | obster and crab grounds.
"Tea break, Suzy." He sat on the bench seat and pulled out a thernos.
"Mnd if | snoke, old girl? Ckay... | promise it'll only be the one."

Smiling, he poured the tea and |it the cigarette. He relaxed with the
gentl e bob of the boat and | ooked around, enjoying everything in God's
creation. The seagulls scooting | ow over the water. A formation of geese
flying hi gh overhead.

He was all alone. No other boats. Not even a glinpse of a distant cargo
shi p.

Gradual ly the mist began to thin and he coul d make out the houses down
the coast at CQut-Butterw ck.

Half a mile in front of himthe lines of the old sea-fort were taking
shape in the norning sunlight.

It wasn't always like this, though. The North Sea could be a rough old
bastard. Wien he left school he worked the trawers. One winter's day
the boat had sinply filled
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up with water and gone fromunder his feet. For twenty hours he hung
onto the buoy that marked the deep-water channels.

When at last the |lifeboat got himback to dry land a news reporter had
gone on and on about Bl ackwood' s superhuman strength; how he'd hung onto
t he buoy through a force eight gale that smashed boats into matchsticks.

Bl ackwood had grunted: "OF course you bl oody well get strong, pulling in
nets so full of fish that they weigh the sane as a fanmly car."



After that girls he'd never met before would come up to himin pubs and
squeeze his nuscul ar arns and giggle.

"You're not a silly giggler are you, old girl?" He patted Suzy's
gunwal e. "You're worth your weight in gold."

It happened agai n.
"Knock bl oody knock-who's there?"

This time four slow knocks beneath his feet-he even felt the vibration
t hrough hi s sea-boots.

"Who do you think it is, Suzy? M Neptune? Davy Jones-up fromhis
| ocker? Captain Bones | ooking for his booty?"

He chuckl ed and peered down over the side into the water

Not hi ng but smooth green ocean with hardly a ripple to break the
surface. Perhaps sonething had caught underneath the fishing boat. If it
was a line or piece of discarded net it could foul the propeller when

Bl ackwood canme to start the engine.

"Right, we can't see anything-let's see if we can feel anything on you,
old girl." Rolling up his sleeve, the fisherman knelt down at the side
of the boat, |eaned forward over the side and ran his hand al ong the
hul | bel ow the waterline.

Carefully he worked his way to where the sound had seened to cone
t hrough the pl anki ng. Leaning so far
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over he was within an ace of rolling forward into the water, he felt the
undersi de of the boat, fingers tingling with the cold now.

"Nothing ... You're as clean as a whistle, old girl."

It was as he began to pull his hand fromthe water that sonething
touched him

"Now, what was that?" He reached down under the boat again, his hand
clutching at sea water

Not hi ng

Probably just a stalk of sea kelp floating by.

He stood up, flicking the water fromhis hand, then drying it with a rag.
"Reckon it's Davy Jones up to his old tricks again."

He reached the next |obster pot, caught the plastic bottle marker
floating on the dead-cal msurface, and began pulling in the |ine.

Bl ackwood returned to his singing again. Then he stopped. The |ine had
snagged. He pulled harder. It still held firm

He was just about to yank it when the line cracked tight, jerking his



hands down toward the water

"Ach ... Damm, damm-damm!"

He et go of the Iine and watched as the slack he'd already pulled on
board shot over the gunwal e and di sappeared, taking the bottle marker
withit.

He | ooked over the side. The bottle had di sappear ed.

The sod had actually sunk like it was made out of stone.

I ncr edul ous, Bl ackwood shook his head. "Well, |I've never seen that
bef ore. Sonething pulled that bugger straight down ... Hmm we've got
somet hi ng bl oody peculiar going on here ... Ach, that's sore.™

He | ooked at his fingers. A friction burn ran across themin a
raw- | ooki ng groove. It began to burn like hellfire.

The fisherman knelt down and reached over the side
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of the boat again to dip his hand into the water. He stayed there for a
nmonent, letting the cold ocean take the fire out of the burn.

"Suzy ... What did | say about it being a good day? That sod nearly
burnt away my finger ... But what the hell could snag the line and yank
it down like that? Mm ... Mght be submarine trouble again. Last year

old Bob ended up with a periscope through his keel. If the bl oody Navy
want to-"

Bl ackwood stopped and stared down at his hand in disbelief. It was bel ow
the surface of the water; he could see nothing, but-

"That's odd. You know, old girl, it feels as if soneone's hol ding
nmy-Christ!™”

It had him

He tried to pull back his hand.

He couldn't-sonething held it there beneath the water. For all the world
it felt as though another hand were gripping his. Strong fingers around
his fingers ... Shark? Conger eel? It had to be-

Get it out of therel Get it out!

Bl ackwood wrenched backward until his back nuscl es creaked.

He couldn't shift it.

He strained harder. He could see nothing, but now the water swirled and
boil ed under the boat like big fish in a feeding frenzy.

"Let go ... Let go ..

The pull on his hand increased. The boat began to tip sideways. She was
goi ng to capsi ze.



Bl ackwood shifted his bal ance so he could pull harder, his mnd spinning
like fury.

Sonet hing was trying to drag himoverboard... . Sonething wanted himin
the water. ... Something ..

"Let go!"
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But the hand only tightened around his. Then pull ed harder.

Now his face was nearly in the water that threshed and bubbled to foam

He felt the boat tipping; now he was lying at an angle so steep his

bl ood ran fromhis legs to his head. The | obsters slid fromthe

cat ch-box back into the ocean

H s face was an inch fromthe churning sea that splashed his head and neck
"Get off... Get off ... Getoff!"

He panted and choked as the sea splashed into his nmouth. Any second now.

Any second now Suzy would roll over and he'd be trapped beneath her
Al one with her and whatever was in the water, unseen, pulling him down.

He didn't see it cone. But suddenly he felt a blowto his face; followed
instantly by a pain that pierced his right eye.

"Christ!"

The water churned white. The heavy catch-box rolled over his back and
into the sea

Why coul d he no |l onger see out of his right eye? He blinked to try to
clear it. Wiy did it hurt? \Wy-

He was still blinking when the second bl ow cane. This time to his left
eye. Again came the piercing pain as if sonething sharp had been driven

into the eyeball.

Now t he foam ng white had gone. There was only a throbbing dark
bl ot ched with red.

Wth a mighty pull, the fisherman freed his hand. Wth the rel ease the
boat sl apped back |l evel onto the water.

And then it was still-and silent. The ferocious threshing of the ocean
had st opped.

Henry Bl ackwood shakily pulled hinself up onto the bench seat that ran
across the middle of the boat.

He lifted his fingers to his face and felt his eyes.
"Blind ... I'mblind, old girl. ..." H's voice was a dry
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whi sper. "How are we going to get hone, girl?"

He sat there for a full three minutes, whispering over and over, "Wo's
done this to us, girl? Wwo's done this to us?"

Then he felt the boat dip beneath him

He tilted his head to one side, listening. A low splash, then the sound
of water dripping on water.

The boat di pped down.
Soneone's pulling us down ...
No ... No. Soneone is clinbing into the boat.

He did not nove. He did not speak. He did not show any sign that he had
heard anything at all

He just used all his thirty years' experience as a fisherman to sense
what was happeni ng- and where.

At the prow, someone was pulling thenmself onto his boat. On to his Suzy.
Slowy he let his hand fall to his side.

The oar. His fingers tightened around the tinber shaft.

Still pretending he'd noticed nothing, he waited until the tine was right.

Then in an expl osive nonment he was on his feet, picking up the heavy oar
and swinging it in a tremendous arc; the oar buzzed through the air.

It hit something wet. Sonething not hard nor completely soft. Something
that felt |ike-

"A man. A sodding man ... | got him Suzy." Blackwood heard the
sati sfying splash of the nman falling back into the water, no doubt with
a nmess of broken ribs to nurse on his honeward journey.

It happened again. The tilting of the boat as another clinbed on. The
fi sherman swung the oar again, hitting the man. Again the splash.

"If only I could see the bastards. |I'd bust their bleeding skulls." He
panted and swung agai n. The oar cracked against flesh. And yet there
were no cries of pain even though the bl ows were hard enough to snap bones.
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"Who are they, Suzy? Why are they doing this to us?"

Drug snmugglers. That's it, he told hinself. Foreign boats were comng in
at night and leaving the drugs in his |obster pots. The next day divers

woul d swi mout fromthe beach, pick up the drugs, and within hours they

woul d be en route to poison the kids in the cities.

Well, they'd cocked up. Bl ackwood had caught them He would break their
bodies with his bare hands if he had to. He didn't even feel the pain
from his punctured eyes now punped with adrenalin and anger, he was
ready for the fight.



They were coning fast now. The boat dipped at the stern, then on the
bow, then the port side. He sawthemin his mnd s eye, divers in
wet-suits, hoisting thensel ves onto Suzy-catch hi mwhen his back was
turned then slip a knife through his ribs.

But the stupid bastards had picked the wong man.

Wth the Viking blood of his ancestors singing through his veins, the
fisherman swung the oar like a warrior's sword, hacking and chopping the
men off his bel oved boat and back into the water

"Cone on ... Cone on! Get a taste of this!"

Crack!

The oar cracked agai nst a head.

Then anot her. And anot her.

For five mnutes he batted themoff the boat.

Then suddenly they were gone.

Bl ackwood stood in the center of the boat, feet apart, and |istened.

Beneath his feet a stirring, then a light tap

That was followed by a series of hard bl ows that sent tingling shocks up
t hrough the man's | egs.

Sonet hi ng noved around his ankl es.

Bast ar ds.

They' d knocked holes in Suzy's planking. Water swirled up around his knees.
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Roaring, like a lion raging at the death of its mate, he fought as the

boat settled lower in the water. He struck at the unseen nmen as they

used their body weight to pull his boat down into the sea.

He wouldn't | eave his Suzy. Not ever

Feroci ously he fought on. Even when the ocean cl osed over his head and
instead of air in his lungs there was only water
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Chapter El even

Chris pulled out the drawer in the side of the caravan's sofa and began
rooting through the already swiftly accunul ating junk.

"Ruth ... Have you seen the shells?"
She wal ked in fromthe bathroom hurriedly brushing her hair.

"What shell s? Have you seen the car keys?"



"On the hook by the door ... Those seashells David found on the beach
| ast week."

"Forget the shells, love. W're going to be busy enough today as it is.
Do you think this skirt goes with the t-shirt?"

"Perfect. | deliberately put them sonmewhere safe."

Chris scratched the bridge of his nose as he squatted over the drawer.
"Remenber, | told you about-"

"About how strange they were." Ruth sighed. "That you could see faces

drawn on them | know, | renmenber. Wiere's that noney for the groceries?
And I'Il need
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some coins for the phone. Have you got ... Christ "

"What's the matter?"

"The bl oody gol dfish has gone and died on us."

"Jesus. That's just what we need." He slid the drawer shut. "Were's David?"
"He's pl ayi ng outside."

"Cood. I'Il flush it down the toilet. You hide the bow."

"Reason for O ark Kent's di sappearance?"

He ki ssed her on the forehead. "You'll think of something."

The gol dfish lay on the surface of the water. Its body arched so the
tail pointed down toward the little plastic pirate ship.

"Hurry up, Chris. |'ve got to phone the architect at half-past."

"I was just finding the best way to-"

"Dad!" cried David urgently. "They're herel™

Chris quickly turned his back on the deceased O ark Kent, using his body
to shield it fromhis son. David | eaned in through the door at the far
end of the caravan.

"What's the matter, darling?" asked Ruth artificially.

"The lorries are coming. Shall | tell themwhere to go?"

"No, Dad will tell them Stand somewhere safe to watch." She turned back
to Chris. "Do it later. I'll lock the door. Now you two | ook after one
anot her. Bye."

Two lorries carrying steel skips came swaying through the gateway into
the courtyard. One disconcertingly carried the command PI SS OFF in

yel | ow aer osol

David ran forward to clutch Chris's hand to watch as Chris pointed out



where the skips should go.

It had begun.

Al the rubble, old tinbers, Army boots, boxes, broken furniture that

| ay heaped throughout the building had to be wheel -barrowed out to the
ski ps. The trucks woul d be
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back in four hours to take the | oaded skips away then return with two
nore. He would have to work fast. The tides would dictate his schedul es.
At high tide the causeway woul d be covered by ocean. Then nothing, on
wheel s anyway, could conme in or out.

Whil e David played with his cars in the courtyard, Chris began. He chose
the nearest roomto the main entrance and began to enpty it of old

bedst eads, then a mountain of old Army boots.

For two hours he worked furiously, losing all track of tine.

He was startled to see Ruth appear. She wore old jeans and a t-shirt
bearing a picture of a black cat and the word PURR ... FECT.

"What are you doi ng?" he denanded.

"Hel pi ng you."

"You can't, Ruth. This is-"

"Man's work? We're doing this together. |I do what you do."

He | ooked across at his wife and not for the first time in the [ast few
days he found hinmself loving her in a way that was new and deeper than
ever before. What woul dn't she selflessly sacrifice for hinP

They wor ked together, clearing the next roomin half an hour. The dust
made Chris's throat paper-dry, and when he sneezed it left a black

spl otch in his handkerchi ef.

The next roomheld all the old internal doors. Drabgreen painted things
t hat had warped over the years.

"This is the only roomthat snells danp,"” said Ruth, tugging at the
first door. It bore the legend CO KNOCK AND WAIT in white letters.

He sniffed. A faint snell of mushroons. "It doesn't seemtoo bad. W'l
get the architect to stick the danp meter on the walls."

"Chris!"
83

He dropped the door he was carrying. It fell with a painfully Ioud
crash. "Wat's wong!"

" Qui ck. "

"Jesus, Ruth, | thought you'd hurt yourself."



Ruth grinned. "It looks as if we've got a sitting tenant."

"Christ ... Not rats."

"Not animal. Vegetable. See for yourself."

Behi nd the door was an ancient ceramic sink. But it was what was in the
si nk, beneath a single dripping tap, that she had seen. There in the
bow bl oonmed a mass of green | eaves.

"“A bush?"

"Not any old bush." She reached into the green nmass that |ooked as if it
was expl odi ng out of the sink and snapped off a thick white shoot.
"Look." She bit a chunk off and chewed it.

"Rut h?"

She smled. "It's celery. Here, have a bit."

"Celery fits into the palmof your hand." He ran his hand through the
verdant growth. "This'Il fill a wheelbarrow. How the hell did it get here?"

"One of the builders years ago. Probably had a celery fetish and left it
in the sink with some water to keep it fresh. And it just grew and
grew." She held out the stalk for himto bite. "Guess what we'll be
having for tea for the next three years."

He bit. The white flesh was crisp and surprisingly sweet.
The nother of all celery plants took some shifting. The thick bole from
where the shoots sprang had swollen over the years to fill the sink. It

was like trying to prise a fat man froma too-small bath

"The sink will have to go anyway." He snmashed the china bowl. "Shit." A

smal |l rush of water ran over his shoes. "Now will you |l ook at that."
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Her eyes widened. "It's filled it." Like a jelly poured into a nold the

celery had grown hard agai nst every contour of the sink. It had even
grown around the sink chain which disappeared into the plant. The plug
itself must have been surrounded by |layer after |ayer of celery stalks
somewhere in the celery heart.

It took another five mnutes of prising and swearing before it rel eased
its enbrace on the sink. Wth a crisp snapping sound it cane | oose
suddenly, throwi ng himoff balance. "Jesus ... That's heavy." He heaved
the nonster plant into the wheel barrow

"Just a minute." She snapped sone of the snmaller stalks fromthe heart
of the plant. "I'Il make lunch."

"Resourceful. Now if you can knock together a few four-poster beds out
of those old doors and ammo boxes, we've got it nade."

He wheel ed the barrow out to the skip. Wthout the sides of the sink
holding it tightly in place, the plant had fl opped outward in a spray of
white rubbery stal ks that noved in the breeze. Now, for all the world,
it | ooked |like sonme species of huge al bino spider. He covered the



nmonster plant with the doors, then went back to nove the |ast piece of
junk fromthe rooma wooden straightbacked chair. It stood in the danp
dirt by the sink. Wen he tried to nove it, it wouldn't budge. \Wen he
forced it, it gave with the sanme crisp crack he had heard earlier when
he prised the celery fromthe sink

Instinctively, he knew what he would find when he | ooked nore closely at
the raw glistening feet of the chair.

It had taken root in the floor. He ran his fingers across the four
snapped roots in the dirt which corresponded to where the four |egs of
the chair had stood. The wood of the chair was alive. The frane had
war ped, or grown rather, making the |l eather seat too small for the
frame. He felt the arnms. They were beginning to bud with new
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growm hs. From touch al one he could feel that the | egs had swollen

Anot her ten years and he woul d have found sonet hi ng between a chair and
atree. Not quite one thing or the other. It would slowy have filled
the room vying for space with the swollen celery plant.

Feel i ng suddenly cold, he broke the chair against the stone wall, then
dropped the pieces into the wheel barrow. When Ruth called himfor |unch
he did not nmention the chair to her
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Chapter Twel ve
"Cel ery boats?"

Chris smled. "No thanks, Ruth. |I'll stick with the sandw ches. Has
Davi d eat en?"

"Al'l he wanted was a Pot Noodle." She read his expression. "It's okay.
He didn't conme into the caravan."”

"Did you get rid of the gol dfish?"

"That's your job, |oving husband."
"Thanks a million. Just check your pants drawer tonight." He grinned.
"Make sure | haven't slipped it into one of your stockings."

"Pig." Playfully, she kicked himon the shin.
"Ah ... But I'myour very own |loving pig."

They were sat on chairs on the wal kway that ran around the top of the
sea-fort wall. Overhead, spring was doing a superb new paint-job on the
sky, a deep, flaw ess blue. Twenty feet beneath himon the beach, David
crouched over a pile of toys. He had drawn huge faces in the sand with a
stick. They had grins and squint eyes.
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"Perfect.” Ruth wiggled lower into her chair, resting her feet on his
l egs. "The celery wants eating up before it wilts."



Below in the courtyard were the two skips, now full and awaiting
collection. In one lay the celery nonster spider, its long white,
rubbery | egs no doubt splayed out and crushed beneath thirteen heavy
ti nber doors and five wheel barrowsful of concrete rubble.

Get out of that one and 1'lIl call you Houdini, he thought.
"As there's nore junk to shift," said Ruth, "maybe we should get help."
"Any ideas?"

"There's a lad in the village who seens to do odd jobs for people.
You' ve probably seen him Long, straggly hair and a scruffy beard. Looks
like a wild man fromthe backwoods. | think he's a bit sinple.™

"He'll fit in well here, then."
"Perhaps he could give us a hand."
"It's an idea. I'Il ask him™"

Whi |l e she shut her eyes and basked in the sun, he settled down to watch
Davi d playing on the beach. David had bal anced three of his toys on a
boul der that rose out of the sand to knee height. The toys were his
favorites-a Maddog Bigfoot, a blue stunt car, and a Star \Wars
storntrooper figure. He then placed a Superman com c next to those on
the boul der. He | eaned forward, resting his hands on the snooth boul der
and intently studying the toys as if they were about to perform a neat
trick.

After that he began to look fromthe toys to the sea then back again.
The sea was creeping in. After a few minutes the first waves hit the
boul der. They rolled slowy around it.

David ran a few paces up the beach then turned to watch the boulder wth
an intensity that nade Chris's own neck ache.
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Why on earth had he done that? H's son had deliberately marooned sone of
hi s nmost precious toys on the boulder. By now the sea had conpletely
encircled the boul der.

Wien David used a swear word or made sone observation on life that woul d
have been inpressive comng froman adult's lips, it always caught Chris
by surprise. He would shoot David a | ook, half wondering if sone
forty-year-old dwarf had switched identities with his son. He felt that
way now.

God al one knew why. The boy was only playing what six-year-olds no doubt
pl ayed. But it had the air of- Chris struggled for the description-a
ritual. Or a cerenony.

The waves had swollen in size now What happened next was inevitable.

One hit the Maddog car and it disappeared into the sea with a splash;
t he recedi ng wave sucked it away out of sight.

David's reaction was odd.



He sl apped his hands over his eyes as if the |oss had upset him But a
second | ater he yanked his hands away.

The boy was forcing hinself to watch the toys bei ng washed away by the
waves. The comi cs went next, then the blue car. The Star Wars trooper
seened to hang on the |longest, until a splash of water knocked it to the
edge of the boulder and it hung over the edge |ike a drunken diver, arns
out st r et ched.

The next wave clainmed it for the sea.

Chris | ooked back at David. He had retreated up the beach fromthe
incoming tide and sat cross-legged, staring out to sea. He | ooked
drained, as if the act of losing some of his favorite toys had exhausted
hi m

Losi ng t hen?
No. He had given them away.
89

"Ruth, do you think he's happy here? | nean, noving house, losing his
old friends."

She opened her eyes. "Wat makes you ask that?"
He told her what David had done.

"David! Hey, David!"

No reaction

He hadn't heard. O, nore likely, he pretended not to hear. David seened
to be rolled up in his own personal nisery at the nmonent. He stared at
the sea which had taken his favorite toys.

"Don't worry, Chris. I'll go down and talk to him" Ruth ran lightly
down the steps to the courtyard while he watched his son. Something mnust
be troubling the boy.

He turned to go down the steps but was surprised to see Ruth hurrying
back up toward him

"Come on," she said quickly. "W've got a visitor."
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Chapter Thirteen

In the courtyard he found a small man-in his sixties, black-rinmed

gl asses, white hair conbed over a bald patch. He was gazing up at the
sea-fort walls as if they had just fallen fromthe Land of Oz. Ruth and
David stood a little way off, watching him Ruth caught Chris's eye. She
gave a puzzled shrug when the little man's back was turned.

"Magic," the man was saying to hinself. "Just magic." Chris coughed.
"Hell 0? Can | hel p you?" The man turned. His nbst striking feature was
his nose. Long, thin, and with a bony |l ook to it which managed to seem
al nost aristocratic wthout being beaky.



Whoever he was, he could go. And quickly. The trucks were due for the skips.

"M. Stainforth. Ms. Stainforth. And little David." This little nan had
done his homework. "I'm Tony Gateman. Good afternoon." He shook hands
with Chris and Ruth. "The tinmes |'ve passed this
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pl ace over the last fifteen years and never once have | seen inside.
This courtyard is bl oody enormous."” He | ooked longingly toward the door
into the main part of the sea-fort. "Like a museumin there, | shoul dn't
wonder . "

"At the monent it's nore of a junkyard. Most of the original fittings
were ripped out when a builder began to convert it into a hotel. Never
got off the ground, though. He went bust."

"But we don't intend to." Ruth noved nearer. "W've a sound financi al
pl an and the bank's backing."

Tony Gatenan peered at her through the thick | enses of his gl asses.
"Actually, Fox and Barnett didn't go bust. Barnett had retired by then
but old Jack Fox ran the firmsweet as a nut. It was liquid all right."

Chris's interest was stirred. "What happened?”

"Ahh ... " It was nore than an expression of renenbering; M. Gatenan

was thinking hard. "He just decided it wasn't really his line of work.
Pul | ed the plug on the project and went back to building semis ... I'm
sorry, M. and Ms. Stainforth, you'll still be wondering who the hell

am Poking my nose in."
Bored, David had drifted back to the caravan.

"I call myself Qut-Butterw ck's local historian, but that's just a

flimy excuse. The truth is | like sticking ny nose into things." He
rubbed the I ong aristocratic nose. "So tell me to clear off if you

like." He | aughed, and Chris felt hinmself beginning to like the little man.

He continued: "A couple of years ago | published a little book, a
history of Qut-Butterw ck. The church, pub, shipwecks; the interesting
characters of yesteryear, that kind of thing. Trouble is this sea-fort
is the nost interesting place; up to bloody here in history, and | could
never get access."

"Well, feel free to |l ook around,” said Chris. Ruth shot hima | ook
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"Ch, 1'll snatch your hand off for that invitation. I'Il give you

notice, though I can see you're up to your ears in crap today. But
fascinating place. Manshead here was nentioned by the Romans in 97 AD. A
Roman tax collector wote about it in a letter to his wife in Rone. |
managed to get a stat of the thing fromthe British Museum It also gets
a fair bit of press in ecclesiastical chronicles of the sixth and
seventh centuries.”

"Manshead, " said Ruth. "It's just a lunp of rock they built the sea-fort
on."



"Just a piece of rock, ny dear? This is a rock and a half. Have you
noticed there're no shellfish stuck to it; not a ruddy one. The rock's a
freak. Look at the geol ogy around here, it's boulder clay with a few
bits of sandstone. Manshead is igneous, probably volcanic. If you could
make the sea and sand and stuff around here all invisible, the picture
you woul d get would be of the seafort standing on a big black

pi |l | ar-what ?- maybe two, three mles high, a bit Iike Nelson's Colum."

"But people fromcenturies ago wouldn't have known that. Wy did they
make all the fuss about it?" said Ruth.

"Magic, my dear. Place is soaked in it." He gave a wheezing | augh
"That's what they believed yonks ago anyway. You know, |ey-lines and
geomantric forces and that kind of crap. They believed this was one of
the focal points. Were they could get closer to their god."

"We' |l put that in the advertisenments when the hotel opens.™

"Anything to get the punters in is a good thing," agreed Tony Gatenan.
"Ah ... must get on." He glanced at his watch. "I was just passing so
thought 1'd call in. Cheerio."

Just passing? thought Chris. In those shoes? They were highly polished
brogues. And just passing to where? Apart fromthe beach and the marshes
there was nothing for mles.
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Tony began to wal k across the cobbled yard and then stopped abruptly.
"I'"'m having a barbecue at ny place tonorrow evening. It'd be lovely if
you coul d cone."

To Chris's surprise Ruth said: "We'd love to."

"Six o' clock. Make use of the daylight. The name of the house is "The
New Bungal ow.” On Main Street. You can't nmiss it. See ya, folks."

Tony hurried away with that amazingly fast stride that only small nen
seem abl e t o nmanage.

"A barbecue, eh?" said Chris. "Wth the natives. | only hope we're not
on the menu."

"Ungrateful sod," said Ruth good-naturedly. "If we're going to becone
part of the community, we mght as well nake a start. If we can ..
Chris ..."

"What's wrong?"

"Look. "

Thr ough the wi ndow of the caravan he could see the flicker of the
t el evi si on.

"Jesus ... |'d forgotten all about the bl oody gol dfish."
They ran to the caravan.

David stood with his back to them a drumof fishfood in his hand, while



he sprinkled ants' eggs onto the surface of the water
"Don't worry, kidda. We'll get a new one."

"A new what, Dad?"

"Well, anew... "

Hi s voice dried.

Instead of lying Iifeless on the surface, its big eye pressed to the
underside of the water like a fishy peeping tom the fish was racing
around the bowl wth powerful flicks of its tail.

"A new what, Dad?"

"Ch ... I... just thought a bigger bowl ... Gve Cark Kent a bit nore
room"

"Thanks, Dad."
Chris crouched down beside himso he could see the
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fish nmore closely. The shrunken | ook had gone; its scales blazed with a
heal t hy gold col or.

Shaki ng his head, he rose and ruffled David's hair. "Back to work." As
he passed Ruth he kissed her on the back of the neck and whi spered, "I
think I'lIl keep you on the payroll."

n W]y?ll

"For quick thinking in the face of adversity."

"You've | ost ne, |over."

"For buyi ng anot her gol dfish and switching it for poor old O ark Kent
when we were out."

"I did nothing of the sort. That is Cark Kent."
"But it was dead."

"It | ooked like that."

"But-"

"But nothing. Let sleeping dogs lie. It's alive. David s happy. Now'-she
pecked himon the lips-"forget all about it."

The UFQ, trailing smoke and flanes, crashed into the gray | unar
| andscape. Wth a fanfare of thin electronic notes the score on the
| eft-hand corner of the screen flickered up to 1600.

Davi d pressed the button marked START. He had one life left. The next
i nvadi ng UFO began to float down toward his |unar base.

"Are you getting the hang of it now, David?"



"Yes."

He felt his mums armaround himtighten into an affecti onate squeeze.
They sat side by side on the sand, their legs outstretched in front of
them Down the beach the tide was slipping in over the dry sand; each
wave brought the sea a little closer. Above their heads, seagulls
floated like scraps of white paper
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"Do you miss your old friends? Chrissie Fawl ey and Matt hew?"

He concentrated on the UFO his thunb hitting the fire button

"No, not really."

"We think it's really nice here, don't we? Living in a caravan by the
sea. It's like being on holiday, isn't it?"

"WIl | still have to go to school ?"

"Yes, you'll go to a new school in Minby-near where we stayed in the hotel

"I'"l'l make new friends."

"OfF course you will. There will be lots and lots of children your age.
We can invite themacross to the seafort to play on the beach. And when
the building work's all done, Nan and Grandad can cone across to stay.
It won't be as quiet as it is now, there'll be |lots of people about.
Look ... Well done, David."

The fanfare sounded again. Al the UFO arny had been despatched to UFO
heaven; GAME OVER flashed up with a score of 2000.

"That's the first tinme you' ve won, isn't it?"

"Yes." He gazed at the flashing figures. After nonths of failed
attenpts, suddenly it seemed easy. And dull, really.

Now he wanted a-what was the word Dad used to say over and over at the
ol d house?

CHALLENGE

Yes, he wanted a CHALLENGE

When he thought of his toys all spoiled by sea water, it still hurt

i nside. But again David thought of what his dad had said about the
sea-fort. He said it would cost a |lot of noney. That for a while they
woul dn't be able to buy many treats. They would have to sacrifice sone
things they liked. But in the end the sacrifice would be worthwhile.
96

The I oss of his favorite toys still hurt him he had nearly cried.

but the sacrifice would be worthwhile.



The green nunerals of the clock radio glowed 11:11 across the caravan
bedroom Chris lay flat on his back, one hand pillowi ng his head. By his
side Ruth lay sleeping on her stomach. The only sounds were his wife's
gentl e breathing and the faint hiss of the surf. Shuu-shshu-sh..
Exhausted fromthe day's work, his eyelids began to grow heavy in the
confortabl e darkness of the room He tried to resist sleep, wanting to
enjoy the flow of the day's nenories. He woul d never have believed that
hard | abor coul d be so satisfying.

He gl ossed over nenories of David' s odd behavior. Deliberately | eaving
his precious toys and Superman comics on the rock to be washed away by
the waves. Kids do funny things. Hadn't he once taken to swall ow ng
smal | pebbl es when he was five years ol d? God al one knew why.

Shuu- shh-shuu-sh-sh ..

Chris's eyes closed.

He dreaned:

The tide had rolled out. This time it had not stopped. It had rolled
back somewhere beyond the horizon

Now there was only a plain that had once been the bottom of the sea.
Starfish and shells gleamed like stars in the sand. Here and there,
seaweed patches, green and wet-Ilooking, the size of football pitches.

He wal ked out across the plain.

As he approached an expanse of seaweed he noticed a ship in its center
How I ong had it lain at the bottom of the sea?

He ached to take a closer |look. This was the kind of nystery that every
school boy | oved. The sunken ship; the
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anchor hanging froma rusted chain, brown kelp stuck to the funnel. Ws
there treasure in the hold? Get closer. Read the nanme painted in white

across the stern. See what's inside.

He wal ked across the sand toward the ship. He was about to clinb onto it
when, in his dream he noticed Ruth standing beside him

"Careful, Chris," she whispered, "there are poi sonous snhakes in there."
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Chapt er Fourteen

They woke up huggi ng one another tightly; the clock flickered to 12: 39.
"I love you, Chris. Hold ne."

"You're not tired?"

"Mmm " breathed Ruth. "But |I'mtoo hungry to sleep."

"Hungry?"



She kissed himfirmy on the Iips. "Hungry for you. Make love to ne."

H s heartbeat quickened. Kissing her hard, he pulled her nightie up

hi gher, up over her breasts, which were firnmng and rising in the cool er
air. He kissed each breast, then ran his tongue across the hardening

ni ppl es.

"Ch ..." She pulled his head agai nst her bare breasts. "Do anything you
want to nme. Now. "

David sat up in bed rubbing his eyes with his fists and yawning. It mnust
be very late. No television sounds or
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voi ces, so his mum and dad were in bed.

He | ooked across the room his eyes adjusting to the dark. Ch no. The
headl ess boy was there against the wall again.

He pressed his knuckles into his eyes.
He wanted to shout. But his dad would be mad if he had to get out of bed

at this time. He'd conme in saying: "David, how nany times have | got to
tell you? It's only your dressing gown. Take it down if it frightens you.'

It always did frighten him The headl ess boy. A dark hunpy-backed shape.
He risked a glinpse.

Ye- essss ..
It was getting closer.

He ki cked his way out of the quilt and stood up. Managing to cover both
eyes with one hand, he wal ked forward with the other outstretched.

Headl ess boy. You won't get me. Headl ess boy, how did you get that way?
Heard a funny joke? And | aughed your head off? Ha! Ha

Davi d kept up the flow of nonsense thoughts to stop his imagination from
supplying too many scary pictures.

Headl ess boys are big asses-
They' ve got no ears for their glasses ..

Still shielding his eyes fromthe figure, David reached out for the
dressi ng gown.

He clutched at sonething snmooth and col d.
Instantly his mnd said WET.

A wet, headl ess boy fromthe deep bl ue sea.

CGot a kiss for David; if you can find my nouth.

Shoul dn't be cold and snoot h.



It's the silly wall, he thought, relieved. Caravan walls are plastic.
H s hand swept to the left, catching the dressing gown. Roughly he
dragged it fromthe hook. The headl ess boy just becanme a naff old
dressi ng gown that he never wore
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anyway. Screwing it into a ball, he threwit into the corner of the
bedroom then hopped back into bed to lie | ooking up at the darkened

cei ling.

Abruptly, he sat up. He had heard a sound. It seened to cone fromthe
caravan wall just behind his head. He thought hard.

There were no roons on that side of the wall. The sound cane from outsi de.

He heard it again. A soft grating. Like sonething sliding across the
cobbl est ones.

Set above his bed was the curtained window Al he had to do was knee
up and | ook outsi de.

David knelt up in bed. Then he lifted the curtain.
"Ch, Chris ... | can't believe you're doing that to me. Un ..."

He felt her hands around his head pulling himto her tightly.

He could snell her, taste her; his body felt alight. He wanted to hold
her so tightly that they fused into a single living being.

"That's beautiful. Oh, harder ... Don't worry ... You're not hurting
me-ah ... That's it. Mmner ... Harder ... Don't ... Ch, yes."

H s breath cane in bursts, his heart a hard punping engine. Yes. He felt
enornously powerful, a towering col ossus above her, with the power to
make this woman cry out or chew her knuckles in ecstasy. She was his;
she woul d do anyt hi ng.

She panted words breathlessly. "Ch ... | love it, | loveit. ... You're
breaking me. ... Oh, I'mbreaking in two. "

The punpi ng engi ne had taken over. He gripped her, feeling her sobbing
gasps hot on his throat. He wasn't in control. That engine inside of him
pounded on and on
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and on. Watever happened now, it would have nothing to do with him

The first thing David saw when he lifted the curtain was a face.

H s eyes wi dened.

Its eyes wi dened.

He opened hi s nouth.

It opened its nouth too. It had big white teeth with a definite gap at



the front.
He smiled. Then tapped the glass. The face snil ed back
"Ree-fl eck-shun ... Ree-fleck-shun."

He | ooked out into the courtyard which was fl ooded with cool noonlight.
It it the skips that his dad would have to fill with rubble tonorrow
nor ni ng.

Thr ough the open gates he could see the waves all twi nkling and foam ng
across the causeway.

H gh tide. Now the sea-fort had becone a little island
once nore.
Toni ght the sea | ooked black in places. A bit like black cherry jelly.

Sonet hi ng broke the surface of the water. Then imredi ately di sappeared
again. He leaned forward, pressing his nose to the cold glass. Things
were noving about in the water. Maybe they were the seals his dad had
told himabout. He stared hard, certain they would show t hensel ves agai n.

"Chris ..." She breathed a deep, sobbing breath. "Don't stop, don't stop."

Her fingernails dug sharply into the back of his neck; her |egs were
wrapped tightly around him her heels forcing thenselves into his back
in a series of spasns.

He had never experienced | ove-naking like this before. Her ferocious
passion only excited himmnore. Their
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bodi es clashed together. She held the two of themtogether, grinding at
him It was as if she were making that desperate bid to force himso
deeply into her body that they would permanently merge into one-like two
figures made from noist clay, pressed together to be molded into a new
form He panted. He kissed her violently; the salt on her breasts bit
into his tongue. There was no seafort now, no sea, no coast, no
Manshead, no nation, no world, no universe. Only the two of them
nmeshi ng together, joining into a single pounding being. A huge heart beat
thundered in his ears. Faster and faster.

Now he was no | onger conscious of nmoving his body. He did not owmn it. It
noved faster and faster, like a nechanical hanmer, untiring; beating out
an ancient rhythmthat was as old as life itself.

An expl osion was building in his body. She bit hungrily at his neck. An

unearthly sweet pain-he desired it; he wanted it to pierce his body from
head to toe. The expl osion rose inside him

She panted. "Do it. Now ... Break nme! Ah!"

Davi d | ooked out. There, slap bang in the middle of the causeway, was a-
He junped, startled. He'd not expected that. Shocked, he covered his

face with his hands. For a nmoment he thought of calling out. But these
days he was trying to be a brave boy.



Maybe it was ... Maybe it was just a ..

Slowy, so he could just peep through them he opened his fingers, bit
by bit.

On the causeway, just beyond the gates, standing as if it were a sunny
day in the park, was a man.

But there was something odd about him

He did not nove. He had a white face. A very, very white face which had
startl ed Davi d.
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And the man with the white face stared at David in the w ndow.

Just then he had the strongest feeling that the man wanted David to go
to him It was |ike being called by your numor your dad-you just felt
you had to do it.

You must.

But David wasn't allowed out of the caravan at night on his own. Too
danger ous.

Too scary.

Al'l alone in the dark

But the man wanted him

The man did not nove. And now t he waves were washi ng around his |egs.
Wasn't he wet?

But David couldn't see his feet in the water.

Alittle boat naybe? A raft?

He felt al arned.

He had a feeling in his stonmach. Like when he had the nasty dream about
t he wormmhol e under his bed. This was nastier sonehow.

And the man was cal ling.

Cal l'i ng hi m down.

Time to go, David.

Tinme to see the man on the water

H s sweat - soaked paj amas were sticking to his skin. They felt cold.
What was he doi ng here?

He | ooked around him The sea-fort walls were like cliffs, shooting up
into the nmoonlit sky. Why was he standing in the courtyard in the mddle



of the night? The cobbles felt cold and gritty under his bare feet. The
caravan |l ay behind him the door swayed open in the breeze. Wy wasn't
he back there nice and snug under his quilt?

Then he renenbered. That man had wanted to see him That was all he knew.
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The man with the hard white face stared. He did not nove.

Even though David was frightened, something inside himwanted to go.

He had somet hing that David wanted. Just what, he didn't know But he
wanted it so badly now

He wanted ..

Now ... Gve it to ne!

| bought it. It is minel

Davi d heard his own voi ce-demandi ng, demandi ng, demandi ng.

He had nearly reached the gates. One swayed, creaking on its rusty
hi nges. The breeze was fresher here, the hiss of the surf |ouder over
t he causeway.

The man's white face shone. It shone brighter than sonmething reflecting
nmere noonlight.

Woul d David have to touch that snooth face? Now he could see dark
pat ches where the man's eyes shoul d be.

|'ve made the swap. | let ny toys get washed away into the sea on
purpose. W had a deal. | don't have to give anynore. That's the rule,
you don't have to give anynore once you' ve nade the deal. Spit on ny
pal m shake hands.

Now t he face towered above him Big and around and white and hard. Like
the man in the nmoon

Too soon, David. Too soon

Davi d stepped out of the sea-fort and onto the causeway. A wave |icked
hi s toes.

"If we hear it again I'll go see what it is." Chris pulled his wife
cl ose. Even though it was dark, sonehow he knew she was smiling. She
ki ssed himon the chin.

"I'f we don't "
"Then it's the same again for you, my dear."

He chuckl ed, feeling deliciously rel axed. The sheets were a tangle
beneath them but he couldn't care |ess.

"It's nearly two. W'll have to sleep sonetine."

105



"W will ... Sonetinme." He ran his fingers down her spine. "Blast," she
murmured. "Did you hear it?" "It'll be a seagull."
"Or aseal. | don't want it raiding the dustbin. I'Il just check." She

ni pped the end of his nose with her teeth. She sat up in bed and raised
the curtain. Her sudden yell stabbed his ears. "David!"

Mar k Faust sat on the dunes, watching the sea-fort by noonlight.

Waves rolled in over the beach in a soft roar. He'd watched them creep
over the raised causeway, turning the sea-fort into an island. The
sea-fort itself |oomed against the nmoonlit sea |ike a beached

battl eship. The breeze ruffled his hair and he shivered slightly,
feeling the hairs on his arms rising up on end one by one.

The sight of the place always did that to him He renenbered the first
time he had seen the sea-fort. And he knew what lay just a few hundred
yards beyond it in ten fathons of ocean

Through the sea-fort's big double gates he could make out the caravan
that the famly lived in while they converted the stone heap into a
hotel. Jesus ... A hote

He shook his head.
As he watched he heard a bang; a |ight shone fromthe w ndow of the caravan.

Swiftly, he clinbed to his feet. Two figures ran fromthe caravan toward
t he gates.

Jesus, one of the figures was as naked as the day they were born. They
were too far away for himto be certain, but he got the inpression it
was the woman. She ran like an athlete across the stone cobbles-in her
bare feet.

Why on earth? ...
Then the American saw what she was runni ng toward.
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The little kid. For sone reason he stood ankle-deep in the surf on the
causeway. Like a little blond statue.

He saw the boy's nmother grab hold of himand clutch himto her bare
chest. She held himlike that for a noment. The husband, wearing a
dressing gown, stood a little distance away. Mark saw that they were
speaking to one another-at first agitated; he could not tell what they
sai d. They soon appeared calner. The little boy rubbed his eyes as if he
had woken from a deep sl eep, yawning.

Then all three returned to the caravan, the naked wonan carrying her
son. The man shut the door. More |lights came on behind curtains.

He waited another ten minutes until it becane clear that nothing el se
was goi ng to happen toni ght, then he wal ked away i nto the dunes.
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Chapter Fifteen

"David, stop doing that while |'mdriving. It's distracting."

"Ckay. "

David didn't seem any the worse for wear after what had happened the

ni ght before. Nor did he seem bothered by the experience. They had asked
hi mwhy he had left the caravan. "Just a little walk," he'd replied.
They had decided to leave it at that, although Chris still wondered if
nmovi ng away fromhis friends m ght have had a disturbing effect on him
In future the caravan door woul d get |ocked at night and the key put
where David couldn't reach it

"\Where we goi ng, Mun?"

"I"ve told you a hundred tinmes. To M. Gateman's in the village. He's
invited us to a barbecue."

"\Why 2"
"Because he's a cannibal, David. He's going to eat us for his supper."
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"Chris, you'll give himnightmares."

"Dad, what's a sacrifice?"

Chris had thought he was going to ask, "Wat's a canni bal ?" The question
tripped him "A sacrifice? What nmakes you ask that?"

"Enough."” Ruth raised her finger-both father and son knew it neant
change the subject. "We're going to have a good tine tonight. David,
you're having a treat because you're stopping up late. Your dad's having
a treat because I'lIl drive honme so that nmeans he can drink beer and get
all squinty-eyed."

Chris turned the car into Main Street.

"Chris, there he is. Qick. Stop."

He pul | ed over. "Who?"

"The man who does odd jobs around the village."

Chris saw a man chopping at a privet hedge with sone shears.

"You said we needed sonme help at the sea-fort-go ask him"

"Are you sure? He looks a bit wild."

"I't won't hurt to ask, Chris."

Hs arnms, |egs, and nost of his body ached. Sone help shifting the
rubbl e mountains, he had to adnmit, would be wel cone.

Stiffly, he wal ked al ong the pavenent to where the man was cutting the
hedge. Wth every snap of the shears his hair and wi | d-man-of -t he- woods
beard shook



"Excuse nme. |'m
The man continued cutti ng.

"Excuse ne."

The words sunk in. The man stopped abruptly and | ooked up. The face was
expressionl ess but the eyes had an odd cast to them Chris pressed on

You don't need Einstein to shift concrete sl abs.

"Excuse me. My nane's Chris Stainforth. |1've just noved into the
sea-fort up on Manshead."
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No response. Just an enpty stare.

"There's a lot of rubbish to shift and | wondered if you'd be interested
in sone work."

"Uh ..." the man held the shears in front of himfrozen in md-cut.

Then understanding hit himlike a |lunp of concrete dropping out of the
sky. The enpty eyes blinked. Suddenly a fierce | ook blazed fromthem

"Manshead ... Sea-fort ..." the wild man shuddered as if he'd found a
severed hand in his sandw ch box.

"No ... No. Mans ... head." The voice, thin and cracking, sounded as if
it hadn't been used for weeks. "No. | don't go. You don't nake me go.
live here. You say ... you say, go there, go do this, go do that. I'm
here, 1'mhere. You want this, you want that. Go to the seafort. Go to

Manshead. Do that in that place. That bad pl ace."

Chris's polite smle dried. "It's okay. Forget it... Don't worry. Just a
suggestion. "

The wild nan pointed at Chris with the shears. They were stained green
with the blood of the privet. "It's not right. They say: Do this, do
that. I wash cutlery, you know. There's so rmuch of the bl oody things.
Kni ves, forks, spoons. Mre than anyone needs. It's just not right

No ... no. I"'mnot-"

"Easy, there, old son."

The big Anerican who ran the village store anbl ed casually al ong the
road, an easy smile on his face. "You got work to do, Brinley?"

"Cutting this blasted hedge."

"Hey, watch the | anguage," said the man soothingly. "Lady and kid present.”
"I"ve got lots to do before honetine. Hedge. Watering."

"Plenty of time, old son. Take it easy. You got your flask? Have a drink."
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It took five whole seconds for the penny to drop



"I want a cup of tea."

"Sure ... No point wearing yourself out. Grab yourself a break."
The wild man abruptly wal ked away.

"Thanks," said Chris. "I think I upset him™"

"Ah, don't bother yourself. He gets like that. Hey, how s David? Still
got the Supernman stuff?"

Davi d, |eaning out of the car wi ndow, beaned shyly and nodded.

"That's great. 'Cos | found some Superman comics in nmy old magazine
store." He handed a carrier bag full of glossy comcs to David.

"That's great. Thank you."

"That saves on introductions." Tony Gateman had appeared and was
swi ngi ng open an iron gate. "You net my other guest."

"Sure, we've net before in the shop."

"This way, folks. The barbecue's lit, the drinks are cold. | don't know
if anyone's thirsty, but I am"

They followed Tony into the back garden.

"There you go, David, old son. I've rigged sonething up for you."

"A rope swing!" David ran down to the bottom of the garden where a
mature willow stood. Froma branch a rope dangled with a piece of wood
pushed through a knot at the bottom

"You shoul dn't have gone to all this trouble, M. Gateman."

"Tony," he corrected gently. "No trouble. The little chap'd be bored
with ny old-fogey talk anyway." He | ed themonto a paved barbecue area.
A | arge purpose-built barbecue snoked in a business-like way. Two tables
stood side by side, one laid out with foil-covered plates and bow s; the
other with bottles.

"White wine, Ruth? O am| being a sexist pig?"
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"I"msure you're not, Tony. But 1'll have a lager if you' ve got one."

"Ah, working up a thirst on that sea-fort of yours, eh? Beer, Chris?"

Mar k Faust spoke in his bass runble. "Chris and Ruth had a taste of Fox
just now. | should have warned them™"

"Ah." Tony handed Chris a pint topped with a foamas white as ice-cream
"Every village has a Brinley Fox. Harm ess, though. But you'll have met
hi s father?"

"No. Should I have?"



"Fox and Barnett. The buil ders you bought the sea-fort from That's old
M. Fox's son."

"I always dealt with the agent. | never nmet M. Fox hinmself."
"That's hardly surprising, | suppose.”

Why? Chris was tenpted to probe deeper. The excuse that Fox had sinply
pul | ed out of converting the sea-fort because he had had a change of
heart was pretty light on authenticity in Chris's eyes. And he suspected
Tony Gatenan knew t he real reason

Tony poured Mark a Guinness and hinmself a generous Scotch and gi nger
while effortlessly engaging the three of themin small-tal k. Eventually,
Mar k excused hinsel f, saying he was going to talk to David.

Tony topped up the drinks. "Smashing place, Qut-Butterw ck, you're going
tolove it."

"\What brought you here?" asked Ruth. "You're not |ocal."

"Ah, you spotted the lad fromthe East End accent. A dead give-away. To
tell you the truth, ny dear, you won't find nmany true locals. As far as
I know, only the Hodgson brothers, the chaps who farmall these neadows
at the back here, are original Qut-Butterw ckers. No ..." Tony | eaned
forward as if sharing a secret. "Truth is we're all flam ng outsiders.
You know Mark Faust is. Canme here in '62. | followed in '69. Before that
| was a
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partner in a filmproduction conmpany." Chuckling, he pulled a cigar from
his pocket. He didn't light it but turned it over and over in his |ong,
thin pianist's fingers as he spoke in his soft, eager
secrets-to-be-told manner. "Film production sounds a bit grand. In fact
we nmade training films and pronos for the big corporations. | was the
East End | ad done good. Flash Jag, apartnent in Mayfair, a |leggy wfe.
That's when it got stupid. W had nmore work than we could handle. 1'd
find nmyself in the office at mdnight; the night before you ve got to
present a sure-fire hit to the client. And you know, you've not got a
ruddy idea in your head. That's when you reach for the white powders."
He tapped the cigar on the side of his nose.

"Wth me going flakey on forty fags a day and a | ot of white powder up
my tubes | cane here. W were doing a | ocation shoot for a new
| awnmower; up on the dunes. You know, it |ooks like twenty miles of

overgrown lawn." Anyway, | canme. Did the shoot, feeling like a slice of
deat h warnmed up, coke up ny nose, pains in nmy arnms and chest; God, was |
inaness ... Then | wal ked al ong the beach to Manshead. | just stood
there and | ooked ... The sea, the fresh air, the dunes, niles of beach
seagul | s shooting this way and that ... And- bang!" He poured hinself
another drink. "It hit nme."

He paused. Then smiled. "God knows what. But something did. It's okay,

folks, 1'mnot going to get religious on you. But | wal ked out on that
causeway. And | chucked my fags and coke into the drink. CGone." He
shrugged. "I went back to London. And all | did was think about this
place. It was |ike seeing an enchanting woman. | fell in love. That's

when | sold my share in the conpany and cane to live up here." He sipped
his drink. "What do you nake of that, then? A dozy old bugger? Md-life



crisis?"
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"No," said Ruth, "it sounds as though CQut-Butterw ck saved your life."

"I think it did, Ruth ... Ah, enough of me. Tell me your plans. Another
beer, Chris?"

"Thanks. Tony ... You said Fox just pulled out of the sea-fort
conversion. To be honest, the idea of someone pulling out after sinking
all that nmoney into a project is insane.”

"Look, 1'"Il tell you the truth," said Tony, |leaning forward in his
chair. "If you don't get it fromme, you'll get sone cock and bull story
fromone of the villagers. Want a drink, Ruth?"

"Not for me, thanks. I'mdriving."

"Right ... Od Fox worked on the sea-fort for about six months. H's only
enpl oyees were his two sons. Twin lads in their late teens."

The penny dropped; Ruth got there first. "The Fox who cuts hedges was
one of the twins, right?"

"Right."
"The other Fox twin. Was he? ... "

"A full shilling? He was perfectly normal. As was Brinley Fox in those
days. Two bright twin lads all set to followin old dad's footsteps as
master builders.”

"So what happened?”

"So, work went at a cracking rate. No problens. Brinley Fox liked it
here. Sonetimes he'd canp out on the dunes and go night fishing from
Manshead itsel f-you know, there's a rock | edge that runs around the
bottom of the fort. He did that for a couple of weeks. Then packed it in
all of a sudden. In fact he got in a fight in the pub with a couple of

| ads. He accused them of playing tricks on him Trying to frighten him
at the dead of night."

"And were they?"

"They said they weren't. But |ads are |ads. W knows?" He gl anced at
his watch and then shot a | ook
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across at the setting sun. "Then one day all three Foxes were working on
the sea-fort. The tide was coming in, just starting to |l ap over the
causeway, when Jim Fox, Brinley's brother, remenbers they' ve left their
sandwi ches in the van on the beach. It's a warmday, so he tells his
brother he's going to take off his shoes and socks and nip back to the
van. He won't be gone two minutes. Anyway, old Fox is doing sone work on
t he doors, young Brinley's sitting by the gate grabbing a nicotine
break. By all accounts Jim Fox set off across the causeway in bare feet,
ankl e-deep in water, and phutt " He shrugged



"What happened?"

"\What happened is, JimFox set off on one side to walk the fifty yards
across the causeway to the beach; but he never arrived."

There was a silence. M dges danced above their heads.
Chris rubbed his cheek. "But Brinley Fox saw what happened?"

"Therein lies the nystery. H s sanity di sappeared with his brother."
"It's certainly a good nystery." Chris took a swallow of beer. "Good
enough for the tabloids. So what happened? Abducted by flying saucers or
nmer mai ds?"

"Neither. O d Fox says he saw nothing. He saw his son set off, wal king
ankl e-deep through the surf. He went back to his work. Five seconds

| ater he heard Brinley scream He turned around to see that Ji m had
vani shed. Brinley yelled, '"It's got him its got him' Then he shut up
and said nothing for nore than a year. \Wen he started tal king again he
was just how you see himnow " Tony tapped the side of his head.

"Well, what did happen to Ji m Fox?"

"No one knows. He'd disappeared. No body-nothing."
Logic glared Chris in the face. "An accident, you'd
115

suppose. |1've seen it nyself on the causeway. The tide cones in, and
although it's only a few inches deep on the roadway you can't see the
stones because they're a dark color. You only need to wander off course
a yard or so and you'd fall in the sea."

"Even so," said Tony, "at high tide you would only be about chest-deep
if you stood on the beach at the side of the causeway."

Ruth lifted her eyebrows. "So, he cracked his head on the side of the
causeway when he fell. He wouldn't cry out, and the tide just carried
himaway. It was an accident."

"OfF course it was." Tony chuckled, the jolly host again. "Tell ne to

shut nmy trap if | get boring. |I just wanted to give you the facts before
you heard any hal fbaked tales. Right, I'mstarving. Shall we get
started?" He ripped the foil fromthe plates. "These burgers | nade
nmysel f. | |ike experinenting. Sone are plain, those are with barbecue

sauce, those with garlic, and | went crazy with those and soaked themin
red wine." Using a netal fish slice, he began arranging the burgers on

t he barbecue grill; norsels of nmeat fell into the flames to sizzle

agai nst the coals. "Fancy sone celery dip, Chris?"

Chris rose. "In a mnute, thanks. 1'll get David."

He strolled down the rolling lawm. He wote off Tony Gatenan's

di sappearing Fox twin story as the minor eccentricity of one living
alone too long in a place like this. He Iiked the man; he was just

trying perhaps a bit too hard to be friendly-and interesting.

As he sat on the swing, David told Mark everything. About the el ephant



slide at the hotel the previous week. About the strange feelings and
dreans he'd had at the sea-fort. G own-ups sonetimes treat you like a
little kid when you tell them serious things. They laugh like you're
telling thema joke or say "That's interesting." But Mark
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listened. He understood when David struggled to tell himthat he was
maki ng swaps. David couldn't explain it properly. But he did know t hat
if he gave away the toys and comics he liked to the sea, he would be
gi ven somet hi ng back, just as you give noney in a shop for a comc

"You' ve been naking deals, David."

As the swing canme back ready for Mark's next massive push, Mrk asked:
"What kind of deals are you maki ng?"

"David ..." It was his dad's voice. "Cone on. Tony's cooking now. "

"Chow time." Mark lifted David off the swing, then turned to Chris.
"Tony's not let his tongue run away with him has he? He's a decent guy
but he can talk the legs off a nmule.™

"He was telling us how he cane to live here. It seenms this place has
quite a hold on visitors."

"Sure has."
"How did you end up here, Mark?"

"Ch, | used to work the North Atlantic nerchant freighters, noved into
other jobs, then ... | just sort of drifted in. Looks as though young
David's worked up a thirst."

David was greedily attacking a can of Lilt. A steady stream of green
liquid ran down the front of his white tshirt.

"Reminds ne of ne when | was a boy." Tony turned the burgers; puffs of
flame | eapt up through the grill. "Com ng hone from school wth gravy
stains down ny tie. Sent the old nan hairless. Everyone got sal ad?
Right, who's for a garlic burger?"

The tal k was now purely snmall-talk. Tony did nost of it with Mark

under pi nning the conversation with a few conments in his runbling bass
Voi ce.

Sunset cane, and the sky turned dark blue; a few bats flickered
over head, gorging on insects.

After they had eaten the nood becane even nore
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rel axed. Tony settled down into a | ounger, while Mark |l aid nore burgers
on the barbecue. The snell of sizzling beef filled the garden

"Tenpt you with a brandy, Chris?"

"You certainly can." Chris |leaned |uxuriously back into his seat. David
was back on the swing; this tine with Ruth pushing, a glass of orange



juice in her hand.

"Thanks for the barbecue,"” said Chris. "It's been great."
"My pleasure."” Tony teased the cigar out of his breast pocket. "Three

fresh faces is a treat for ne. One day, you'll have to let me show you
around the area. W're not snowed under w th archaeol ogi cal sites but

we've got a few. You mght get a few guests wanting to know where they
are. Just to the south of Manshead you' ve got some Iron Age earthworks
and a couple of standing stones. Trouble is you're sitting on the main
Neolithic tenple."

Chris | ooked around himin a brandy haze.
Tony chuckl ed. "Not here. \Were you live."

"Up on Manshead," runbled Mark. "Before the seafort was built there was
a Neolithic stone circle. Five thousand years old."

"They probably used the standing stones in the fort's construction.
You' || probably cone across the odd stone lintel, or footing a different
color to the rest.”

"Any tine you want a |l ook, just call in. It's a marvel ous pl ace.
Marvel | ous. "

Tony refilled the gl asses.
"You know," Chris continued, "there's actually a cellar under the
sea-fort. It's bloody inpossible, really. At high tide the water is

hi gher than the cellar."

Tony slipped the cigar out of its cell ophane sleeve. "Remenber, | told
you Manshead was a holy place. Do you know how hol y?"

"A Neolithic Vatican?"
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"Cl ose-dam close. W're talking inportant. W're tal king where the
ancients got close to their gods, where they would ask favors fromthe
big cosm ¢ daddy of themall. But as I found out as a kid, Chris, if you
want something in this world"-he rubbed his fingers together as if
separating sticky banknotes-"it bloody well costs. Do you know how t he
anci ents bankroll ed their gods?"

"Ritual s? Prayers? Hyms?"

Tony lit the cigar at |last and bl ew a huge cloud of blue snoke over
Chris's head. "Listen, have you ever made a sacrifice to supernatura
power s?"

"Have | buggery. |'ve been an atheist since | was nine."

"Have you ever chucked a few pennies into a w shing well?"

"OfF course. Everyone's done that at some time, but-"

"Ah, that, Chris, is a sacrifice. Look... A wishingwell. What do you
want? A wish to cone true. The price? Afew coins in the water. Believe



it or not, the wishingwell is a direct descendant of the art of sacrifice.’

"Everyone chucks a few pennies in a wi shing-well at some time. It's just
a fun thing for kids."

"So you throw in a stone, or maybe an old lollipop stick?"
"No, like |I said, pennies."

"Cash, then. You pay cash for the wish. W're agreed, then. You give
somet hing you value in return for sonething you value nore."

"Put it like that, then yes.” Normally Chris woul d have wondered what
Gat eman was driving at but the brandy nellowed him "It's only a pity
t he bl oody wi sh doesn't come true. If it worked 1'd be visiting a

wi shi ng-wel |l every day."

"Right ... You chuck a few pennies into the wishing well ... You want
the wish to cone true. Now, Chris, consider this; would you go into a
car showoomand try
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and buy a new BMNwi th a handful of pennies?"

"Course | wouldn't. You wouldn't get the keyring for that."
"You agree you need to pay a fair price for it?"
"Certainly."

"Maybe you' re not paying enough for the bl oody wi sh, eh? Remenber
inflation. Everyone's price goes up. Even the water sprite at the bottom
of the well."

"Put like that, | suppose you're right. What's this got to do with
Manshead? WAs there a wi shing-well there or sonething?"

"Wshing-well isn't far off the mark. It's the place where deals were
done between man and his gods. There they paid their price and got what
they wanted in return.”

"I take it they were paying nore than a few pennies, then?"

"You're not wong, ny friend," said Tony. "Because Manshead is the place
where they practiced their sacrifices."

"Virgins on altar stones?"

"\What ever the price demanded. A few bushels of corn or a chicken or two
for a small purchase, say a safe journey or sick horse to get well
again. For victory in battle or sonething a little nore powerful from
the god, then ... Well, a sacrifice of sonething of greater value. Wy
do you think the place is called Manshead?"

"I think I know, but you're going to tell ne anyway."
"It's called Manshead because that's where the nan's head was pl aced.

Probably on wooden spi kes. Think of it as a kind of supernatural stock
exchange where the big deals were done."



"Speaki ng of sacrifice," said Chris, "I think Mark has just made an
offering to the gods."

"Dam." One of the burgers had slipped through the metal grill and was
bl azing furiously. Mark grinned. "One burnt offering."
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Chris raised his glass. "And you never nmade a wi sh." There was a
significant pause before the other two | aughed politely.

After the Stainforths had left, Mark and Tony stood on the pavenent,
talking in the cool night air.

"The Stainforths,"” said Mark, "what do you think?" "They're nice
peopl e.” Tony dropped the cigar butt onto the floor and ground it
beneath his polished shoe.

"But they'll have to go, of course.”

"How are we going to get rid of then®"

"That, Mark, my old friend, is what we're going to have to discuss."
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Chapt er Sixteen

"Are we going to get the guns now?"

"Later. We can't get across the causeway because the tide's in. Go play
with your toys for a while."

Davi d slipped away to the caravan while Chris finished stacking tinber
he'd sal vaged fromthe sea-fort.

Rut h brought himcoffee. "I've been thinking, Chris. | want to get the
mai n gates repaired as quickly as possible.”

"What's the hurry?"

"There's a lot of building material |ying around. The |l ast thing we want
i s soneone wal king amnay with it all."

" And?"
"And what ?"

Chris smled. "I know you better than that. It's nore than soneone
waltzing off with the tinber and a few stone bl ocks.™

"I know you're going to tell nme I"'msilly, but "
" But ?"
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"But sonetimes it's so quiet out here | start thinking. Wat if soneone
cane here when | was al one with David?"



"Ruth, | don't think you're silly. I'mthe stupid one. | should have
known you' d feel apprehensive out here by yourself. 1'Il get the gates
repaired by the end of the week."

He heaved anot her bal k of timber onto the stack. She squeezed his arm
"Call out a joiner today, Chris. I'Il feel safer. Look ... It might be
nothing to worry about, but | saw sonmeone in the dunes yesterday. They
just stood there watching the sea-fort."

"What did they |ook Iike?"

"That's the strange part about it. They al ways-"

"Mi-umer. Da-adder." The urgent shout echoed around the sea-fort.

Chris grinned. "Here we go again ... And don't worry about the gates,
love. 1'll get someone out to fix themthis afternoon.™

" Da- adder ! "

"Al'l right ... Dad to the rescue."

Chris jumped up into the doorway. To stand on the gol dfi sh-al nost.
Cark Kent flapped wetly agai nst his ankle.

"Ckay, the jaunt's over, buster." He reached down to pick up the gol dfish.
"Have you got hin?"

It was like trying to catch a cross between a bar of soap and a
grasshopper. Each flick of its tail kicked it inches into the air.

Chris grabbed it.

The experience wasn't pleasant.

It was solid nuscle-hard, throbbing, occasionally giving a spasnodic jerk.
Rut h had al ways refused to catch the bl essed thing
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because she said it was like trying to grab a free-floating penis. Now
he knew why.

The fish seened deternmined to escape. It was far nore powerful than he
renmenbered. When it arched its body it prised his fingers apart. Chris
dropped the fish back into its water cell. "And stay there. You

col d- bl ooded nonster."

Col d- bl ooded.

Chris | ooked at his hands.

Now t hat was odd. He had al ways thought fish were col d-bl ooded. This one
had felt hot to the touch. It had been like carrying, if not a hot

potato, at least a very warmone. But then it may have been fl apping
across the caravan floor for ten mnutes before David had spotted it.



Chris knelt down to |l ook at the fish, magnified by the distorting effect
of water.

"I's dark Kent okay, Dad?"
"Yeah, 'course he is, kidda. Just |look at himswm"

The fish swam around and around the bow until it was a blur, its big
fishy eyes staring fixedly ahead as if it were chasing sonething no one
el se could see.

He t hought there was sonething appropriate about a clergyman living in a
stabl e attached to an inn. Even if the stable had been converted into
confortable |iving acconmodati on only ten paces from Qut-Butterw ck's
Har bour Tavern

But Chris saw that the Reverend Horace Reed (retired, yet still wearing
a white dog-collar), late fifties, didn't | ook a happy man. Ch, he
smiled constantly. But he'd seen that snile before. Usually on the faces
of politicians in a crisis.

"The cannon?" said the Reverend Reed. "I don't see any real, er
problem The vicarage is surplus to requirenents and the diocese is
| ooking for a buyer."
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"My wife saw the cannon first; that's her outside on the swings with ny
son. "

A coupl e of days ago, Ruth had taken a stroll around the village. First
to the church, which she wanted to see inside. But sand had drifted
agai nst the door. Then she had noticed the vicarage. Qutside, a dozen
cannon barrel s had been set upright in the ground where they served as
f ence- post s.

"You'd have to agree," she'd told him "cannon woul d | ook inpressive
flanking the entrance to the sea-fort."

He' d agreed, and here he was in the Reverend' s living room
"Er, you'll appreciate selling the cannon is not a decision | can nake."

Great thought, Chris. No doubt letters in triplicate with justifications
ad nauseamto the bishop of somewhere a hundred nil es away.

"There are, | believe, twelve cannon, M. Stainforth. Er, how rmany woul d
you wi sh to acquire?"

"Three. The two |l ong cannon for the entrance to the sea-fort; plus the
short squat one; hopefully that will go inside the bar."

"Ye-es ... Well, I will, as I, er, nmentioned, have to tel ephone my bishop."'
"Tel ephone?"
"Shoul dn't take long. | don't have a tel ephone here so | will have to

use the one in the inn. Ahm... | don't seemto have any change for the
pay phone."



"No problem Allow ne."

The man's smile was cold. "Wy, thank you. But, er, it is |ong-distance,
I"'mafraid."

"WIl this be enough?"

"That will be enough."” For the first tine a hint of warnth crept into
hi s voi ce.

Chris waited in the car park while the Reverend scuttled through the
back door into the pub. On the swi ngs,
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Ruth and David waved to him He waved back

Five minutes later: "Ah, M. Stainforth ..."

"Any |uck?"

"Yes. Yes indeed. | managed to catch the Bishop before he left for a
nmeeting. Er, he has authorized me to sell on behalf of the diocese.
Er... Four cannon, wasn't it?"

"Three."

"Ah, yes-three. Let's see, the Bishop authorized me to sell at one
hundred and fifty each."

The man's dark-ringed eyes watched Chris with anticipation

Do you haggle with the Church? Chris decided not.

"W've got a deal, Reverend."

The vicar licked his lips. "Good ... good. Now. Renpval and delivery.
May | suggest | arrange that for you? I'll have Hodgson, the farnmer,
deliver themto you. He has two nuscul ar teenage sons."

Chris was about to thank himfor his generosity, but he went on

"I think we should give a little for their troubles, don't you think? An

extra fifty?" The grin-cumsnarl didn't falter. "If you'll make out a
check. Five hundred pounds ... please.™

Chris wote the check. "It'll be payable to-"

"To cash ... The parish bank account was closed sone tine ago. Good day."

He watched the Reverend Reed hurry back to his stable and sl am shut the
door.

Pl eased, he strolled across to Ruth and David, now swaying slowy from
side to side on their sw ngs.

"CGot them Dad?" called David.

"Sure have."



Chris explained that the Reverend Reed had to phone his bishop for
perm ssion to sell. Ruth listened, then burst out |aughing.
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"What's so funny, Ms Stainforth?"

"He phoned who?"

"The bl oody Bi shop. | gave himcoins for the pay phone in the bar."

"Chris, David and | watched the Reverend Reed as you waited by the car
W wat ched himgo up to the bar and drink what | ooked |ike three neat
gins straight off. The phone was right behind him He never even touched
it."

"The ... scallywag. You can bet it's not church funds that are being
bol stered, it's the Right Reverend's in there. Never mnd. W're having
t he cannon delivered. And we've got themat a bargain price. Right." He
cl apped his hands. "It's back to the ranch. There's work to be done."

They drove slowy by the white-painted cottages then by Qut-Butterw ck's
village store. Tony Gatenman and Mark Faust stood tal king outside the

front door. Wen they saw the Stainforths' car, both gave a friendly
wave. Chris, Ruth and David waved back.

Chris noticed that the two men, one large, the other small and thin,
were still watching as they drove out of the village.
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Chapt er Sevent een

Mark heard the thud agai nst the beach. A splash of bl ood showed dark
agai nst the pale sand. He | ooked up

Agai nst the nmoon, the nmilky-white flash of the ow's wi ngs beat the
night air as it carried the nouse back to its nest. He shivered. Did it
seem cool er tonight, or was it just hin®

The pace of events seenmed to be quickening.

It wasn't just the "feelings". Everyone in Qut-Butterw ck had those.
They were getting so strong now it was an effort to sit still; you just

wanted to junmp itchily to your feet and pace around, |ike poor Brinley Fox.

Not just the "feeling." Mark was begi nning to see things too.

And hear things. He heard it now

Mar k Faust sat on the dunes, the beach sone twenty feet bel ow running
out in along curving arc. In front of himlay the sea-fort. The tide
had begun its long roll in.

It |ooked very different fromthe first time he had set
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eyes on it, that stormy night in Decenber. He had been nearly split in
two by the piercing cold as he had dragged hinself fromthe surf. He



renenbered, vividly, the waves that thundered across his body like a

| oconmoti ve. That night he had been a dam sight closer to death than
life. Hs nose had bled fromthe re-opened cut fromthe man's fist. That
man, with the rest of his pack, now lay at the bottomof the sea with
the Mary- Anne. Sent there by a sixteen-year-old Mark Faust.

The sea twi nkled, catching the nmoonlight. Beneath the faint hiss of the
surf he could hear it again. That sound he had heard so clearly on that
Decenber night all those years ago.

A nmetal beat. Metal on netal, a deep, deep bass sound-so deep you felt
it in your stomach rather than heard it

Bang ... bang ... bang ... bang.

Keep beating the drum Skipper, he had thought as he |inped away that
ni ght | ong ago. Keep beating the drum

Christ knows how But fromthe hulk of the MaryAnne |lying rusting on the
ocean bed the sound canme again. That beat, deadly slow, rhythnmic, |ike

t he heartbeat of a sl eeping giant.

H s nights were restless now He dreamt of a dark torso, water-bloated
arms and | egs, a head without eyes; long, long, long white hair floating
around the head in the water; the drowned figure beating the freezer
walls with that same iron bar. Bang ... Bang ..

Mark reached down between his | egs, picked up a handful of sand, then
rubbed it hard against his face. H s skin was burning; the sand felt
cool. He rubbed harder, its coarseness pushing the nightmare inmages back
into his brain.

The deep poundi ng continued. Perhaps no one else would notice it. But he
couldn't stop hearing it. It went

129

reverberating down into his soul, down into the depths of eternity.
"I hear you, Skipper ... But in God' s name what am| going to do?"
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Chapt er Ei ght een

For the third tine that evening Tony Gateman thought he heard prow ers
in his back garden

He | ooked up fromwhere he was sitting at the dining roomtable to the
clock on the wall. Ten o' clock

"Bl oody kids," he told himself softly. But he knew there were no kids
out there.

Shakily, he stood up, wal ked to the wi ndow and | ooked out.

Not hi ng but darkness. If he really wanted to check that there was no one
there he woul d have to go out into the back garden

"Come on, you silly old fool-there's nothing to be afraid of."



But there is, Tony, old son, said the voice of conmon sense in the back
of his mnd. There is lots and lots to be afraid of. You knowit. Don't
go out there. The doors are | ocked, the wi ndows are shut, just draw the
curtains and-
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"Ch, God ... The bl oody back door."

He' d been out earlier to enpty the pedal bin and he was sure he hadn't
| ocked it.

Heart thunping, he hurried fromthe dining roomto the kitchen at the
back of the bungal ow. The door into the back garden was shut but unl ocked.

Hs first inpulse was sinply to drag the bolts shut and snap on the Yale
| ock. But a stronger inmpulse drew himto the door. No. He had to see if
anyt hi ng was out there.

A deadly fascination conpelled him If there was sonething there, he had
to see it. Just as you hear the crash of cars colliding, you have to
turn and see, even though the scene nmight bring you nightmares for years
to cone.

Fear oozed through himas thick as neat-worns as he slowy pulled back
t he door.

Not hi ng i mredi ately outside the door. Just the pale gleamof patio slabs
before himon the ground. He stepped out into his garden and wal ked

t hrough the darkness toward the barbecue area, his head twitching left
and right at every imagi ned novenent or sound.

Get back inside, Gateman, jabbered pure, naked fear inside his head. Get
i nside. Lock the doors. Hide, nman, hide!

No ... He had to look. If it was them he had to see.

Maybe t hey were no | onger dangerous. Maybe whatever it was they had gone
t hrough had changed them

He peered short-sightedly across the lawn. The night had turned
everything into shadowy ghosts. The trees, bushes, the fence-posts. They
even seemed to creep nearer when he was no | onger |ooking at them

Get a grip on yourself, you idiot. There's nothing there. They are-
Christ...

There's one behind ne.
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Gat eman' s heart |urched agonizingly in his chest and he nearly vomted
with fear.

He twi sted around to see the figure behind him It stood there, |oosely
wrapped in a wi nding-sheet. He backed away, his hands clutched to his
mout h, trying to choke out a scream



It did not nove. When the night breeze blew, the w nding-sheet flapped
gently.

Tony Gatenan dragged in a lungful of air.
| di ot

It's only the patio unbrella. He'd folded it up hinself that afternoon
so the breeze wouldn't yank the thing out of the ground.

Even so, his nerves were shot. He blundered past it back to the
bungal ow, sl anmed the door behind him snapped the bolts across-one,
two, three-thunbed on the Yale | ock, then, hands shaking crazily,
slipped on the security chain.

Better.

Breathing deeply to steady his racing heart, he tottered across to a
kitchen drawer, pulled out a tea towel, then nopped the o0o0zing sweat
fromhis face and hands.

After straightening his glasses, he went around every single w ndow,
checki ng they were shut, and carefully closed the curtains.

Now to kill the silence. Still unsteady, he made it back to the dining
room There he switched on the stereo, filling the roomw th Vivaldi's
Four Seasons.

Normally the nmusic lifted his spirits and he woul d conduct invisible
orchestras. Not now. It sounded eerily hollowin a home that seemed far
too big and far too enpty these days.

He returned to the table where his books and files were neatly spread
out. Work distracted himfrom his imagination which could gnaw himlike
a rat.

First he pasted into a file a newspaper cutting.
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CLEETHORPES FI SHERMAN M SSI NG PRESUVED DROMNED SAY COASTGUARD

After a three-day-search, coastguards announced that there is little
hope of finding the fisherman alive. Henry Bl ackwood, 49, of Parade
Terrace, Cleethorpes, failed to return hone froma fishing trip on
Thursday. Despite an intensive search along a fifteen-mle stretch of
coast, no trace of M. Blackwood or his twenty-foot cobble boat, the
Suzanne, has been found.
"Vani shed wi thout trace,"” whispered Tony Gateman to hinsel f as he dabbed
at the cutting with his handkerchief. "And | believe |I know why."

He turned the pages of his file. They were covered with yet nore
newspaper cuttings. The ones at the front of the file were now yell ow ng
with age. Al basically told the sanme story.

M SSI NG AT SEA ... VAN SHED W THOUT TRACE ... ANGLER FAILS TO RETURN TO
HOTEL. ... FI SHERVAN WASHED OVERBOARD ... BODY NEVER FOUND ..

Sone were still heart-rending after all these years:



TRAG C DEATH OF OUT- BUTTERW CK HOLI DAY MAKER

El even-year-ol d John Stockwel|l went for a paddle by hinself, after
telling his nmother he was going to look for the "funny shells". He was
never seen again.

That was in broad daylight on a warm sumrer day.

Tony sighed and closed the file. He picked up a ring binder. Stark bl ack
letters on the first page spelled out:
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SAF DAR

He turned to the next page. It was filled with his own neat handwiting:
Arm es throughout history have always utilized their own particul ar
brand of crack troops or warriors to inflict nayhem and di smay on the
enemny. The Romans enpl oyed bl ack Nubian warriors to terrify the Northern
Eur opean foe. The Vikings had their Berserker cerenonies to turn their
wi | dest warriors into frenzied fighting machi nes. Nazi Germany fornmed

the feared Waffen SS.

The Urdu people of the Indian sub-continent created the Saf Dar
Transl ated, Saf Dar neans sinply "breaker of the line."

In those ancient tines opposing armes would face one another in |ong
i nes, which can be shown thus:

Arny:  XXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXX Opposing Army: 000000000000000000000000
The two |lines would advance in an orderly way toward each other. Each
general's aimwould be to force a way through his opponent's |Iine of nen
to enable his own forces to rush through the gap and attack the line

fromthe back or seek out the opposing arny's commuanders.

Clearly what is needed is a special force to "break the line." Hence the
Urdu peopl e's Saf Dar.

The Saf Dar were spectacularly vicious and brutal fighters. One can
i magi ne them dressed in garish clothes, perhaps bright orange, to
differentiate themfromthe comon soldier on the field

The Saf Dar would not be great in nunber but-
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Tony broke off to wi pe the sweat dripping down his spectacle | enses.
The Saf Dar would not be great in nunber but they would target a
specific point in the eneny's line of soldiers, which can be sinply
shown t hus:

Eneny line: XXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXX

S

Urdu |ine: 0000000000000000000000000000



The elite warriors of the Saf Dar are represented thus: S

The Saf Dar woul d charge scream ng, brandi shing their curving sabers.
And even t hough wounded by arrows and spear thrusts nothing could
deflect themfromtheir bloody task: to break the |line; which would
all ow the regular foot soldiers to pour through the breach and

anni hil ate the opposition

One could imagine that the terrible sight of the Saf Dar rushing toward
t hem woul d, al one, be sufficient to put the eneny to flight. He'd
witten that twenty years ago. Then it had seened |like an acadenic
exercise; purely a hobby to while away Qut-Butterw ck's quiet w nter
evenings. Now he read it and he trenbled. As the centuries rolled by the
need for the Saf Dar evaporated.

But in the twentieth century they returned. O at |east a group of nen
resurrected the nane. Now as Tony thunbed through the file there were
nor e newspaper cuttings, these bearing dates fromthe |ate 1940s and 1950s.
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Cl VI LI AN MASSACRE | N KOREA Mbre than a hundred men, wonen and chil dren
sl aughtered in Korean vill age.

Survi vors describe horrific events.

Ei ght days ago nercenaries of nixed national and racial origins
massacred the inhabitants of a farmng village twenty mles fromthe
Korean port of Pusan.

A nunber of villagers had been spared, but not through any sense of

cl emency. They were blinded and left with the instruction they tell the
authorities that a group known as the Saf Dar committed the atrocity.
And that the Saf Dar would strike again.

Tony flicked on through the file, reading a fragment of text here and
there. Accounts of atrocities, murders, mass blindings. Sometines this
nmercenary group that called thensel ves the Saf Dar woul d | eave no
survivors. But they always left their calling card. They would hack the
hands and feet fromtheir victinms and use them as bl oody paint brushes
to daub on walls and the sides of buses: SAF DAR

Tony saw the graffiti in his mnd s eye in huge wet letters-in the
deepest red: SAF DAR ... SAF DAR ... SAF DAR ... The words would drip
froma dozen walls.

Saf Dar: The breakers of the |line.

After a time a pattern began to energe. The Saf Dar prow ed the trouble
spots of South-East Asia, India and Africa during the late forties and
fifties. The style was always the sane-atrocities, civilian nmassacres,
mass blindings, the same bloody graffiti: SAF DAR daubed wetly on
vehi cl es and bui |l di ngs.

The Saf Dar's chosen role was sinple. They woul d be enpl oyed by
revol uti onary groups, or even the governnents of unstable countries, to
break the spirit of the population. Their random massacres created a
climate of
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fear and uncertainty. If the Saf Dar went to work in an area, they
created floods of refugees that swanped ot her areas.

In the late fifties the Saf Dar operated extensively in the Bel gian
Congo. Thousands of civilians died in their genocidal campaign in the
Ruwenzori Mountains in the south-east of the country.

Then they vani shed as quickly, and as nysteriously, as they had cone.
The [ ast recorded encounter was in Norway, north of Bergen, when they
were disturbed in their rural hideout.

After a gun battle with the Iocal police they fled.

For a while specul ati on suggested that the self-styled Saf Dar had been
enpl oyed by anti-comuni st groups to enter Russia and destabilise the

government as a prelude to a coup

W1l d theories abounded, but the truth of the matter was that the Saf Dar
had sinmply vani shed fromthe surface of the earth.

Wth the Cuban Mssile Crisis and the Vietnamwar there was far nore to
interest the nedia and intelligence personnel. The world forgot about
the Saf Dar.

Tony picked up his pen and on a fresh page he wote:

THE SAF DAR. WHERE ARE THEY NOWP

A rhetorical question. He already knew

They wer e-

H s head snapped up. This time he heard the sound distinctly.

The garden gate at the front of his house had swung shut with a thunp.
Soneone had just entered-or just |left-the garden

Wth a cold feeling draining through his stonmach, he wal ked quickly to
t he back door, still clutching the SAF DAR file in his hands.

"Hello ... Hello? Wio's there?"
138
Shivering, he listened hard. There was no reply.

Wth the file clutched in one hand, he used the other to unbolt and
unl ock the door.

"This is madness, Tony," he hissed. "You're out of your friggin" mnd."

But he knew he had to | ook. Sonething he could not control conpelled him
to open that door and come perhaps face to face wth-

BANG

He wrenched open the door, crashing it against the refrigerator



Then, with his breath croaking noisily through his throat, he | ooked out.
There was no one there.

Per haps they're hiding around the corner-or behind a bush, just waiting
to ... Get a grip, old son, get a grip. There's no one there.

From t he doorway he strained his eyes into the dark

He'd nearly given up and was ready to cl ose the door when he happened to
gl ance down.

Tony Gatenman stared at what was on the pale flagstones, his eyes bul gi ng.

He swal | owed, and electric shocks of fear prickled up his spine, neck
and across his scalp.

There, darker than the surrounding flagstones, were a set of footprints.

Tony stepped out, clutching the file to his chest, and | ooked down. The
prints were those of an adult who had wal ked- barefoot-up to the back
door of his house. He could even see the individual toes clearly against
t he stone.

The prints, Tony saw, were there because the trespasser's feet had been
wet. Even as he stared at themthey faded as the npisture evaporated.

W thout hesitating, Tony followed them al ong the path
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to his front gate; once through the gate they crossed Qut-Butterw ck's
main street.

Tony |l ooked to his left and right. The street was deserted. Even at this
ti me nost of the houses were in darkness.

"You're an idiot, Gateman, you're an idiot " He whispered it over and
over as he followed the drying footprints. Wat if he turned a corner
and they were waiting for hinP But he knew he nmust see where they Ied.

He followed the footprints as far as Mark Faust's shop. There they
turned left to follow a path down toward the beach

Panting noisily, the file clutched to his chest, he foll owed the path,
then crossed the seafront road to the beach. The prints had vani shed now
but he knew where they |ed.

He | oped down the soft sand in the dark; ahead the surf showed in a
mlky line a hundred yards away.

The retreating tide had left a featurel ess expanse of sand.

Featurel ess, apart froma set of bare footprints leading in the
direction of the night-time ocean. Panting, Tony |oped after them

The prints led to the water's edge and di sappeared beneath the surf.
Whoever had wal ked barefoot into the sea had not wal ked back out again.

Choking in lungfuls of air, Tony dropped to his knees on the wet sand.



It was starting. These were the first signs-or should that be: These
were the first synptons?

What next?

Tony shook his head, afraid even to try to guess.

But he knew what the inmediate future held for him He would return to
hi s bungal ow, | ock the door, take the whiskey decanter to his bedroom
and spend the night enptying it down his throat.
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Chapter Ni net een

"Dad! You've missed it!"

Rut h | aughed. "You'll have to start throwing it nmore gently, David. Your
dad's not getting any younger."

The eveni ng sun shone brilliantly as they played frisbee on the beach
Two hundred yards away, the sea-fort reared out of the beach

They stood in a triangle, throwing the yellow frisbee fromone to the other.

"You're getting too good for me," laughed Chris, his spirits high
"Right, I'mready for sonme nore refreshnment."

"Wnp!" shouted David, and ran giggling back to the picnic they had
spread on the bl anket.

"I"ll second that," called Ruth m schievously, her dark hair blowing in
the breeze. "Wnp! Wnp!"

"I'"m chucking both of you in the sea ... See who the winps are then ..."
"Can't get me!" shouted David.
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"Nor me," Ruth panted.

Davi d picked up the French stick, holding it like a sword. "W're in our
den.”

"Den? It's only a blanket. | can get the pair of you- easy!"
"But it's the den, Dad. You can't be got once you're in a den."

"Ckay." Chris grinned. "I'Il obey the rules.” He sat down cross-I|egged
on the sand beside the blanket. "But that doesn't nean you can't pass
essential supplies out to ne so | don't starve."

Rut h passed hima glass of Liebfraumlch. "I'mglad you had the gates
repaired.”

"You' ve not seen that man hangi ng around the dunes agai n?"

"No. Perhaps | was letting my inmagination run away with ne."



"Anyway, it doesn't really matter now. Believe ne, |ove. Once those
gates are locked, they will keep an army out."
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Chapter Twenty

Mark | ooked out to sea. The tide advanced, lifting the few small boats
and di nghies off the sand.

Al the villagers were there

The Major with his dog; Ms. Jarvis in her wheelchair, resting one foot
on the low wall that separated sand from road.

A car crept down the road behind them The Reverend Reed woul d drive up
and down the seafront road at | east three nore tines before the sun set.

Apart from Brinley Fox, the beach was deserted. He paced up and down,
ravenously smoking a cigarette.

Tony Gatenman stood by Mark's side.

As the sun di pped behind the white-painted cottages, Mark found hinself
thinking of a time long ago. He and his brother were on vacation. Their
parents had taken themto a fairground that had a huge rollercoaster
ride. H s brother was about el even; Mark woul d have been a coupl e of
years younger.
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They had wal ked around the fair, going on the usual rides, firing
rifles, eating stick-jaw candy. A ride on the rollercoaster would be the
climax of the trip. They debated its potential all day-how fast it would
go, how high it soared, had anyone ever fallen off, would they scream
like the rest? They had enjoyed anticipating the thrill of the ride,
with the iron wheels clattering and roaring down the iron track. Al day
Mark had | ooked forward to riding the rollercoaster until he had ached

i nsi de.

Then he and his brother joined the queue. At last they clinbed into the
bright red carri ages.

It wasn't until the carriage had begun its long clanking clinb up the
incline that seemed to go forever up into the sky that he realized the
last thing he wanted to do in his life-ever-was go on this thing.
Frightened? He was terrified. He gripped the safety bar. This thing
wasn't safe. He wanted to get off. He didn't want to ride the dam thing
anynor e.

He renenbered those few noments riding upward in that carriage nore
keenly than he'd renenbered anythi ng before.

Because that's how he felt now Here in Qut-Butterwi ck they were waiting
for a terrifying nonster rollercoaster of a ride that no one alive had
ever experienced. Once again the sense of anticipation and excitenment he
had felt had been transformed into fear. This was a ride he wanted to
get off now He wanted it to stop. He wanted out.

But he knew, Tony Gatenman knew, every damm person here knew, it was far,



far too late.

The knots in his stomach grew tighter as the sun hung on, a blob of red
fire on the horizon. Then it slipped fromsight. The sighs of relief
were audible. It would not happen tonight.

The Vicar's car fired into life and he slowy drove back to the Harbour
Inn. He had an appointnent with a green
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bottle that prom sed to wash away his fears for a few sweet hours.

Mark turned to Tony. The little Londoner still stared out to sea, his
eyes gl eam ng behind the thick | enses.

Mark licked his dry lips. "lI've seen them novi ng about. Under the sea at
Manshead. They've found a way out of the ship ... Tony, they're com ng
back. "

Tony | ooked up. "It's all going wong, isn't it?"
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Chapter Twenty-one

After he had left Tony and Mark at the Harbour Tavern, Chris strolled
away fromthe village in the direction of hone.

Home? A caravan, parked in the courtyard of a derelict sea-fort? But now
it really did begin to feel |ike hone.

He was gl ad he had nade the effort to cone to the Tavern tonight. After

a day ripping out nore pre-war panelling fromwhat had been the

sea-fort's lavatories, he'd been tenpted to slunp in front of the TV,
feasting on pepperoni pizza washed down by a couple of cold beers. "Get
yourself out,” Ruth had told him "If you' re going to be

Qut -Butterw ck's | eadi ng busi nessman you should be mxing with the Iocals.”

The street lights ended with the last cottage in the village. He struck
off on the path that |l ed along the top of the dunes back to Manshead.
Even though the noon had started to wane, the thin silver light it cast
was bright enough to see by. To his right, the expanse of sand
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| ooking nmisty and pal e; beyond that were the brighter bands of surf
rolling in toward the shore. To his left the marshes were nerely an
expanse of dark shapes.

He strolled on, breathing in the warmnight air scented by some wld
flower, listening to the hushed whi sper of the sea. The evening had | eft
himfeeling rel axed and ami abl e; a warm bubbl e of satisfaction filled him

The know edge that in twenty mnutes or so he would be sliding into a
war m bed beside his wife only seemed to increase his sense of well -being.

After all the beer and brandi es he seened to be al nost sl eep-wal ki ng,
lulled by the slow rhythmof his stride, the sandy path crisp beneath
his feet. But then this place had a habit of relaxing you at night.



After these days of hard work, sleep canme over you |like the waves of
some vast dark ocean, rolling in and out, lulling you, filling you with
the nost blissful relaxation.

He yawned.

The tenptation rolled through himto lie down in some hollow with sand
for a confortable mattress and let hinself drift peacefully away to sleep

He yawned agai n.
Ahead, a figure stood al one on the dune.

He renmenbered his policy of positive fraternization with the natives. He
took the right-hand fork in the path which would take himto the figure.
The man stood with his back to Chris gazing steadily out to sea.

He'd just say a few words in a neighborly way then nove on. It was
comng up to 10.30 and he didn't want to |l eave Ruth and Davi d al one at
t he caravan too | ong.

"Hello ... Nice evening."
Chris wal ked up level with the man and | ooked into his face.
OH, GOD ALM GHTY

Chris's eyes opened wide with shock-so wi de the muscles around his eyes
hurt:
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He stared unblinking at the face. Face? No ... No face ever |ooked like
t hat .

The face was round, perfectly white. Shockingly white. As white as a
sheet of clean paper, as white as a freshly whitewashed wall; as white
as mlk; as white as a plate; as white as Christ knows what.

He wanted to lunber blindly away fromthe thing just an arm s length
away. He could not. He was held there. As if a dozen hands had gri pped
his head, his face, his body; they even seened to grip his heart,
constricting it painfully until he thought it would give one savage | eap
t hen stop-forever.

Sonet hi ng seemed to nove beneath the face. As if fingers, or sonething
sluggishly alive, were wiggling beneath a tightly stretched sheet of
rubber, prodding shallow |lunps to appear and disappear... Slowy.

Not hi ng el se existed in the whole world, only the white disc in front of
him And the eyes.

They were dead-fish eyes. Cold, unnoving.

In the bottomthird of the white face a split appeared. The nouth
wi dened |i ke a razor slash. There were things inside it.

Inside, tightly packed, one after another, in two uneven rows, were
shel [ fish. The bl ue-black mollusc shells glistened in the nmoonlight.
Behi nd t hem sonet hi ng noved with a thick coiling and uncoiling notion.



An image of a roll-nop herring squeezed into his head. This had the sane
dark gray coloring; the sane silver underside. It continued curling and
uncurling wetly in the cavity of the nouth.

Chris tried to screw his eyes shut. But his body didn't work anynore.

The thunder started.

Only it was not thunder. It was a huge thundering voice. Someone
bell owed at himin a | anguage he did not understand.

148

He didn't know if it was in rage. But it seenmed to want something from
him Urgent. Demandi ng.

And it nearly split his bloody head in two.

What do you want from ne? he thought desperately. Jesus ... \Wat do you
want ? \Wat do you want!

The voi ce thunder ed.

Demanding ... Demanding ... Denanding ..
Demandi ng what, for Christsake?

Christ... Go away ... Please ...

If only he could understand ... No!

A raw feeling ripped away all rational thought.

He was conscious only of an intense feeling of revul sion as he | ooked at
the face-his eyes nailed to it.

Then, although the feeling-the sensation he experienced as he stared at
the white face-did not change, his own reaction to it did. From

revul sion, a disgust so deep it sickened him the feeling slipped

seam essly into one of attraction. An attraction so powerful he found
hinself | eaning toward the white face. Coser ... Coser ... Touch that
snoothly swelling white face with your |ips and-

CRACK

H s reaction to the face snapped agai n: disgust, |oathing, revulsion
fear. He wanted to run. Jesus, just run. Please ..

CRACK!

Back again. The feeling of revulsion switched to a desperate need to
under st and what the voice was thundering. It was inportant. He

want ed- no, he needed-to talk to the figure. To conmuni cate.

CRACK

Once nmore revul sion swept through himlike shit-filled water blasting
t hrough a sewer pipe.



Suddenl y:

Si |l ence
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The t hunderous barrage that had battered his head stopped.

That white face still hung in front of him The deadfi sh eyes | ooked
into his. The slit of the nmouth wi dened. And between the two rows of
nmussel -shell teeth, the dead-fish tongue rolled to one side, exposing
its silver underside, slick with a spunk-Iike cream

As he watched, the white face becane covered by small |unps that began
to swell. There were dozens. He thought of the sea anenpbnes that covered
the rocks at lowtide in a soft pul py rash

Then, |ike sea anenpnes inmersed in sea water, one by one they opened.

The face was flowering.

Shooti ng out thousands of waving tendrils of delicate flesh, each one no
| onger than a matchstick

As he watched, his body rigid, the thunder voice returned to snmash
against his skull; a tidal wave of sound that threatened to split his
ear dr uns.

This time sonethi ng snapped.

He recoil ed back fromthe white face.

Twi sting away, he ran across the dunes as fast as he humanly could, the
dune grass whi pping his | egs and arns.

The white di sc appeared over his shoul der

It followed himeffortlessly. He ran on, convinced it was riding him a
ni ght mare j ockey, the great white face just inches fromhis ear

The voice thundered. Christ, what did it want? Wiat did it want! It was
i ke sonmeone shouting an urgent warni ng. The edge of the dunes came up
to his right with a sheer drop twenty feet down to the beach

Rel entl essly he plowed through long grass to his left and rejoined the
path, his feet kicking up sprays of sand.

The face was still there. Just behind him

It wasn't going to let himgo; not ever
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The thundering voice: it would burst his skull Iike a paper bag.

He slid down a five-foot tussock on his backside, landing in a crouching
position, the monmentum ranmm ng his face down into a mound of sand.

Instantly he leapt to his feet and ran on

Each breath felt as if it would split open the lining of his airway,



fromhis throat to his |ungs.

Keep going ... mustn't catch me. If that face touches ne...

He knew he wouldn't be able to bear it. Enbracing a rotting corpse would
be preferable. If that face pressed against his, his heart would burst
with terror; he would die scream ng there on the dunes.

He ran on, shooting pains jabbing fromheel to hip.

He | ooked back. Still following ... round white face ... alive with
craw i ng shoots.

He | ooked forward again.
This time to see the dunes end ..
and not hing but the night air begin.

He fell forward, then down, his feet higher than his head. The noon
roll ed down through the sky until it was beneath him

He pl unged downwar d.

He didn't even have tine to brace hinself before his body cracked into
t he beach twenty feet bel ow

The beach stopped his falling body instantly, but his mnd had jerked
free fromwhatever mounting held it here and it went whirling down ..
down ...

Down into everlasting dark waters ..

O oblivion.
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Chapter Twenty-two

"Ready for |unch?"

Ruth slipped her armaround Chris's waist.

"Starving."

"Cone on, then. \Were's David?"

He | ooked al ong the beach, the brilliant sunshine making himsquint. "He
was there a mnute ago. Down by the sea. Ruth, do you think David is ..
different these days? | nmean, different fromhow he used to be when we

lived in the old house?"

Ruth snmiled. "You nmean he hasn't nentioned this story about being able
to fly for the | ast few days?"

"But he was obsessed with flying. He told everyone he could fly. Now ...
Not a peep. He just seens different lately."

"And he's not asked to wear his Superman costume for nore than a week,
and he's not bothered to watch his Superman vi deos”



"What do you think it is?"
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"Chris, | know exactly what it is.
He | ooked at her sharply.
"It's called growi ng up."

"But that business with himleaving his favorite toys on a rock to get
washed into the sea.”

"It mght just be a way of getting rid of his childish toys. You have to
realize, Chris, you won't be able to sit on the settee with your arm
around hi mwat ching Tom & Jerry cartoons when he's twenty-three."

"Point taken. Come on, |I'mstarving ... David! W're going hone."
They wal ked up the beach, Chris enjoying the feel of Ruth's arm around him

"How is the invalid anyway?" she asked, and rubbed his chest with her
free hand.

Chris's mouth suddenly bled dry. He wi shed she hadn't remi nded him " Not
bad. More stiff than anything. | suppose it serves ne bl oody well right.
| shouldn't wander along the top of the dunes in the dark."

"Wth a bellyful of beer." She giggled softly. "Next tine take a torch."

Next time? He doubted it. The stiff armand bruised ribs paled to
not hi ng conpared with how he felt inside his skull. Instinctively he had
blotted out the worst of it. But occasionally he caught a kind of ninbus
of memory, just an echo of what he had conme face to face with the night
before, and it felt as if his mnd was threatening to uproot itself from
its moorings and flee into the refuge of insanity. He shook the strange
di sl ocated feeling out of his nind.

He'd told her nothing, of course. Nothing apart fromjust a manageabl e
portion of the truth. That he'd accidentally taken a header off the

dunes to land on the beach twenty feet below. He'd been lucky not to
bust hi s back.

As nenories of the previous night began to recede, he began to run
t hrough the jobs he'd assigned hinmself for
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that afternoon. Clean out Cark Kent's bow . For sone reason the water
al ways felt warmthese days. The fish | ooked different too. It was
changi ng. And he wanted to |l ook in the sea-fort's cellar. He'd still not
managed to grab so nuch as a glinpse of what was down there.

The sand crunched behi nd t hem

"Prepare to die!"

Chris turned.



"Catch the sword, Dad."

David threw the red sword hard enough to make Chris's hand tingle as he
caught it.

"Careful, David. Remenber your dad's hurt his arm"”

"It's only plastic." He swung the sword sharply against Chris's |eg.
"OM Now for my revenge!" He chased after David who ran giggling
breathlessly in the direction of the seafort. "Head himoff, Mim"
shouted Chris, trying not to linmp. "We'll make himeat sand and seaweed
piel"

“I'"l'l do no such thing," she | aughed. "Fight your own battles."

Swords rattling together, Chris allowed his son to drive him back toward
the sea-fort with Ruth shouting encouragenent. "Aimfor his knuckles,
Davi d. "

"Hey, who's side are you on?" |aughed Chris, parrying David's mercil ess
sl ashes.

"Come on, the tide's comng in. W don't want to be stranded."”

The tide had already fl ooded the beach around the seafort and was
creeping along the flanks of the rai sed causeway. They had plenty of
time but it would nmean a detour in the direction of dry |and before they
could clinb up the three or four feet to the causeway, then double back
to the sea-fort with the waves washi ng the stone sides.

"OM Cone here, you nonster." He and David fenced
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all the way back to the sea-fort, through the open gates and into the
sun-filled fort.

Errol Flynn-style, Chris junped, after two attenpts, onto the old wooden
table by the caravan where they sonmetinmes ate outdoors. They conti nued
fencing, David gleefully slashing at Chris's ankles. "David, do you know
t he neani ng of the word sadi st ?"

"No ... stand still while I hit you."
"Chris ..." Ruth stood | ooking around her, concerned.
"David ... Stop." Chris held up his hand, wondering what Ruth had seen

At that noment nothing seemed unusual. The sea-fort courtyard | ooked the
same as when they had left it an hour before. The table he now stood on
red plastic sword in hand; the caravan, its w ndows open in the hot
sunshine. Everything in its place. He shot a | ook back at Ruth.

"Chris, can't you snell it?"

He sniffed.

"Petrol ?"

"The place reeks of it."



He clinbed off the table. "There might be a leak in the car's tank."

He'd barely taken half a dozen paces toward the Ford Sierra when he
noticed it was shimering. The car, wet fromend to end, literally
dri pped petrol; it gathered in puddl es beneath the car

"Jesus Christ." He | ooked under the caravan to see a piece of old carpet
and hal f a dozen wooden crates. They too were soaked in petrol

Heart thumping, nouth dry, he | ooked around the courtyard. It seened
deserted. Either this was a failed attenpt, or they were still in the
process of trying to torch the place. He thought of the roomon the
ground fl oor of the sea-fort where the hal f-dozen gas bottles had been
st or ed.

"Mum ... What's wong?" David sounded al arned.
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"David, hold your nother's hand. And keep away fromthat petrol."

Chris ran around the caravan to pick up an ol d axehandl e he had propped
by the door. "Ruth, I'mgoing to check the sea-fort."

"Chris ..."
"Someone mght be hiding in there ..." He dropped his voice to a
whi sper. "The gas bottles. They'll go up like a bonmb if they're burnt.”

"For God's sake be careful."”

"Don't worry. They probably scarpered when they saw us com ng back. [l
check inside then we'll put the hose on the car and the caravan ... Look
after this for ne, kidda." He handed the plastic sword to David.

He nmade a circuit of the courtyard. No one hiding behind the stacks of
stone or tinmber. He ran lightly across the cobbles to the main door to
the sea-fort building.

The door had been shut; nowit |ay open

On the step a splash of petrol the size of a coin stained the stone.
Testing the weight of the axe-handle, he stepped inside.

Standing in the entrance hall, a three-gallon petrol can in his hands,
was the person he would | east have expect ed.

Dressed in suit trousers, white shirt, silk tie and polished shoes was
Tony Gat eman.

For a nonent they stood, Chris staring in disbelief, blood thunping
t hrough his ears. Tony stared back, his long fingers curled around the
handl e of the petrol can.

Chris's voice cane in a |low hiss. "You nm serable bastard."”
"I know ... | know what you're thinking, Chris. It's not what it |ooks

like. Believe me. It isn't. | stopped him ... | was walking by ... up
there on the dunes, and | saw ..."
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Chris raised the axe-handle. It felt heavy enough to crack a skull 1ike
an eggshel | .

"To our faces, ny wife, my son, nme, you're M N ce Quy, then when our
backs are turned you pull this bastard stunt."

"Chris ... It wasn't ne. Look-"

"No, you |l ook. You broke in here; you trespassed on ny property with the
i ntention of burning the place down. Jesus Christ, don't you know t he
work, tine, noney we've put into this? Over the last two years |'ve put
nine-tenths of nmy life into it-planning, worrying, sitting in bank
managers' offices, talking to architects and piss-stupid planning

of ficers. Now you want to burn the fucking thing down. Jesus ... Wy,

Gat enan? \What have we done to you to deserve this?"

"Chris, listen. |I've not done anything. | was wal ki ng al ong the dunes
and | saw Fox. You remenber Fox? He was throw ng petrol around.
managed to talk himout of it-he-"

"Where is he now?"

"I-1... 1 don't know. "

"Leave that petrol and go outside... Stay there. Do nothing."

Tony Gateman nodded so sharply he dislodged his glasses. Straightening
them he hurried outside.

Chris had wal ked into the first roomwhen he heard a thin cracking cry.
He turned to see Fox, as wild-eyed as a denmented baboon, running down
the corridor and out into the courtyard.

Chris foll owed.

The man was through the gates before Chris was even through the doorway.
Ruth stood in the center of the courtyard, her arm around David's shoul ders.

Chris let the madman go. He knew where to find himwhen he needed him
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"Chris," began Tony, "we've got to talk. I've got to tell you what's
happeni ng here. "

Chris swng the axe-handl e down; it struck the cobbles so loudly it made
Tony j unp.

"I know what's happening here,"” said Chris.
"You do?"

"OfF course | bloody well do. You and that lunatic Fox are trying to
drive us out of here. | don't believe for one mnute that you just
happened ... just happened to be sauntering along the bl oody beach ..
just happened to see himpouring petrol all over the place.”



"Chris, you don't understand ... his brother died here. He wants to get
even. This place-"

"What ever the notive, | think you' re lying. You were helping him" Chris
had never felt this way before-an icy calm but underneath he could fee
some enornous force building, ready to explode. If he snapped ... if he
snapped ... He gripped the axe-handle tightly.

Tony tal ked quickly, but Chris did not listen

"Chris, you don't know what's happeni ng here at Manshead. This place is
dangerous. W can't go just yet. Not until the tide drops again. Then
you've got to get away from here. R ght away. Go and stay with your
famly for a few weeks. You can-"

"Get out."

Tony | ooked out through the gates. "I can't. Not now It's too late. The
tide's com ng over the causeway."

"Afraid of getting your feet wet?"

The snel | of evaporating petrol grew nore intense.

"I want you off ny property.”

"Look... | can't. For CGod's sake's, man, there's sonmething in the sea.
W need to lock the gates until lowtide then drive out of here. W nust

get away fromthe coast altogether."

"Something in the sea?" That dangerous feeling grew nore intense. "Just
what is in the sea, M Gatenan?"
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"Take a | ook for yourself." He pointed. "They're in the water."

Chris did not even glance in the direction of the gates. "I don't see
anything, M Gateman. Now, |'Il give you ten seconds to | eave ny property.”
"Chris, please, you can't nake ne | eave now, 1'd-"

" One. "

"Just look for yourself, man. Tell him Ruth. Make him]l ook-"
"Two. "

Sonet hi ng suddenly occurred to Tony. "Ruth ... Can you see Fox? Did you
see himnmake it to the beach?"

"Three. Four."

"Ruth. Tell me. Can you see hin®"
"Five."

Ruth gave a little shake of her head.

"Ch, Christ. Please. |'m begging you, don't make me go out there."



"Six ... Seven."

"Look. W'll sit down." Gateman's face ran with sweat. "We'll talk. 1'1l]
tell you everything."

"Ei ght . "

"Chris! Your wife, your little boy. They're in danger."

"Nine." Chris gripped the handle so tightly his hand turned as white as
bone.
"Ch ... Jesus Christ... I'mgoing, I'mgoing ... But just watch ne."

Tony ran-the slow jog of an unfit man. At the gates he slowed briefly
and | ooked back. Then he ran as hard as he coul d.

The pace was slow, that same slow jog. The sea had covered the causeway
to ankl e deep; sonetinmes a wave would bring that level up to his knees.

Chris, with an alien calm watched the little Londoner run through the
surf, dragging his feet through the water, the man's arns jerking out
i ke those of an inconpetent
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tightrope wal ker, fighting to keep his bal ance on the roadway.

After what seened a long tine, Gatenan fell onto the beach at the far side.

Chris wal ked across to the twin sea-fort gates and watched Tony rise
then stagger further up the beach. He was pointing wildly at the surf.

Slowy, Chris closed the massive tinmber doors, then drew the steel bolts.

Feeling calm in that detached alien way, he crossed the courtyard and
took David by the hand. David relinquished his hold on his nother

"Chris ..." Ruth's voice was low. "That man Fox ... | didn't see
anything, but... | didn't see himon the beach."

He | ooked at her without enotion

"Chris, | don't know if he nmade it to the other side."

"Cone on, Ruth. It's time we had |unch."”

Then, hol di ng David's hand, he wal ked back to the caravan
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Chapter Twenty-three

At first Brinley Fox thought he had tri pped.

The man wavi ng the axe-handle in the sea-fort had terrified him Brinley
was going to hide in one of the roons-all those roons squeezed tight

full of shadows!- but then he thought of all the petrol he'd gone
spl ash! splash! splash! all over the place and he felt even nore frightened.



And those roons packed full of shadows-not nice, Brinley, not nice ..
So he'd run out of the sea-fort (seens |ike the best thing, Brinley);
he'd got hal fway across the causeway, big boots splashing in the water,
and now, oh, silly Brinley, he'd fallen. He was all wet, and col d.

And now he renenber ed.

The nmenory had been there all along. Like a frightened puppy waiting to
cone indoors fromthe cold.

Now it scampered in.

For the first tine in ten years he thought of his brother
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Brinl ey Fox renenbered watching as his brother- Jim yes, Jimas his
brother ran across this very causeway in his bare feet, the water as

deep as this as the tide canme rolling in. He renenbered.

The arm dark and strange-1|ooking, flashing up out of the surf, grabbing
hold of Jim then pulling himinto the water

| remenber everything now, he thought, the shock driving himsane after
ten years wandering in a nental fog full of dreams with a ranbling voice
that he thought was a ghost. Now at last he realized, the voice had been
hi s own.

Brinley Fox wanted to screamout to Tony Gateman in the sea-fort to help
him but a wave nottled green with nossy pieces of seaweed rushed at his
face, filling his gaping nmouth.

He tried to clinb to his feet.

Hi s foot was stuck hard.

CGot stuck in a crevice, or tangled in seaweed.

Hal f kneeling, he | ooked down at his foot. No.

A hand held it there. A hand with a wist that disappeared into the water.

Then a wave hid it.

I'"ve got to get out... |'ve got to get out, he thought, turning back to
face the beach. If | can put nmy head down and just crawl on ny hands and
knees, just a fewinches at atine, I'll make it to dry land. Then he'd

be home and safe within five mnutes. The door of his caravan | ocked and
bolted. After ten years of insanity he wanted to relish the sensation of
bei ng sane again. He did not want his life to end here in the cold North
Sea as his brother's had.

He dragged hinsel f forward, jaw clenched, mnuscles straining.

Again he tried to shout. Again, before he could make
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even a grunt, he felt a savage tug that brought hi mwhi pping face down



into the water. No ..

Suddenly, he felt hinself being dragged backwards wi th trenendous power
toward the edge of the causeway. Pain blistered like fire along his | egs
as his knees were bent against the joint.

He tried to grip the cobbles. There was nothing to cling on to. His
nails popped fromhis fingers as he tried to hook theminto the cracks
bet ween the stones.

Waves broke over his head as he was dragged further over the edge.

Now hi s head was under the water nore than out of it. Breathing becane
near impossible; a rising screamin his throat ended in a gurgle.

A hand gripped the wai stband of his trousers. The next wench took him
to the edge of the causeway. Hi s |l egs kicked frantically in deep water,
i ke soneone practising the craw | eg-kick while holding onto the edge
of a sw nmi ng pool

Pani cki ng, twi sting round, he felt his mnd slipping back into the
dreamworl d it had inhabited for the last ten years. No. He wanted to
hang on; he wanted to live Iike a man once nore, sane, intelligent,
clean, with a mind of his own.

N)l

it began

sliding

out of contro

again ... again ..

Want home. Want to sit... eat chocolate, drink cider, snoke
cigarettes ... watch television ..
Not this ... Not to be pulled underwater by hands with fingers that
| ooked |i ke raw sausages. Not this ... don't like it... hurting ..
fri ght ened.

He felt another set of fingers gripping his face. A finger
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and thunb found his eye. Quickly they forced their way into his eye socket.

Agony... It felt like a cold chisel being forced through to the back of
his skull. Sick, feel sick ... His trousers filled with shit.

As the fingers tore out his eye.

Briefly he broke the surface. Wth his good eye screwed shut he saw a
worl d crazy once nore through his unsocketed eye. It swing wildly,
pendul um i ke, blurred inages flicking against the twi sting retina:
ripples on the sea, spray fromhis flaying arnms; a strange red hand
gripping; the lady and the boy in the sea-fort; a seagull gliding

t hrough the sky.



Anot her hand canme up from behind himand gripped his wild bush of hair.
It pulled mercilessly.

He nmanaged to stand. Feet braced agai nst an underwater boul der, he held
onto a rock in front of him Two pairs of wetly red hands tried to pul
himinto the sea but he would not come. He was strong. Probably stronger
t han any sane man.

The hand gripping his hair tightened its grip then pulled harder. It
pulled until with a splitting crack his scal p gave way. The skin split
at the hairline across his forehead. It cane away in a solid piece |like
a wig; hair and skin peeling away in a slow, agonizing rip.

The hand rel eased the scalp to leave it dangling by a thin piece of skin
fromthe back of his neck. The skull, denuded of hair and skin, shone
like a snoboth pink egg in the sunlight.

A hand came up and caught the swinging eye. It parted fromthe socket
with a crack.

Cat at oni ¢ from shock, Brinley Fox opened his renaining eye. Water
swirled around his face. Now, even though his body had becone rigid, he
did not resist as one of the red hands pulled himback by his shirt
collar into the sea.
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Above him he saw the water swirling like a liquid puddle of light. Then
the water turned pal e green

H s one eye saw little silver bubbles, rising to the surface.

Now he no longer felt or heard, he only saw the sea above himturn from
pal e green, to green, to dark green

To bl ack.
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Chapter Twenty-four

In the caravan's galley kitchen, Chris scraped two platefuls of burger
and salad into the pedal bin. The third, smaller plate had been cl eaned
of all but streaks of ketchup

They had not tal ked nmuch since the incident with Fox and Gatemnan that
norni ng. Despite Gatenman's denials, Chris believed he had been invol ved
in sone plot to drive themout of the sea-fort. Wy? Jeal ousy? Did he
want the place for hinself? O didn't the villagers want holi daynmakers
ruining their seclusion?

He squirted washing-up liquid into hot running water. "Dad, why were you
so angry with Tony Gateman?" David sat at the table coloring in a
picture with a fat crayon.

"M Gateman had done sonething wong. He tried to stop us living here."

n W]y?"

"I don't know, David. It's up to the police to sort it out."
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Davi d | ooked up, interested. "The police? Are they going to take Tony to
prison?"

"We'| | have to wait and see. I'mgoing to drive over to the police
station in Munby this afternoon.™

"Where's Mun®"
"She's been hosing the courtyard and the car down."
"Wul d that petrol have bl own us up?"

"No, of course not. Now you color in sone pictures for ne, |'mjust
going to see your num"

He stepped out into the courtyard. It was still wet fromthe dousing
Ruth had given it. The sea-fort's massive gates were shut and | ocked.

He | ooked around. No real damage done. But he felt |ousy. Tired, and
somehow dirty. He just wanted to shower with scalding water. This
building, with its high stone walls, had becone part of him It had been
vi ol ated. Gatenman would pay for this.

"Chris."

Ruth's voice, flat and unenotional, cane from above. He | ooked up. She
stood on the wal kway that ran around the top of the wall. Fromthe way
she stared fixedly out it was obvious she had seen something that held
her attention

St omach muscl es tightening, he ran quickly up the steps.

"What's wrong?"

She nodded down toward the sea. "Wo are they?"

He | ooked sharply downward. The tide, fully in, swirled waves that
sucked at the base of the sea-fort. For a nonent he couldn't see what
she had noticed. He searched the troughs of the waves. Only dark rocks
showed anong the surf.

But there should be no rocks where he saw t hem now.

Leani ng forward, gripping the wall's coping stones with both hands, he
stared down at the dark shapes in the water
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"People ... There are people in the water."
Shivering, he | ooked at his w fe.

"I"ve been watching themten m nutes. They've not noved. They're just
standing there." She shrugged. "Witing."

He turned and | ooked down again. There, twenty feet bel ow, shoul der-deep
in the rolling sea, waves sonetines breaki ng over their heads, were six



dar k shapes.
They | ooked alike, their dark heads emaci ated and hairl ess.

Al six faced out to sea, heads held in the sane position, chins
slightly up, their eyes shut in a relaxed way that nmade them | ook asl eep

O dead, thought Chris, feeling a tide of cold seep through his body. He
recal l ed the Easter I|sland statues; they had the sane angul ar heads and
i npenetrabl e expressions, all facing in the sanme direction. And for al
that these things noved, they m ght have been cut fromrock

But they weren't. They were sonething awful that shouldn't be there.

He felt his wife's hand on his.

"Look. There's another one."

She was right. He'd not seen it appear, but there it was just like the
ot hers. The head above the waves, eyes shut, facing seaward |i ke one of

t hose Easter |sland statues.

Chris and Ruth stood transfixed, their attention focused utterly on the
heads.

And as they watched, the figures began to nove.

Smoothly and slowy. Very, very slowy the heads lifted as they turned
their faces up to Chris and Ruth standing on the battl enents.

Chris, unable to do anything el se, stared back at the upturned faces.
Their eyes were still closed in that rel axed sl eeper's way. But now
their nouths were partly
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open. Just bl ack hol es occasionally catching gobs of white surf.

He turned to his wife. Pulling his gaze fromthemwas |ike breaking a
spell. He guided Ruth gently away fromthe wall. "Don't | ook at them

| ove," he said. "Cone on. W're going downstairs."

Hal fway down the stone steps that led to the courtyard, she stopped
sharply. "Wo are they, Chris?"

"l don't know, love. And | don't think I want to know. "

She | ooked at him her dark eyes frightened. "I w sh they'd connected
t he tel ephone, Chris. | want soneone to conme for us."

"Don't worry. |If they haven't gone by tonight, we'll go to the police."
"No, Chris. W've got to get away as soon as we can."

The t hought of |eaving the sea-fort appalled him Cone what nay, he
wanted to stay. He lived here. This was his hone and his life-everything

rolled into one.

"But we can't just |eave. \Wat about the sea-fort?"



Her eyes wi dened.

"Bugger the sea-fort. Look... | think Tony knew sonething. He was trying
to tell us when you forced himout. Chris ..." She clutched his hand
tightly. "Let's just go. It'll probably be just for a few days, but |
want to get away fromhere. ... Tell nme we can go, Chris?"
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Chapter Twenty-five

"David!" Hs mumis voice was urgent. "Quick, get in the car. Wnd that
wi ndow up. Are the doors | ocked? Are you sure?"

"Yes."

He wat ched unhappily fromthe back seat of the car. H s num stood,
tappi ng her fingers rapidly on top of the door. The engi ne was runni ng.

Davi d | ooked out of the rear window H s dad was running very fast. He
was on the battlements on top of the walls, running then stopping to
| ook out over the wall, down at the beach bel ow

Maybe he was | ooking for Tony Gateman? O that man with the | oud voice
and lots of hair.

Today, his parents' behavior had puzzled him H s dad had seened qui et
this nmorning after his fall off the dunes the night before.

Then there was the trouble that nmorning with Tony Gatenman and the funny
man, and that petrol all over the
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pl ace. Al that shouting and seeing his dad so angry had scared Davi d.
It had made himrealize his dad wasn't always the nice person he seened

Then after lunch his parents had packed suitcases full of clothes and

| oaded theminto the car. They'd made himstay in the caravan all the
time so he couldn't tell what they were saying to one another. But they
| ooked worri ed.

" MUNP"

"Just a minute, David. W're waiting for Dad."

"\Where we goi ng, Mun?"

"Ah ... We're just going to your Nan and Grandad's for a few days ...
She forced a smile. "That'll be nice, won't it?"

He swallowed a lunp in his throat. He didn't like this at all

H s dad had finished | ooking out over the walls. He now cane running
down the stone steps into the courtyard, jumping down the |ast four

"Ckay! It's clear."

H s mum swung herself fast into the driving seat and revved the engi ne
until it deafened David.



H s dad opened the sea-fort's twin woden gates. He | eaned cautiously
out to look left then right. As David would if there were hungry tigers
out there on the beach

Hi s dad waved. "Cone on!"

The car accel erated savagely out of the sea-fort, front wheels sliding

around with a crunching sound. She stopped sharply, throw ng David
forward agai nst his seatbelt.

H s dad ran around to the driving side and shouted, "I'mlocking the gates."
"Chris ... Leave it!"

"No. I'mnot throwing it all away." As he tal ked he kept |ooking up and
down the beach. "This thing will pass-in a few days. Everything s going
to be all right."
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"Al'l right ... For Christsakes be quick."

Davi d wat ched his dad race back the few paces to the sea-fort to drag
the doors shut. He funbled with the | ock and the padl ock before running
back to the car and into the front passenger seat.

"Chris. Your door. Lock it."

The front tyres squeal ed as the car lurched forward.

"Slow down, Ruth. It's okay, they won't be up here.™

"You're an expert, then?"

"No, but they never left the water. They came in with the tide; they
went out with the tide. Love-we'll end up on the beach.™

The note of the engine dropped; they slowed as they ran off the end of
t he causeway onto the netalled road that |linked with the coast road,
tyres swi shing through patches of sand.

When they reached the coast road that ran to Qut-Butterw ck between the
dunes and the marshes, she didn't slow the car. The coast road ended
there; there would be no traffic.

Seconds | ater she braked hard again. The car slid to a stop

"Shit ..." She punched the wheel. "Shit, shit, shit."

"Jesus Christ."

"What' s happeni ng, Mun? Why are we stopping here?"

"Shush, David ... Just a mnute."

H s dad | ooked at his num right into her eyes.

"Ruth ... W're trapped.”



"W'l|l |eave the car, Chris. W can wal k. "

"Normally we could. But... | don't think we can risk it. Not now" His
dad took a deep breath. "Ruth ... | think our only alternative is to go
back. If we go back to the sea-fort, lock the gates, we'll be safe.

After all, they built the bloody place to keep out an arny."
Davi d stretched up against the seatbelt to | ook out.
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Through the wi ndscreen he could see that the coast road had now come to
an abrupt end. Running fromthe dunes to his left, across the road, to
one of the marsh ponds was a mound of beach pebbl es. David guessed the
mound of pebbles was as high as his head. He could clinb it easily. But
not the car. It would get stuck. They couldn't pass on either side
because of the high dunes and the mles of slimy nmud and water

"The beach. W can drive al ong the beach."
"You'd have to cross the streamthat runs across the beach. It's fairly
deep. If we get the car stuck... It neans going on by foot... And soon
the tide'll be on the turn. Soneone's gone to a lot of trouble to build
that barrier."”
"Those nen in the water?"
"Your guess is as good as mine."
"But what are they? We don't know if they're dangerous. They mi ght be

t hey m ght be just " She put her face in her hands. Quickly she
recovered. "You're right ... You only have to see them... You know

they' re dangerous ..."

"What's the matter, Dad? Why are we trying to run away?"

"We're not, kidda. We just want to visit Nan and Grandad. ..." A pause.
"Looks as if the council have dug up the road again. We'll just have to
wait."

His mumreversed the car to where the road was w dest then turned it round.
David pulled his legs up to his chest, huggi ng his knees.

This was not nice. This was not nice at all.

That evening they cane back in with the tide once nore. Seven Easter

I sl and statue heads, the color of congeal ed bl ood. They stood

shoul der-deep in the surf and faced out to sea-eyes shut, mouths partly
open.
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"What are we going to do, Chris?"

Chris and Ruth stood on the battl enents | ooki ng down at the dark
head- shapes in the sea. He put his armaround his w fe's shoul ders.

He didn't know what they could do.



"We' |l just sit and wait. The gates are | ocked. Nothing can get through
them Whatever they are, they'll go in the end."

"What about all those people in Qut-Butterwick? I'mworried about them"

"They can | ook after themselves. It's us, the Stainforths, that are
important. We're not |eaving the sea-fort until it's all over."

They stood, arns around one another |ike frightened children, watching
the tide, and the things it carried, roll forward and drown the beach
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Chapter Twenty-siXx
"\What happens next ?"

Davi d paused, a chunk of chocolate an inch fromhis nmouth. "Supernan
drops the iceberg through the hole into the nucl ear reactor."

"And the fire goes out?"

"It goes out ... pers-shhh ..." David pushed the chocolate into his
mout h and turned his attention back to the TV.

Chris sat with his armaround David. He'd done it to make the boy fee
safe after they had found the road bl ocked. Now it was Chris who gai ned
nore reassurance from huggi ng anot her hunman bei ng. Even one six years
old, wearing red pajamas with a jet fighter on the front. Ruth noved
about at the far end of the caravan making coffee and slicing pieces of
cake. He coul d guess what she was thinking.

"Fancy a drink?" he asked Davi d.

"M 1k, please. And sone cake."
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"You'll burst if you eat anynore."

Chris went to where Ruth was chopping at a slab of Madeira.

"Cof fee."

As she slid the cup across the worktop he took her hand.

"Can you think of another way?"

She shrugged.

He spoke softly. "W've got to do this for David's sake. It's a
pretense, | know. But we've got to act as if everything is normal. That
we're just going to stay in the sea-fort a few days. W' ve got videos,
food, drink-all we've got to provide for David is a smling face and
play with himas if nothing ... is happening."

"What is happening, Chris?"

"Christ knows ... But we know this: we know it m ght not be safe outside
the sea-fort. Now we've got those things in the sea.”



"But they're interested in the sea-fort, Chris. O are they interested
in sonething inside the sea-fort? Us."

"W don't know that."

"But we can nake a damm good guess. Like we can guess they put the
barrier of stones across the coast road. They don't want us to | eave. Wy?"

"Al'l 1 can say is don't worry. Look, these walls are over twenty feet
high, they're five feet thick, solid stone. The only way in is through
the gates-and the tinber is that thick." Chris held his hands ten inches
apart. "l've stacked bricks behind them You couldn't push through those
things with a tank. Believe ne, love, what's out there stays out

t her e- not hi ng, absol utely nothing, can get in."

"So we stay in here, then; and everything in the garden is lovely."
"For David's sake-yes. W certainly can't drive
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where. If we walk, we can't guarantee it won't be straight into one of
t hose things."

She shook her head sharply. "I keep thinking about the people in the
village. | renmenber how kind they were when we nmoved in. Particularly
Mark Faust and Tony Gateman. They made us wel cone. ™

H's voice turned to a hiss. "Wl conme. They tried to burn our bl oody hone
down. "

"Who' s guessing now, Chris? W don't know that. We do know that Fox was
here. And we know he's sick here." she tapped her tenple. "Don't you
bel i eve Tony when he said he was trying to stop hinf That he'd taken the
petrol can off Fox?"

"Do I hell. I believe he and Fox were in it together. And probably Faust."

"And the whole of Qut-Butterwick as well? Chris, you are paranoid.”

He held the cup with both hands-as if squeezing a throat.

"Look," she said, "I appreciate you are doing what you think is best for
us. But I'mworried about those people in the village. Ckay, nothing
m ght happen to them But if it does ... Chris, they are defensel ess

people living in little wooden cottages; they haven't got a castle to
| ock thenselves up in."

"\What are you suggesting?"

"That we go on foot-if it's safe enough-to the village. W warn the
villagers. Al so we can phone the police fromthere."

"What if those jokers out there have bl ocked the road out of
Qut-Butterwi ck? There's only the one."

"Then we ask anyone who wants to, to cone back to the sea-fort. It would
only be for an hour or two before help cones.”



She | ooked up at hi m expectantly.

He | aughed-a hunorl ess sound. "You have got to be
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joking. 1'll tell you this: you, David and | are not noving fromthis
sea-fort. That gate is staying |ocked until it's all over. And |I'm sure

as hell not going to bring a single one of those people fromthe village
in here. They've been against us fromthe start."

He went back to sit next to his son. She stood at the kitchen sink, her
back to him

Before it grew dark, Chris wal ked once nore around the top of the
sea-fort's walls. It had grown cold; a cloud-Iaden sky |unbered
overhead. The sea swirled around the flanks of the sea-fort, breaking
here and there in a wash of foam In the gloom the seven figures were
dark shapes against a slightly |lighter background of sea. Even so, sone
deeply disturbing quality shot themthrough, rem nding himof hungry
reptil es-wat ching and waiting.

Wth an effort he turned his mnd to making the place nore secure. He
decided to use the tinbers he'd stacked in the courtyard. He coul d wedge
t hem behi nd the gates. He was convinced. Nothing could get in. They
woul d be perfectly safe. Al they needed to do then was sit and wait.
This thing would sort itself out. By tonorrow, he prom sed hinself,

t hose things would be gone. Life would return to normal and he could
return to working on the sea-fort.

He continued his patrol. He clinbed the iron | adder fromthe top of the
courtyard walls onto the fort buil ding.

Rut h' s suggestion that they bring the villagers fromQut-Butterwick to
the sea-fort had been ridiculous. What if they were trapped here for
days? Where woul d they sl eep? They had anple food for three. But for twenty?

He reached the iron | adder at the far end of the building and descended
to the wall on the far side of the courtyard. Every few paces he | eaned
over the wall to |l ook down into the rolling surf twenty feet bel ow

bef ore continuing his patrol
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On the wal kway he found a comc. He picked it up. It was one of the old
Superman comics Mark Faust had given David on the night of Gatenman's
bar becue.

As he | ooked at it he suddenly felt touched by the nman's ki ndness.

He rubbed his jaw Wthout his even trying the menory came: Mark pushing
David on the swing, the big man's hearty laugh. Chris sitting back

enj oyi ng Tony Gateman's beer and snelling the aroma of beefburgers
sizzling on the barbecue.

Hal f an hour before, Ruth had called hi mparanoi d. Maybe he had been
hard on Gateman that norning. What if the guy had been totally innocent?
Maybe he had just been wal ki ng by when he'd seen Fox wildly dousing the
car with petrol.



No. He closed off the flow of thoughts. WIld horses wouldn't drag himto
the village. He'd concentrate on naking the sea-fort safe for hinself
and his famly.

He pronised hinself he'd make an early start the next norning on
strengt heni ng the barricades behind the doors.

As he wal ked down the steps he stopped, struck by an outl andi sh idea.

| mredi ately, he went down to the sea-fort building, opened the doors,
and went i nside.

"What are you doing, Chris?"

Chris, standing in one of the sea-fort's enpty barrack roons, hadn't
heard her approach

He | ooked round. "I had planned on taking out nore tinber to barricade
t he gates, but "

"But what ?"

"But ..." He gave a small smile. "But nowl'mtrying to work out just
where on earth we're going to put twenty unexpected guests.”

179
Chapter Twenty-seven
" Ready?"

"I"'mready." Chris zipped up his leather jacket. In his hand he carried
the axe-handle; as long as his arm its weight felt reassuring. "Ruth,
cl ose the door after me and lock it."

"Don't worry. | will."

"And don't open it again until | get back, not under any circunstances."”

He kissed her. He felt the tension in her face with his lips.

"This goes w thout saying, Chris. Be careful. If it doesn't |ook right;
i f anything's on the beach-anythi ng-come straight back. Then we'll do as
you wanted in the first place. W'll lock the gates and sit it out."

He shot a | ook back at the caravan. David | ooked through the end wi ndow,
his face pale and fri ght ened.

"l shouldn't be nore than an hour," he said. "Fifteen
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m nutes there, fifteen mnutes back. That gives ne thirty to phone the
police and talk to Gateman."

"Careful, love." She kissed him
The closing gate shut off Ruth's worried expression. He didn't nove

until he heard the bolts ram home, then he junped off the causeway onto
t he beach.



Low tide. The sea nust have been a good hundred yards fromthe sea-fort.
Even so he felt a growi ng tension as he wal ked qui ckly away.

He kept m dway up the beach. It would have been qui cker to have crossed
the dunes to Qut-Butterwi ck, but there were too many hollows up there
that could hide ... Well, that could hide sonething unpl easant. The
menory of the encounter two nights before still left a ragged nmenory.

Wien he | ooked in the direction of the sea he saw for the first tinme a
m st drawing in. Even so he could make out seven dark heads in the surf.
From here they coul d have been seal -heads poki ng out of the water.

Coul d have been

He shivered and qui ckened his step. Behind himthe sea-fort had becone a
huge bl ock resting on the beach, its edges growing fuzzy in the

t hi ckening mist. For a nonent he could see Ruth standing on the
seawal I s. He saw her armraised in a slow wave; he waved back

Then the mist thickened. He could see her no nore.

Chris glanced at his watch. Seven o' cl ock.

He had given no thought to what he would say to the villagers when he
arrived. They were in danger. He knew that. The feeling cane in

i nvisible waves fromthe sea. You could al nost put your hands into it; a
hal f-solid thing that made the hairs on your neck and body stand on end.
But what was the danger? How could he explain it to the villagers? If
the village had been cut off fromthe outside world |ike Manshead, how
woul d he be able to persuade a nmainly aging population to |l eave their
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confortable homes to go and sleep on the stone floors of the
hal f-derelict sea-fort? They would | augh in his face.

Ti ghtening his grip on the axe-handle, Chris wal ked faster. Soon the
tide would be on the turn. And whatever was in the water would return
with the incom ng sea.

David clinbed the stone steps up to the wal kway that ran around the top
of the sea-fort walls.

H s mum and dad were anxi ous. He knew that. Like he knew it was
something to do with what they had seen in the sea.

When he reached the top, he watched his nother for a nonment. She | eaned
forward onto the wall, chin resting on her hand, |ooking down the beach
in the direction of the sea.

"Mum ... Where's Dad gone?"

"To the village. To see Tony Gatenan."

"To hit himwith the stick?"

"No ... To talk to him"

n W]y?"



"Go down and play in the caravan. There's a lolly in the breadbin."
Unhappily, he returned to the caravan bel ow.

Chris had wondered how he woul d convince the villagers that they were in
danger. What he saw when he entered the main village street told him
he'd have no probl em

Di sembowel l ed, lying in the mddle of the road in a | ake of bl ood that
was turning fromred to black, was the mutil ated body of a horse.

He stopped and stared at it. The tightness in his stomach made breat hing
difficult; his nouth turned paper-dry.

What el se would he find in the village? At that noment he wanted ..
longed to turn and run back to the sea-fort.

Beyond the horse was a car. A door torn fromthe hinges hung fromthe
branches of a nearby tree. He
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wal ked sl ow y now, axe-handle held across his chest at the ready.
No sign of life.

The houses | ooked deserted. The doors of some hung open. At his feet a
pi nk bedroom slipper rested on the pavenent. As if it had conme off as
its owner had run down the street.

He | ooked inside the car. Dark patches noistened the uphol stery.
Bl ood.
He licked his dry I|ips.

Then fromthe other end of the village cane a commotion. A mixture of
noi ses-snarls, yelping hows, all breathless and high-pitched as if
somet hi ng was in pain.

It was a pack of dogs. They cane at him snarling and how i ng.

Sonet hi ng had driven them nmad. They ran in a tight pack down the street,
eyes rolling, whites flashing, pink tongues sw nging from nouths that
dri pped saliva. They were biting one another, ripping off tufts of hair
and shreddi ng one another's ears.

He rai sed the axe-handle. But they did not even notice himand ran on
i nsanely biting each other, even thenselves, as if invisible rats were
runni ng across their backs.

Right, he told himself. A quick look round, five nminutes at the nost;
then back to the sea-fort. A glance in a couple of cottages told himthe
vill agers had deserted the place.

Qui ckly, he wal ked down the village street. A fistful of banknotes
littered the pavenent in front of the village store. Another dog |ay
dead in a front garden, its body on the lawn, its head ten feet away in
a rosebed. The teeth shone through parted lips.



What if he saw a man or woman |i ke that? Sweat began to roll down his
f or ehead.

The end of the street was in sight through the
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t hi ckening mi st when Chris heard the voice calling him
"Chris ... Hey, Chris. Over here."

He | ooked round. In the doorway of the corrugatediron hut that served as
the village hall stood Mark Faust. Gesturing for Chris to approach, the
bi g man | ooked anxi ously up and down the street.

Chris didn't wait for the invitation to be repeated; he sprinted across
the road and through the doorway. The door banged shut behind him the
bolts snapped horne.

He had seen phot ographs of scenes like this before, usually acconpanying
reports about refugees.

In the hall, sitting silently on the orange plastic chairs, were

approxi mately twenty nmen and wonen. He knew nobst of them by sight. Now
they wore tired, shellshocked faces. They stared forward into thin air,
seem ngly not interested in anything but their own private thoughts. The
only movenent came fromthe sinple Tamvorth girl. She sat heavily in an
old arncthair, thumbing through a tot's book on animals, nouthing the
nane of each one in her little-girl voice.

"Ducks ... Mdo-cow ... Two ducks ... M. Rabbit..."

At the far end of the hall stood the Major, the Wstie at his feet. The
only expression of conprehensi on came when he noticed the dog nervously
circling his feet. Gently he'd pat the dog and say in a | ow voice, "Good
boy ... Good boy, Mac. Don't worry, we're goi ng home soon, boy."

As the old soldier straightened, Chris noticed that he wore a | eat her

belt with a holster. The butt of the arny revolver gleanmed dully. Chris

gl anced qui ckly around. A niddle-aged man with gi nger hair-he recogni zed
hi m as Hodgson the farmer-sat by a window with a shotgun across his

legs. Sitting on the | ow stage was Tony Gateman, anxiously snoking a cigar
Chris wondered if the little Londoner thought he had
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cone to finish the job when he saw the axe-handl e.

He felt a heavy hand grip his shoulder. Mark's gesture was friendly.

"Come on," he runbled, "let's talk. Tony's got one or two things he'd
like to share with you."

They wal ked down the aisle between the chairs to the stage. Hardly
anyone | ooked up.

Cautiously, Tony Gateman nodded a greeting; those shrewd eyes studied
Chris's face through the thick | enses of his gl asses.



Chris nodded back. "What's happeni ng, Tony?"

"I can tell you that in one sentence.'
we're in the shit."

He drew on the cigar. "Basically

Chris sat beside himon the stage. "Tony, | know you know nore about al
this than | do. But |'ve seen enough and ... and it sounds bizarre, but
| feel enough to know this thing is dangerous ... Look, there are people

out at Manshead. They're standing in the water around the seafort.”

Mark pulled up a chair and sat astride it. "Have they done anyt hi ng?
Have they tried to attack you?"

"No ... nothing like that. Although sonmeone has built a barrier of
stones across the coast road. W can't get out by car. As for whoever it
isinthe water, they just go in and out with the tide. They stand

shoul der-deep in the water, their eyes shut. It sounds crazy, but they
seemto be watching us."

"They're watching all right."

Chris | ooked at him "You know who they are?"

"Let's say," said Tony, "that friend Mark here had a run-in with them
about thirty years ago. And believe ne, Chris, those bastards are evil.

Evil."

Tony drew on his cigar. "Ruth and little David all right?"

"Fine. The sea-fort's gates are |l ocked. Nothing' Il get
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in there." Chris noticed Tony and Mark exchange | ooks in a way he didn't

like at all.

"You know Fox?" Tony spoke in a | ow, neasured voice. "He never did make
it back to the village, you know "

Chris's mouth stayed dry.
"You know, Chris, | think he's with his brother now "

"You nmean he's dead?"

"I mean, Chris, | believe he is with his brother. Dead is debatable."
"Look ... Tony, | don't know what you nmean. You're going to have to
explain."

As Tony began to speak there was a bang fromthe back of the hall. Chris
started and junped to his feet.

"It's only the Hodgson boys," said Mark. "They've been out with their
uncle. They're collecting sacks."

Chris watched two boys in their md-teens pile sacks on the plank floor
with nore strength than finesse. Both had orange-gingery hair with faces
mottled with freckles. And both were obese enough to nake Chris wonder



if they'd ever make forty-five before a thronbosis cracked their aortas.

"We' re sandbaggi ng the pl ace,
wi ndows. "

Tony explained. "W'lIl do the doors and

Their uncle returned with nbre sacks under one arm In his other hand he
carried a double-barrelled shotgun

Chris | ooked around the fragile tin shack of a place. These peopl e had
prepared for invasions before. That time it had been World War |1. They
wer e maki ng the same preparations now stockpiling food, brew ng up
gal l ons of tea, sandbaggi ng buil dings, and form ng a hone guard arned
wi th shotguns, old service revolvers, and pitchforks. Again they faced
somet hing that threatened to invade their lives-but this time not with
anphi bi ous landing craft and carrying rifles with fixed bayonets.

No one knew exactly what the threat was. The only
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thing every man and woman knew was that this danger- this
life-threatening danger-woul d cone.

And it woul d cone soon.

Chris watched the preparations as Tony told hi mwhat had happened the
ni ght before.

"Wke up at about three. | heard a car engine revving, gears grating,
then a crash. That was John Wainwight trying to drive out in a bl oody
hurry."

"That was the car in the street? The Ford Fiesta? | sawit."

Tony nodded to a nan sat at the back of the hall. Geyhaired, thin,

dri ed-up-1 ooki ng; he wore a bandage around the top of his head and had a
snear of dried bl ood down one cheek. Chris recognized himas a partner
ina firmof accountants in Munby. The man's face was expressionl ess.

"For the last few days |'ve been in the habit of sleeping in ny clothes.
| managed to reach the front door when the lights went out. The whol e of
the village blacked out. | tell you, it was pandenoni um fucking
pandenponium | can't really explain it rationally ... just a lot of
peopl e runni ng around not able to see a thing. No scream ng or shouting,
just running feet, then bang! A wi ndow would smash, then dogs'd bark

t heir bl oody heads off. Pandenmoni um chaos, bedl amyou pick the
description. But | tell you this, Chris, |'ve never been so fucking
terrified in all ny Iife. Wll, we had sone | anps ready and nanaged to
get everyone into the village hall here. Twenty-three of them Everyone
accounted for. VWiich in itself is a bloody mracle.™

"Who attacked you?"

Chris saw Tony Gateman swall ow. "Too dark to see, really."
"Those people |'ve seen in the water at Manshead?"

"No ... Just people. This tine they didn't hurt any of us."
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"Or maybe we were just lucky, Tony. | don't think those things could see
too well."

Thi ngs? Chris was going to question Mark further when one of the Hodgson
boys canme up, breathing hard. "W're gonna barrow sand up fromthe
beach. Where shall we put it, M. Gateman?"

"By the door, lan. You don't want to be far away the next tine the tide
conmes in."

The boy jogged away down the aisle, his baggy jeans hal fway down his
massi ve backsi de, revealing what seened |ike an acre of pink buttock

Tony's mouth stretched into an artificial smle. "They' re good workers.
They' Il have the sandbags up against the doors in a couple of hours.”

Chris watched Tony's shrewd eyes as the man | ooked around the hall
checking the preparations. He realized that the man knew perfectly well
that in a few hours they would all be dead. He was nerely keeping the
active villagers busy to keep their mnds off the hopel essness of the
si tuati on.

The Maj or's dog yapped nervously again.

"Tony," said Chris, "this is a waste of tine. These walls are so brittle
I could kick holes through them nyself."

" g2

"So ... I'msaying if anyone wants to come back to the sea-fort with ne,
they' re wel cone.”

Tony let his shoulders fall. It looked to Chris as if someone had
renoved a concrete slab fromhis back. He breathed deeply, then |eaned
forward and gripped Chris by the forearm and shook it.

"Thanks, Chris. W appreciate it."

Chris zipped up his jacket. "Right, M. Gateman. Lead your people to
safety.”

188

Davi d watched his nmother. She still gazed anxi ously out across the
sands. The mist had cone in thickly now It drifted in thick white rags
across the beach. David could hardly see the dunes; or the sea. He could
hear it, though. A whoosh-whooshing sound-getting | ouder and | ouder as
the tide turned.

He wi shed his dad woul d cone back hone.

He ran down the steps to the caravan. Five minutes |later he clinbed back
up with a nugful of diluted orange. He had tried to warmit in the

m crowave but wasn't sure of the setting, so it was only tepid.

"Here you are," he said, handing his nmother the cup. "This mi ght make
you feel better."”

H's mum | ooked at himin a funny way for a nonment, then suddenly hugged



himtightly to her. She was on her knees and her face felt wet agai nst
the bare skin of his neck

"Don't cry, Mum" he said softly. "I'll look after you."
It wasn't going to be easy.

Chris watched the straggling group of villagers make their way onto the
beach. Some had sticks; one lady was in a wheelchair. A married couple
intheir fifties both held a handl e each and were pushing it

determ nedly. The Major had to be constantly rem nded where they were
goi ng. Every few paces he would stop, puzzled, as if unsure why he was
there. Mac whined and yel ped and sonetinmes refused to walk at all,
splaying his front legs out in the sand.

The Hodgsons were the nost abl e-bodied-the farmer and his wife, their
two sons and the uncle. For sone reason, Chris didn't know why, the two
sons pushed notorbi kes | aden with sacks of food. The farmer and the
uncl e carried bul gi ng rucksacks and shotguns. Mark Faust carried a
shotgun in his left hand, a PVC holdall in the other, and a rucksack on
hi s back. A few others
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carried shoppi ng bags, carrier bags and holdalls. Rosie Tammorth ski pped
along as if on a day trip.

It nade a bizarre and pathetic sight. Aline of frightened men and wonen
wal ki ng al ong the beach, casting glances in the direction of a sea
hi dden by mi st.

Chris caught up with Tony, who headed the colum. "You were ready for
this, weren't you, Tony? You' ve prepared for it."

"M. Stainforth, nowisn't the tinme or place. ... Look ... | promse.
["Il explain fully later. ... | just... | just want to get off this
fucki ng beach. "

They wal ked on in silence, apart fromthe odd yap fromthe dog.

Wai nwri ght's expression was sour beneath his bandage. Waring a suit and
tie, he had declined to carry anything. Unlike the equally

nm ser abl e-1 ooki ng Reverend Reed, who carried a | eather briefcase in one
hand and an overcoat in the other. The briefcase | ooked heavy. But Chris
doubted if it contained holy water and Bibles.

As they neared the nouth of one of the streams that ran al ong the beach
a dark object rose out of the water.

It was man-shaped.

He gripped the axe-handle tightly.

The Easter Island profile was the sane; the sane slightly open nouth and
the sane eyes-closed like those of a deeply relaxed sleeper. But this
time the dark granite skin had taken on a different tinge. The bal ance
of red in the red-black color had shifted to the red.

He sl owed down.

Suddenly Mark was at his side. "Keep wal king, Chris. That's one of them



For Cod's sake, keep wal ki ng. Pl ease.™

Chris didn't need anynore urging. They forded the stream higher up the
beach, the water icy against their |egs.

The m st thickened. Chris stared hard into it, half
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expecting to see shadowy figures blocking their way. Once he inmagi ned he
saw a figure standing on the dunes, |ooking down at them The figure had
a round white face. Shockingly white.

He forced hinmself to concentrate on the next few yards of visible beach

As he wal ked, he found hinself thinking about Fox. What in Christ's nane
had happened to hin? And what had Tony Gatenman nmeant when he said that,
even though he was sonmewhere in the sea, whether he was actually dead or
not was debat abl e? He renenbered | ots of things now They were al

little pieces of a jigsaw falling into place to forma single picture.

It produced a shiver that ran fromhis scalp to the balls of his feet.
The nonster celery plant in the old sink-its gromh had been not hi ng
short of nutant; the wooden chair in the wet dirt-the bottomof the |egs
had sprouted roots, the carved arnms had begun to bud. The gol dfish. That
had been dead all right. But a few hours later it had been hurtling
around the glass bow like a torpedo. And now it |looked as if it was
changi ng. Then a couple of nights ago he had cone face to face with
somet hing on top of those dunes. It had not touched himphysically but
it had nessed his mnd around as easily as a kid twists a plasticine
nodel out of shape. The people in the sea with their sinister Easter

I sl and statue faces?

The questions he had to ask Gateman and Faust were stacking up inside
hi s head.

He gl anced at Tony. The little Londoner |ed the straggling band of

vill agers. Head bobbi ng up and down, he plodded determ nedly al ong the
beach, thin piano hands gripping the straps of the canvas rucksack on
hi s back. Mark Faust brought up the rear. Walking in a |long, easy
stride, he wouldn't have | ooked out of place on a Wld West prairie
wearing a stetson, with a pair of six-guns strapped to his sides.
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At last Chris could make out the bones of the wecked fishing boat
t hrough the clouds of mst. He quickened his pace, bringing hinmself
| evel with Tony.

"Tony, 1'll go on ahead. If the gates are already open we'll get this
| ot inside quicker."

"Al'l right, Chris ... Be careful. This mst'd hide a bl eeding dinosaur."

Chris's pace turned into a jog. He wanted to see if David and Ruth were
all right. They should be. But the surf sounded | ouder-the tide was
com ng in; and fast.

H s i magi nati on began firing up i mages of the sea-fort doors flapping
open; the place deserted; David crying somewhere, lost in the mst; Ruth
I ying on her back on the sands, one of those things fromthe sea on top



of her, cutting...

He cut off the nmental inmage. But it would come back. Soon, if he didn't
see that the pair were all right.

He ran al ong the causeway, the dark blurred shape hardening into the
solid stone buil di ng.

"Ruth!" he called up at the sea-fort.
He waited an anxi ous twenty seconds before a head | ooked over the wall.
"Ruth, open the gates."

Seconds later Chris heard the nmetallic snap of bolts, then the gates
j udder ed open.

"Dad!" David hurled hinmself at Chris so hard he nearly |ost his bal ance.
"Whoa, hang on, kidda."

Ruth put her arnms around Chris in a fierce hug. "You seenmed to be gone
ages. "

Chris smled. "Well, | ended up bringing this |lot back." He turned as
the group plodded up to the gates. Wthout a word they continued wal ki ng
into the courtyard. Last of all, Mark Faust with the shotgun resting

over one shoul der.
He nodded solemmly at Chris then wal ked inside.
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Chris took one | ook along the beach, slowy being engulfed by white
m st, then he swung the gate shut and drove the bolts hone.

Saf e.

For now.
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Chapter Twenty- ei ght

Chris swng open the main door to the sea-fort building. The air that
rolled out over himfelt cool, but dry. He entered, followed by Tony and
Mark. This place was going to be hone for around twenty people.

"This way." He led the two nmen al ong the corridor and up the staircase.

The caravan woul d hold eight people. He, Ruth and David could share the
doubl e bedroom Sone of the other villagers could sleep in the

twi n-bedded room David had used with two nore on the bed-settee. Those
woul d be the ones who were sick or the nost elderly. The rest would have
to make thensel ves confortable here. He wal ked into the |argest
first-floor room

"We'| | get them organi zed to make up beds out of blankets when they've
cone around a bit." Tony's shrewd eyes apprai sed the room "At | east
we'll be on tinber floors. Kipping on stone wouldn't do anyone any good."
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"For how | ong?"

"At the nost a day or two, | expect."

Mar k Faust shrugged. "This is all newto us, Chris."

"But you do know somet hing. You certainly know nore than | do."

Tony's smile was hal f-hearted. "W thought we knew | ots. But events seem
to have overtaken our expectations."”

"And what did you expect?"

"What we didn't expect was those things. Not to cone back and snash up
t he pl ace."

"Somet hing occurred to ne," said Chris, wanting answers. "Wy didn't you
just leave? Back in the village you said you were in the shit. You knew
somet hi ng was happeni ng, sonething that woul d put you-us-in danger
because you' ve been preparing for it. Supplies of food, the shotguns,
sleeping fully dressed.”

"Yes, we were expecting sonething, but ..."
Mark finished the sentence. "But we didn't expect it to be... bad."
"You could still have left. Wien it was first light this norning."

"I tried,” said Mark. "The only road out is blocked at the bridge.
They' ve piled rocks across it."

"You coul d have wal ked. "

"W coul d have," agreed Tony. "But you see, Chris, like the ugly old
troll in the story, one of those things was sitting in the stream
beneath the bridge. And even though |I'm ashanmed to admt it, | was
afrai d- bl oody afraid-to cross the bridge with that thing an arm s | ength
away. "

Chris sighed. "So, for a few days anyway, we're trapped. Until when?
Monday ?"

"Why Monday?"
"Well, it's Saturday today. So barring casual visitors,
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the first certain visitor is the postman early Mnday norning."

"And CGod help the poor sod." Tony renoved his gl asses and nassaged the
red pressure nmarks on the bridge of his nose.

"And God help us," added Mark quietly.

Chris was about to try to punp nore information fromthe two nmen when he
heard the sound of a shoe scraping across the tinbers. It was the



Reverend Reed. The expression on his red, blotched face | ooked suitable
for a funeral. He said nothing, didn't even acknow edge the three of
them Slowy, he wal ked around the perinmeter of the Iarge room | ooking
it over. In his hand he carried the fat |eather briefcase, his knuckles
white fromthe pressure of clasping the handle.

Wth the conscious effort of soneone changi ng the subject,. Tony said,
"This is our dormitory, then. W'IlIl get what bedding is available. Then
we' |l get everybody in here and get them as confortable as we can."

Rut h must have caught the |last few words as she cane through the door
"And we really need to have sone kind of group neeting, Tony."

n W]y?ll

"I think everyone has a right to know what is happening."

"I"'msorry, Ruth. W don't know what is happening. Ot her than the fact
that we are effectively trapped here by those things outside. | think
it's clear to everyone that those creatures don't want us to | eave."

The Vicar spoke for the first time: "And it is abundantly clear that you
and your pagan nei ghbors have no intention of |eaving nowjust when your

sordid little god is about to visit."

"Excuse me, Reverend Reed," asked Chris, puzzled. "Wat do you nean?
don't understand."

The Vicar made the snarl that passed for his snile
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"Ask that man, Gateman. He's behind all this."

The Reverend Reed wal ked out of the room

"What did he nean by that?" Ruth asked Tony.

"He says sone bloody foolish things ... He makes it sound like we're a
pagan sect. W've done nothing. W just happened to be here. \Watever

happens wi |l happen anyway ... W' ve done nothing to nake it happen."

"Before we do anything," said Ruth, "I think the four of us ought to sit
down-then you tell us everything you do know "

Chris said, "I agree. Look, Tony, stop holding back. W're not Kkids.
Tell us."
Mark smiled. "It's all a question of belief. WIIl you believe us?"

"We' || believe you all right," said Chris. "Now, tell us."

As Tony unw apped a cigar, one of the Hodgson boys bl undered in
breathl essly, his feet thunping heavily against the boards.

"M. Gateman! M. Gateman! My dad says you'd better look at this." The

boy's face burned an excited red. "They're out, M. Gatenan, they're out!"
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Chapter Twenty-nine
Chris | ooked out over the beach

He saw that they were indeed out. A cold sensation hung heavily in his
st omach.

He | ooked at the others. The villagers stood on top of the sea-fort's
wal I s, gazing silently over the sands, now blurred white with nist.

The tide had begun to retreat. This tinme the dark figures had not
retreated with the water. Those at the top of the beach were now
conpletely free of the sea and sat cross-|egged on the beach, | ooking
i ke ancient Red Indian warriors, their naked bodies a dark red, the
color of ripe cherries.

The things | ooked brutally strong, their |ong, powerful arms resting
across their knees. Again their hairless heads gave the inpression of
Easter Island statues with their sharp chiselled profiles. Each had its
head turned so it faced the sea-fort, eyes shut.
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Eventually the tide slid back, |eaving eight figures sat randomy spaced
al ongsi de the causeway.

"The Saf Dar," nurnured Tony in awe.

"The what ?" asked Chris in a | ow whisper

Mark's voice runbled. "Saf Dar. It's Urdu. For a special kind of warrior."

"An extraordinarily violent warrior," added Tony, staring at the
figures. "Exceptionally violent-the Saf Dar were the breakers of the
line. In battles they would hurl thenselves at the enemy in a kind of
human blitzkrieg."

Chris heard a sigh that expressed pain as nuch as anything. He saw the
Reverend Reed | ook away fromthe figures on the beach, his Adam s apple
twi tching above the dirty-white dog-collar

Then Ruth was at Chris's side, her hand finding his.

"Where's Davi d?" he whispered. "He mustn't see this."

"He's asleep in the caravan. What's happening to then? They seemto be
changi ng color."

"I don't know. But they seemto be acclimatising thenselves to the open
air. They don't need the sea now. "

Chris glanced around at the villagers. Wth the exception of the
Reverend Reed, no one could take their eyes fromthe figures.

"Thank God they can't get in here," said Ruth. "Hatred. You can feel it,
can't you? They're sitting there just hating us."

An hour passed. The tide slid back, exposing the top of the causeway.

"I'" m goi ng hone."



The sudden voice startled everyone. It was Wi nwight, the accountant,
who had spoken. He still wore the bandage |ike a white headband.

"I"'mafraid you can't, M. Wiainwight," said Tony. And Chris heard Mark
hi ss under his breath, "Pain in the ass.

199

"No ... |'ve had enough of this." Wainwight's voice was qui ck and
clipped. "I'mgoing home. This-this is obviously some kind of confidence
trick. We've been duped. There are probably criminals stripping our
honmes even as we stand here.”

" 'S not safe out there, old boy," said the Major. " 'S dangerous. You
wait till we get the er... er..." He tailed off.

"The Major's right," said Mark calmy. "Stay put."

"Until when? ... until our honmes have been enptied, and-and the crooks
are driving away | aughing at us?"

Tony Gateman sighed. "M. Wiinwight, those people, and | use that word
| oosely, those people out there have ceased to be like us. They are
dangerous. You know that, M. Wainwight. Don't |eave the sea-fort."

"I"'mgoing home. And you'll all cone hone soon enough. Wen you realize
Gatenman is making a fool out of you all. He thinks this place is where
some ol d pagan god has put-has made his den. He's mad. Isn't he mad,
Reverend Reed?"

Reed, staring into space, said nothing.
"Don't worry. I'll see nyself out."

Chris foll owed Tony down the steps as he tried to persuade Wai nwight to
st ay.

He was wasting his breath. Wthin five mnutes they'd had to admit
defeat and let the man out through the gate and onto the causeway. Chris
| ocked the gate after him before he and Tony clinbed back up the steps
to see what woul d happen.

Chris noticed that some of the figures had noved. Six still sat on the
beach in a line along the side of the causeway, a twenty-yard gap

bet ween each one. The furthest sat at the point where the causeway
joined the coast road. But the two nearest the sea-fort were now
kneeling on the beach, flanking the causeway. Like a pair of statues
guardi ng the entrance to a tonb.
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He shivered. The sharp, chiselled faces with the cl osed eyes were
expressionless. Yet he had the feeling that whatever happened, whatever
he did, these alien figures would know, and be ready to react.

He wondered what that reaction woul d be.

He did not have to wait long to find out.



Wai nwri ght stepped out onto the causeway in clear view of everyone. He
| ooked straight ahead at the dunes.

Then, as if he'd consciously bl ocked out everything but his destination
he began to wal k-a quick, stiff pace.

Chris did not like the man. Wen he | ooked at Wai nwright he renenbered
his old maths teacher, stiff-necked and gray-skinned |ike Wai nwi ght,
delivering a full-blooded slap across Barry Mtchell's face. And the boy
had done not hi ng wrong.

It had knocked the | ad flat against the classroomfloortiles. He had
been ten years old. The nenory of that had fueled Chris's sense of
injustice all these long years. Wainwight was a man who evoked those
menories of stiff-necked, repressed bastards who make thensel ves fee
good by maki ng people in their power feel bad.

Yet at that noment Chris wanted to shout at Wainwight to get hinself
back to the sea-fort. But the man would not have |istened. He had
excluded the possibility fromhis mnd that the things on the beach
could pose a threat. For himthey sinply did not exist.

Wai nwri ght approached the first two figures which closely flanked the
causeway. Two sentinel s-unnoving, sinister. Not a flicker of novement
betrayed that they were even aware of the stiff-necked accountant's
appr oach.

But Chris knew they sensed him

Wai nwri ght slowed, his feet hardly moving.

He passed between the two sentinel Saf Dar and wal ked on. Suddenly he
st opped and | ooked back. The two didn't nove so much as an inch
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Visibly the man rel axed, his shoul ders dropping. He continued wal ki ng,
now | ooking as if he was just keeping an appoi ntnent at sone hi gh-street
bank.

Chris heard sonme of the villagers |et out pent-up breath.

It didn't take a Sherlock Hol mes to guess what was running through their
m nds.

Look. If he can wal k across there, we all can. ... W can go hone.
No point in roughing it here. ... It's safe. ... W' re going hone.

Wai nwri ght passed another of the Saf Dar. No nmovenent. Not a flicker
across the expressionless face that m ght have been carved from burnt brick.

He wal ked confidently now A stiff-legged figure growing fainter in the
mst. He was going to nake it.

"Wy to go, rubber-neck!"

It was one of the Hodgson |ads. The ot her whistled, then both clapped
their neaty paws together over their heads.

The spell was broken. Sonme of the villagers shouted encouragenent. The



Har bour Tavern's | andl ord chuckled. "Home in time for opening time, eh
Tony?"

Conversation rose in an excited buzz. They were going home. They'd woken
fromthe nightmare.

Jesus!

Chris saw it. Mst nust have seen it, because the sound of their voices
cut to a sudden silence that rang in the ears.

As he | ooked along the line of dark figures on the causeway, they
changed, as if an electric current had been jolted through their bodies.
Then, one after another, the eyes of the Saf Dar snapped open. Chris's
bl ood turned to ice.

I nexplicably there was sonething awful about it, nerely the sight of
ei ght sets of eyelids snapping back
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to expose eight pairs of bright staring eyes, the whites gleanmng |ike
splinters of glass.

They say the eyes are the wi ndows of the soul. If so, these exposed
soul s were nmonstrously tw sted and evil.

Two-thirds of the way across the causeway, Wai nwight saw the change in
the things" faces. And he shuddered when he saw the eyes that | ooked as
| arge and as shockingly bright as those of a starving nan.

Wai nwri ght began to run, arms sw ngi ng, bandaged head jerking up and down.

The vill agers watched, struck silent, holding their breath, clenched
fists resting on top of the walls.

Wai nwri ght had passed the seventh figure; only nunber eight to go. Then
he woul d reach the road through the dunes which would | ead hi m hone.

In his jerking run he approached the eighth and last figure. It stil
sat staring straight in front of it in the direction of the sea-fort,
i gnoring the running man.

It knows; Christ, it knows ... Chris's stonmach ached with tension

Then its head jerked up. It watched as Wai nwi ght approached at a
desperate run, arms windmlling, his white shirt now showi ng beneath his
suit jacket.

Then it noved.

The figure on the beach |l eapt in one explosive novenment, catching

Wai nwright in its red-black arns, sweeping himup, then backward, his
feet whipping up higher than his head. Wthout releasing its grip, it
swung the accountant down head-first onto the stone slabs that paved the
causeway.

Chris heard the crack of the skull against the stone even at that distance.

Wai nwright lay on the causeway stomach down, his head on its side. No



novenent .
The creature noved a few paces away fromthe body,
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then sat down, cross-legged, staring with those bright white eyes at the
sea-fort.

The people in the sea-fort watched, stunned into silence, not noving.
The scene woul dn't let them go.

The other creatures hadn't nmoved. They just stared, eyes |laser-bright.
They made it possible to believe that they could burn holes through
granite with a single look. No birds flew overhead; the m st seenmed nore
dense. It grew colder, gloomer, as if the earth lay dying beneath their
feet.

Chris muttered that he was going to check on David.

He returned to the caravan to find the boy asleep in the bedroom his
face poki ng above the duvet.

He felt his son's forehead. It was noist with sweat. Gently he pulled
t he duvet down to his chest. Then, picking up the binoculars fromthe
dressing table, he tiptoed out.

As soon as he reached the steps he knew sonet hi ng had happened.

He sprinted up to the wal kway. The villagers were | ooking at the
causeway, their heads craning forward.

"Look!" cried one of the Hodgson boys. "He's shifted. The bugger's shifted!"

Chris searched for what had caught their attention. The Saf Dar renai ned
in their positions. Wainwight still lay ... Chris stiffened. But now he
I ay on his back, one knee raised in the air.

He saw the nman's arm nmove to wipe his face. Then, painfully, he pulled
hinself in to a sitting position. It was |ike watching someone wake wth
a nonstrous hangover.

After three false starts, Wainwight lunbered to his feet, head sw ngi ng
fromside to side

Chris jerked the binoculars to his eyes.

Wai nwright's head swung into view, unconfortably large in the |enses.
The bandage hung around his neck, now stained with fresh crinson. The
bal di ng head
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appear ed; slashed across it, a gash in the shape of a smling nouth, the
open wound form ng over-red lips with sonet hing white show ng through
Chris | owered the binoculars and wi ped his nouth.

Lurchi ng unsteadily, the accountant | ooked around him He needed to
stare long and hard at the Saf Dar to pull back the nenory of a few
m nutes before. No nightmare, M. Wainwight, thought Chris grimy. This



is stone-cold reality.

Instead of trying to walk on, away fromthe sea-fort, away fromthe Saf
Dar, including the one sitting on the causeway just five paces away,
Wai nwri ght began to stagger back to the sea-fort.

"Idiot," whispered Ruth, "he should be going the other way. Not back
ldiot. ..."

Mar k Faust picked up the shotgun. "I'm going out there. Get the doors
for me, Chris, please.”

"Mark, no." Tony snatched at Mark's arm
"We can't just stand by this tine, Tony. That guy needs help."

"No one goes out of those gates. It's suicide. No, it's worse than
sui cide. You of all people have seen what those things can do."

"Shoot the cunts," grunted Farmer Hodgson, holding up his shotgun

"Look," stammered Tony, "get ready to open the gates, but only when he
makes it back all the way."

"Tony-"

"Listen, Mark, listen. You saw what one of those things can do to a man.
It split his head Ilike a tomato."

"Conme on! Run!"

"You can do it!"

"Move it! Move yourself, man!"

The villagers shouted encouragenent.

They were wasting their breath.

One of the Saf Dar stepped up onto the causeway and
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wal ked toward the accountant. The creature's pace was unhurried. It
reached out as the man staggered by and took hold of him Then it pulled
hi m down. Wth one red-black hand on the back of Wiinwight's neck, it
forced the man's bare throat down onto the corner of a stone bl ock that

edged the causeway; it dug deeply into his throat.

Wat ching a man slow y choke was somet hing no one wanted to see; but they
couldn't turn away.

Ten mnutes later the accountant still struggled and clawmed at the beast
hol di ng hi m down. He nmight as well have tried to scratch at solid iron
The thing merely sat cross-1legged beside himand stared with its
brothers at the sea-fort; only this one was pressing a man's throat to

t he edge of the causeway.

Anot her ten mnutes passed and the nman still struggled, but now the
novenments were weaker.



Usel ess.

The noverent had nearly stopped, apart froma few feeble twists of the
torso, when Wi nwight suddenly noved once nore. He kicked frantically,
his head jerked wildly.

Then he lay still.

Even though he did not nove again the thing didn't release its grip. An
hour | ater people began to drift away to sit huddl ed against the walls.

Still the thing on the causeway didn't nove.

Chris could not take his eyes fromthe creature's nuscul ar fingers
rooted to the huge fists.

By the time the tide rolled back in across the causeway, only a few
peopl e saw the creature release its grip on Wainwight. The body fl oated
away to disappear in the rolling surf.

Chris nmoved past those silent villagers who remained.

Wth a last ook at the water, now covering the heads
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of the Saf Dar, Chris, nunmb, wal ked slowly down to the caravan.

The red hands. He couldn't stop himself picturing those brutal red hands.
And David's fragile throat.
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Chapter Thirty

Bored, David wandered around the sea-fort.

Sonet hi ng had happened earlier in the day. Sonething that nade everyone
sad. He didn't know what it was but nmore than once he'd heard the nane
Wai nwri ght nentioned. Wasn't he the man with the unfriendly face and al
hi s head bandaged? Maybe he'd got angry about sonething and gone hone.
Anyway, he was nowhere about now.

In the big roomwith lots of glass wi ndows that | ooked out over the
gundeck, people fromthe village sat on old chairs (some had even been
pul | ed back out of the rubbish skip). Mdst stared into space. The old
Vicar man (he had a niserable face too, and his breath smelled nasty),
he wal ked around and round. He never said anything to anybody.

Davi d noboched on

Al ong one of the stone-flagged corridors was a smaller roomwith a few
chairs and a little table. Through the
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crack in the door he could see his mum dad, Tony and Mark tal ki ng.

Hs mumsaid: "lIt's not going to | ast Iong. Not when we're feeding



twenty-plus people, three tines a day. You brought what you could carry;
we stocked up because its a fifteen-mle around trip to the nearest
supermarket, but it's going fast. There's no nore fresh bread. W're
down to the last carton of mlk."

"So we ration ourselves." That was Tony Gatemnan.

"As important"-his dad's voice-"is the question: are we going to sit and
wait or are we going to try and get help from outside?"

Mark: "All the phones are down. There's no way of getting word out."

Hs mum "Have you thought what will happen if we don't? Cone Monday
nmorni ng the postman is going to try driving into the village. He's going
to stop on the bridge where the road is bl ocked. Maybe he'll decide to
reach the village on foot. You said there was one of those things
wai ti ng under the bridge?"

"Ruth's right," said his dad. "By not doing anything we're going to |let
peopl e die. You only have to | ook at what happened to that poor sod

Wai nwright to know what's going to happen to anyone trying to get into
Qut-Butterw ck."

H s mum said, "How nany people will die before the enployers realize
their staff aren't coming back from Qut-Butterw ck; and how many police
will die before the authorities realize something is happening out here?"

"I"'mwth these two, Tony." Mark's deep voice nmade the door vibrate
against David's fingers. "If we sit back and do nothing, we'll have
bl ood on our hands."
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Chapter Thirty-one

This is Chris Stainforth's nightmare:
N ght -time.

He had been wal ki ng around the sea-fort searching for an axe-head he
could fix to the end of the axe-handle he'd chosen for a club. He wanted
to upgrade his makeshift weapon. He knew he would need it soon

Hi s dream search for the axe-head took himonto the sea-fort walls. The
dream unusually vivid, was richly detail ed. He saw his surroundi ngs
clearly-the car in the courtyard, the tinmber and bricks piled behind the
sea-fort gates to strengthen the barricade, the caravan in darkness. Al
the good villagers of Qut-Butterw ck soundly asl eep

He reached the wal kway that ran around the top of the walls and | ooked
out. The night-time beach, a vast expanse of sand; the causeway ran
rul er-straight toward the dunes.

Tide out, the Saf Dar sat, sentinel-like, dark, brooding, staring at the
sea-fort. As he |eaned forward, his hands
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resting on the cold stones of the wall, he saw nore things. These were
awf ul



Lucky it was only a dream If this were real he didn't know whet her he
could take it and stay sane.

Approaching through the mst, nore figures ... eleven, twelve, thirteen

As he watched the figures energe fromthe mist, the dream becane a
ni ght mar e

They formed a procession. Like the victinms of some nightmare weapon that
existed only in a diseased nind.

He knew these were people lost to the sea.
They were the recently dead, and the | ong dead.

Al most straight away he recogni zed Fox. The beard, matted, hung down in
rats'-tails. The wild-man hair had gone, along with the scal p, |eaving
nude bone gl eam ng whitely. Only one eye renmai ned. The other socket, a
raw split, looked as if it had been roughly packed with raw |liver.

One hand | acked fingernails. Fromthe tips of the fingers grew pink
cones. As if the force that had thrust its version of life through what
had once been dead flesh had al so crudely repaired the damaged body.
Pink growths sprouted fromany break in the skin. These men weren't
dead. This was life-some formof life-at its npost explosively dynanic

A larger figure followed Fox, its man-shape being | ost beneath the

vol cani ¢ pressure of growth beneath the skin. How little of the origina
man remained Chris did not know. But fromthe resenblance to Fox, Chris
instinctively knew it was Fox's brother who had died ten years before.
This figure was a bl oated copy of his brother. Shellfish grew across its
forehead, creating a heavy black crust; barnacles rashed in white
speckl es over its bloated chest which was bare of any clothing; sea
anenmones clustered in red and brown |unps around its di stended genitals.
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A sick feeling bit into the pit of Chris's stomach.

It followed his brother, its oversized feet slapping against the sand.
Behi nd the Fox tw ns cane nore:

A drowned pilot wapped in a rotting parachute |ike a funeral shroud.

Then a boy who'd swamtoo far out twenty sumers before, now
bul bous- headed with hands the size of footballs.

Fol lowing him a fisherman with a nonstrous growh erupting fromhis
throat; as big as a beachball, it was stretched so tight you thought it
woul d burst with every step he took. Then canme the accountant,

Wai nwright, walking a different kind of step now, the white bandage
still hanging around his neck; fromhis snmashed mouth a growth the size
of a tennis ball and as red as a strawberry budded out.

In the nightmare Chris's nind zooned in on every detail.

Then came nmore nmen, with heads that | ooked as if they had been forned
out of beef-red-raw and noi st-whi ch shook and quivered with every step



Behind him six nen who had drowned in the same small boat. They had
becorme wel ded together by the explosive growth of flesh to forma single
creature with bent legs. It noved like a crab scraping a furrowin the
beach.

(Thank Christ it's only a dream)

They reached the causeway and crossed it.

He sensed they had one purpose. One single craving.

They all wanted to go hone. \Watever remained of their mnds nmust have
munbl ed the same word |ike an incantation

Home, hone, hone ..

They noved like travelers nearing the end of an exhausting journey.
Home, hone, hone ..
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Goi ng hone ...

But then they suddenly stopped.

He noticed that the Saf Dar were no | onger watching the sea-fort but had
turned to watch the figures crossing the beach. The figures turned,

then, as if conpelled by a will that defeated their own, they began to
wal k toward the sea-fort, their eyes fixed on it.

And what eyes. He gripped the top of the stone wall. The eyes were |ike
wal nuts, convol uted shapes with ridges and bunps that protruded from
their sockets.

They appr oached.

As he watched, the ones that possessed nmouths opened them They began to
cry out, their faces distorting even nore grotesquely. The cry, faint,
vibrated with their agony. They were being forced to do sonething they
desperately didn't want to do. And it was the Saf Dar who controlled
them He knew they had becone their sl aves.

Only a dream he told hinself.

Abruptly the force that drove themtoward the sea-fort rel eased them
Their old inmpul se reasserted itself...

Home ... home ... home ..
And they nmoved of f once nore down the beach and away into the darkness.

The Saf Dar watched them go. Then, as one, their heads turned snoothly
back and they stared at the seafort.

A novenent at his side startled him
It was Tony.

Tony | ooked at himfor a full noment. Then said: "No, Chris. You're not



dream ng, you know. You're as wi de awake as | am"

Chris |leaned forward over the wall, then vomited forcefully onto the
sand nore than twenty feet bel ow
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Chapter Thirty-two

That nmorning Ms Lanb stood on a packing case, tied one end of the
washi ng |ine around her neck, the other end around an iron hook in the
sea-fort store roomceiling, and stepped off.

Chris was sleeping late after a bad night. David was eating breakf ast
with the others in the gundeck room Ruth was sharing out cornfl akes.

Shouts from one of the Hodgson boys brought people running to the store
room Mark got there first to find Ms Lanb hangi ng. Her face had turned
dark, her eyes were open but staring, and she spun like a doll on the
end of a string. Mark grabbed her by the waist and lifted her up while

M s Hodgson cut the string with a penknife.

They laid her on the stone floor, calling her name and shaki ng her. She
urinated where she lay. Mark gave her nout h-to-nouth.

This went on for ten mnutes. Until Ms Lanb kicked
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out her legs. They put her into David's bed in the caravan

As Ruth covered her with a bl anket she turned her face to the wall. "Wy
did you bring me back?"

"CGot a bull's-eye, Dad."
"I't's mles fromthe bull, David."
"Did."

"Didn"t." Chris pretended to westle with his son but it was an excuse
to pull himclose and hug himtight.

"Bear-hug!" shouted David breathl essly. "Cheating."

Christ, he loved his son; he loved his wife. Wiy had this happened to
then? He screwed up his eyes and wi shed everything normal again.
Pl ay-fighting on the beach, picnics, sunshine, working on the sea-fort.

That norning he'd taken David up into one of the enpty sea-fort rooms to
play darts. There he'd put on at |east a mask of normality. Not that it
fitted particularly well after what had happened over the | ast
forty-eight hours. Wainwight's death. Then, l|ast night, the weird
processi on of drowned nmen al ong the beach. Ms Lanb with the noose.
Maybe they would all be better trying what Ms Lanb ..

"Da-ad. | can't breathe."

Chris rel axed his hug.



"Can | have some sweets, please?"

Chris | ooked away fromthose blue eyes. "As soon as | can get to the
shop 1'I'l buy you sone."

"When will that be?"
"Can | play?"

To Chris's relief, Ruth joined them She perforned the happy, carefree
trick nore convincingly than he coul d.

They played darts. For a while Chris and Ruth coul d nake David forget
that their lives were no | onger the sane.

Normality.
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Then came the sound that shattered it.

"Shhh ..." Chris held up his hand. "What's that?"

They listened. Reverberating through the sea-fort cane the sound of two
hard obj ects bei ng smashed t ogether. Voices and footsteps passed quickly
out si de.

"Come on." Chris picked David up

"What's wrong, Dad?"

Ruth said, "It'lIl be nothing, love. It just sounds |ike someone knocking
at the gate.”
It was.

Chris made David stay at the bottom of the steps that led up to the
wal kway. Already Mark and Tony were up there with half a dozen
villagers. They craned their heads over the walls to see sonething at
the base of the wall

By the time he reached the top he was panting, not from exertion but
fromtension. Now he dreaded | ooking out there. Each tine seened worse
than the | ast.

Standi ng at the gate was one of the Saf Dar, its body color, even its
shape, now altering. The dark cherry-red col or and enaci ated frame had
gone. Now the skin had turned an intense red that nade you think of
chroni c sunburn. But there was still sone |ingering darkness beneath, as
if the blood of the thing was as bl ack as coal

Beneath the skin its muscle bul k had grown, making the |inbs and torso
swol I en, with hard knots of nuscle bulging at the arns and thighs,
forcing veins as thick as ropes to the surface.

Inits left hand it held a pebble as large as a nelon. It used this to
pound at the oak gates. Each enornous bl ow sent white splinters of rock
flying outward. Now and then a bright blue spark would flash when the
rock hit one of the iron gate studs.



Even though the force of the blow made the stone floor vibrate, it was
hard to believe it could actually get through the gates that way. They
were built to withstand
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cannon-balls. Chris | eaned over the castellated wall as far as he coul d,
but he couldn't see the gate.

The thing focused its attention on the gates. It didn't exert itself.
The bl ows were slow, rhythnic.

Chris found hinself counting the beats between each bl ow.
Crash- one-two- crash- one-two-crash ..

The muscular armwould slowy rise, then whip down to smash at the gate
at the creature's eye level. It could have been sone bastard nachi ne
down there. It didn't tire; it didn't get bored; it didn't need a piss.
Not hi ng

Perhaps its intention was to unsettle the people inside the sea-fort,
rather than to break the doors down. If it was, it had succeeded. The
villagers flinched with every cracking bl ow

The poundi ng went on and on

After an hour nost of the villagers had noved back to the main sea-fort
building to try to escape the noi se of the hamering.

"Come on," said Chris to Mark and Tony, "we've got to talk."

Chris led the two men into the old mess room Half a dozen
strai ght - backed chairs formed a circle where sone of the villagers had
sat talking earlier. A bare hundredwatt bulb hanging fromthe ceiling
was the main source of |ight.

He still believed that Tony hadn't told himeverything. Even if it
didn't help a fig, he wanted to be in the picture.

They sat, Mark with the shotgun across his lap. Chris | eaned forward and
said: "Tony ... Mark. Two questions: one, why is all this happeni ng?
Two, what are we going to do about it?

Tony and Mark | ooked at Chris for a noment, the sound of the distant
poundi ng pul sing through the thick stone walls.

Tony rubbed his jaw. "Now s the tine to bare our
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chests. You're in this with us. And to be honest I'mto blanme for it."
He began to peel the cell ophane fromone of his cigars. "Wen Fox tipped
that petrol all over the place | should have put a match to it when |
had t he chance. "

Chris raised his eyebrows.

"I'f I'd done that you wouldn't have been in this bloody awful ness. Fox
woul d have been carted away to the nearest psychiatric hospital. And I'd



be behind bars in Minby. At least |I'd be far enough away from
Qut Butterw ck. "

Mark's voice runbled softly. "You don't believe that, Tony. The ot her
side of the earth won't be far enough away if they break out."

"Who are they really?"

As Chris asked the question, Ruth slipped in through the door and sat
besi de him

Tony shot a | ook at Mark which said, who's going to talk? You or ne?

Mar k nodded back. "You're the one with words, Tony."
"I'f you've got time, folks ..." Tony's snmile was forced. "Then ||

begin at the beginning." He lit the cigar. "About six nmonths ago a wonan
bought a large piece of steak. Big as a plate. Anyway, she cuts it in
hal f. Puts one piece in the fridge on a plate. The other half she grills
for her dinner. Later that day she begins to feel ill and goes to bed.
Her husband conmes home fromwork and she tells himto get the other half
of the steak and cook it for his supper. Anyway, he goes to the fridge
and opens the door. The piece of steak not only fills the plate, it's
hangi ng over the side, all the way to the bottomof the fridge. \Wen he
cones to look at it nore closely he sees it's just-it's just noving.
Then he notices some raw sausages. It had touched the sausages and
somehow i nfected them so they had split out of their skins and were
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swelling up to twice their normal size; a piece of bacon he'd left that
nmor ni ng had becone as thick as the Bible. OF course he took the steak to
the environmental health office. And what do you think it was?"

Chris and Ruth shrugged.

"Cancer. The steak had been cut froma cancerous cow. Wat the nman's
wi fe had bought was nothing nmore than a slice of living cancer."

"Nice little horror story," said Chris, "but | don't follow"

Agai n during the pause they becane conscious of the rhythnic poundi ng
and shifted unconfortably on the chairs.

"That's just what it is. A nodern folk nyth that circul ates every few
years. But | used the idea of the story, the cancer steak infecting the
sausages, to illustrate what's happening here. Wat |'mgoing to tel
you is really about ordinary things being transformed by sonething
extraordinary."

Tony | eaned forward. "Look. Renenber at the barbecue | told you that
Manshead, the little island here, on which the sea-fort is built, was
bel i eved to be one of those special places that |lie on the boundary

bet ween our ordinary, run-of-the-mll world and the next world, the
supernatural world, heaven, Val halla, dynpus, hone of the gods-give it
any bl oody name you want. You've probably heard the | egends about Sri
Lanka, that there is a certain nountaintop, so close to the boundary
between this world and the next one that if you |listen hard enough you
can hear the fountains of bleeding paradi se. Manshead is one of those
pl aces.” He spoke in a low, even voice, his glasses flashing



hypnotically. "Here on this slab of rock in the sea stands one of those
doorways to a world beyond this one. Pagans, nystics, early Christians,
even a cynical git like me, Tony Gateman, believes it. This is where,
when the tines were right, people
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gathered, carried out their religious rites, and opened the doorway."
"These were the sacrifices you nentioned? They took place here?"
"That's right, Ruth. If you strip away the fairy stories surroundi ng

sacrificial rites, the bare essence of the ritual is a commerci al
transaction with the gods. Nothing nore than a trade. The sacrificer was

sayi ng, 'Look, | cut the throat of ny valuable ox and give it to you,
the god I worship. In return, | trust you will give ne the power to
defeat ny enemies, or ensure that our conmunity enjoys an abundant
harvest this year.' In all sacrifices it's basically the nortal giving

somet hing of value to the god in return for a special w sh being
grant ed-good crops, healthy children, a mld winter."

Chris said, "I renenber you said the nore precious the thing you gave
the nore you woul d expect in return.”

"True. Big things cost big prices ... An armand a leg for a fast car
as they say. In tinmes of great need such as fami ne or invasion they
woul d sacrifice what they valued nost-a | oved nenber of the conmmunity.
O a menber of the community they all love or would love if it was
theirs: a child. O even children.”

Rut h shook her head. "Ckay, so it's a way of buying a granted wi sh from
this cosm c shopkeeper, but what on earth is this god going to do with a
dead horse or sheep?"

"That troubled ne, Ruth. | rumnated on it for nmany a | ong nonth. But
then | put nyself in the place of the person maeking the sacrifice. You
have a valuable cow, say. It's inportant to you; it provides food for
your famly. What do you actually feel when you kill it? You're
basically going to be pissed off. You're giving away sonethi ng precious
whi ch you coul d have put to dammed good use yourself. O, in a nore
extreme case, how do you feel when you sacrifice your own child? Cutting
your
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own son's throat. ... Breaking open his head with a stone axe
"But why? How does that give this god what it wants?"

"Anci ent peopl e understood what was happeni ng. They weren't being

poi ntl essly savage and cruel when, say, the Aztecs took a warrior to the
top of the nountain, used a cerenonial flint knife to cut through his
chest-wall to expose the still-beating heart, then yanked it out with
their bare hands. O when the priests would skin a woman and wear the
skin like a disguise.

"Li sten, today nodern psychiatrists are only begi nning to understand
what was happening. Catharsis: purification, purging. Catharsis is a way
of discharging a buildup of psychic power inside yourself before it
begi ns to damage you or affect how you behave. W've all heard of the



worman, say, whose husband has died. Until she cries she can't really
cone to ternms with what has happened. She nay becone w t hdrawn and
reclusive. But when she cries it's an act of catharsis: the floodgates
open and release all that grief that's built up inside her."

Rut h nodded. "So anci ent peopl e understood, although it m ght have been
on an instinctive level, the benefits of catharsis."

"The Aztecs had a cerenony where they killed a nunmber of their own
children. This is a horrible, horrible thing to do. But again they
weren't stupid or cruel, or incapable of feeling grief. On the contrary,
they woul d weep and weep and weep. Look, to get to the point about
sacrifice, what it actually does is this. One, the Aztecs killed their
own children at these rituals. Two, this would nmake the people weep
uncontrollably. Three, this would rel ease a huge rush of unconscious
ment al energy. You see sonmeone crying, really crying, they weep, cry,
sob, shake uncontrollably, they can't wal k. This tidal wave of grief
cripples them But you see all the enotion cone
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flooding out. Multiply this by fifty, a hundred, a thousand. It would be
i ke breaking down a great dam between the conscious part of the m nd
and the unconscious." Tony tapped his tenple with a thin finger. "Al

that worry, fear, hate that had been building up there for year after

bl oody year come out. And we're talking a real gusher; there's lots of
pressure built up there. It's like striking oil."

There was a pause. The di stant poundi ng of rock agai nst wood conti nued.
Muffled, |ike a heartbeat. Mark, uneasy, shifted the position of the
shot gun across his | ap.

"So this is what the god wants,"” said Chris. "All this ... enotion. Why?"

Tony gave a shrug. "Could you explain to a robot why we need to eat?
It's sonmething that the god wants. Needs. We probably can't even

conpr ehend what does happen. But | imagine it nourishes itself on this
huge enptional discharge after the sacrifice. Sonehow it absorbs it, if
you like, drinks it telepathically."

Chris snorted. "Well, you've just put us on the level of cattle. Al ong
cones the supernatural farner, mlks us of enotion, slaps us on the
runp, and out we go to pasture again until the next tine."

Mark spoke. "It doesn't sound that pleasant, Chris. But if this thing
that is com ng through enjoys juicing up on whatever's inside here"-he
pl aced his finger against his head as if it were the barrel of a
gun-"then |I'm not over-concerned. Because, like a farmer, he gives
somet hi ng back that his herd wants."

"And that is?"

"And that is protection fromthose things out there."

"But it wasn't always like that."

"No, Ruth. As | said at the barbecue, this is a healing place.
Qut-Butterwi ck draws people to it who are physically or spiritually ill.

I was an al coholic, renenber. It draws people to it that suffer from
depressi on, anxiety-
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peopl e who find everyday life just so plain hard that they can't go on

anynore. They came here one by one, and one by one, instinctively, they
knew what was going to happen. For the last few years we've known t hat

it was coming-the visitation, if you like. That there would be a burst

of some mracul ous power through this place. And every one of these nen
and worren woul d have their own personal w sh granted.”

"But it would have to be bought by sacrifice?"

Tony nodded, the thick | enses flashing beneath the light. "Not that |
woul d do anything as insensitive as enquiring what that would entail.

But |1'm sure everyone was devel oping their own personal ritual and
choosi ng somet hing they would give. Although it's highly unlikely anyone
was pl anning a bl ood sacrifice. You might guess ny sacrifice, a cynica
old capitalist |like me. Mney."

Mark rose fromhis chair restlessly. It was as if he sensed that tine
was running out. "And you two fine people will have guessed that al

this thing's gone bad. There we were, all waiting for nice mracles. But
then those things showed up. And to put it bluntly, they are going to
hijack this bit of magic we've all pinned our hopes on. Then ..." He
shook his head, his face grim

"But who are they?"

"The Saf Dar? Fromwhat | can discover they were a gang of psychopat hs,
different nationalities-Anmerican, British, German, African, |ndian-who
cane together shortly after Wirld War |11. Dabbled in piracy, arms
smuggl i ng, assassinations; they were mercenaries for whoever paid the
right nmoney. Later they specialised in destabilising governnents in
Third World countries. Sinply by doing what they |oved: killing.

But chering nen, wonen, children. Hence the name Saf Dar-breaker of the
line. In 1961 they were en route for England."

Mark spoke. "And that's when | nmet them | was apprenticed to a nerchant
ship, the Mary-Anne. They
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hi j acked her. Butchered nost of the crew and forced the rest to sail for
Engl and. God knows what they had been hired to do here.™

"But they never made it," said Chris.

"Correct." Mark's dark eyes bled pain. "I scuttled the Mary-Anne. The
Saf Dar, ny crewrates, they all went to the bottomof the sea not half a
mle fromhere. | was the only survivor."

Understanding hit Chris.

"Look..." Mark's voice was |laced with urgency. "I see it plain and
sinmple. Any tine now there's going to be an al mi ghty great chunk of
power that no one's seen in five hundred years conme whistling into this
place. ... Then it's going to be a case of who grabs it first. Us, or

t hose bastards on the beach. Because we're |like two teans in a |ine-out,
waiting for that ball of magic that's going to be chucked into Manshead.
Wioever catches the ball first is the winner, the other loses. And I'm



tal ki ng about absol ute wi nners and absolute losers. Chris, Ruth, those
things out there are our rivals. They want this power first. If they
could, they'd kill us now, then turn us into things |ike Wi nwight,

Fox, and the others out there. That way we wouldn't be in conpetition
with themfor that power surge when it cones. And believe ne, if they
get hold of that power they can do anything. These stone walls m ght as
wel | be nade out of paper. W wouldn't even have the choice of dying. W
woul d become their foot soldiers. W would be narched off inland to kil
anyone who gets in our way. Those that we killed would becone like us.
You can imagine it as a cancer spreading, spreading across the country."

Ruth said to Tony, "How | ong have we got? Before this force breaks through?”

"No nore than two to three days. You' ve probably felt it yourself, a
kind of tension building. AlIl the signs are there. Already the barrier
between this world and that
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other place is stretched so tight that the magic, supernatura
force-manna, cosmic power, whatever you want to call it-is |eaking
through. It's strongest in these few hundred square yards around
Manshead. |If you like, we're at ground zero. Living things are being
altered or affected by it. It's turned up the life energy already, a bit
like increasing the volune of a radio. If you're ill you feel better; if
you're tired you feel stronger."

Al at once Chris thought of his tireless work on the sea-fort, the

gol dfish, the nonster celery plant. ... Christ, those shells David had
pi cked up two weeks ago.

Mark's grip on the shotgun tightened. "And sometines things that die..
they come back. For a while this is going to be the only place on earth
where even death has died."

"The gol dfish," whispered Ruth. "You renenber, Chris?"

Tony | eaned forward. "You' ve seen things?"

Mark pull ed sonmething fromhis breast pocket and handed it to Chris.
"And you m ght have seen one of these."

It was a conmmon cockl eshell. He knew what it would have on its concave
sur f ace.

"A face," said Ruth. "A picture of a face."

"The beach is littered with them" said Mark. "There's probably-shit..."
Mark stood up quickly, the shotgun in his hands.

W thout warning the Iight-bulb had gone out. Even above the distant
poundi ng on the sea-fort gates, they heard it clicking as the glass

cool ed. The room gloony with only the weak daylight filtering through
dirty glass, felt inexplicably cold.

"Could be the fuses. ..."

"Fuses be buggered,"” said Tony. "I'monly surprised they didn't do it
earlier. The sea-fort supply cones froma cable strung on pylons al ong



the coast road. It would
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have been sinple enough to bring it down."

Shit! thought Chris fiercely. Food running low ... Electricity off.
W're down to candles. Wat could they..

"Water." Chris | ooked up sharply. "Next they cut the water."
"More difficult. They'd have to dig down through the-"
"No, would they shit. ... There's a stop-cock on the | andward side of

the causeway. Al they need do is flip open the iron cover, reach down
and turn a tap. Then ..."

"Dam. The bastards will soon work that one out."

Ruth stood up quickly. "We'll get as many contai ners together as we can.
Pans, buckets, bottles. Fill themfull of water."

Mark wal ked to the door. "1'Il get some help."

As he wal ked to the door, Chris saw a figure nmove qui ckly back. He
recogni zed that dried-up profile. The Reverend Reed; he'd been
eavesdr oppi ng.

When Ruth and Mark had gone, their feet echoing away down the stone
corridor, Chris turned to Tony and asked, "Are we going to make it
t hr ough t hi s?"

"I hope so, Chris. ... God knows, | hope so."
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Chapter Thirty-three

"M z-zess Stainforth! Mz-zess Stainforth ... Toilet won't flush."

Rosi e Tamworth stood in the doorway of the caravan, her little-girl face
on top of the lunmpy body show ng childish concern. Ruth, who was
carryi ng buckets of water across the courtyard with Chris, stopped and

| ooked at him Her eyes said it all

He put his buckets down on the cobbl estones. "So the bastards worked it
out at last. No electricity. No water." The nental clock that neasured
the tine they could remain in the sea-fort began to tick nore quickly. A
human being can last five weeks wi thout food. Wthout water you are

t al ki ng days.

He picked up the buckets and carried themto where they were storing
hal f a dozen other buckets, twenty-three bottles of all different kinds,
two plastic washing-up bows, pans, ornanmental vases, plastic boxes-al
filled to the brimwith water. Tony had suggested that
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they line wooden crates with plastic sheeting to make their own
cont ai ners; however, they had sinmply run out of tine. Somewhere out on



t he causeway a hand had reached down into a hole in the road and tw sted
shut the stop-cock

Agai n he thought of those nmonstrously powerful hands. Again he thought
of David's neck. He snapped off the line of thought and went to find Tony.

As Chris clinbed the steps after locking the water-store door, the sound
of the pounding on the gates connected with his consci ousness again. He

realized it had never stopped, but in the rush to save as nuch water as

possi bl e he'd successfully shut it out.

Now it came back. It sounded as if death itself was at the gate,
poundi ng, poundi ng, pounding. And it wanted to cone inside.

On the wall wal kway stood Mark, carrying the shotgun, and Tony. Both
peered over the wall, hypnotised by the sight of the creature, hacking
at the tinmber gates with a rock

It had used several rocks. Splinters of stone littered the causeway
around the gate. The sea, now at high tide, swirled and sucked thickly
around the slab of rock that was their island. Mre Saf Dar sat

wai st-deep in surf on the causeway. Beyond that, green sea vanished into
gray m st.

"l expect you've heard," said Chris.

Mark continued to stare, brooding, at the figure thunping the tinbers
with the rock.

Tony turned round, his face as gray as the fog. "The Hodgson lad told us."
"What now?"

"Just wait. That's all we can do. Unless you' ve got any ideas. There's
no way we can contact anyone in the
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outside world. W& can't run. VWainwight proved that. W can't fly out."

"I heard the pub landlord talking to one of the other villagers," said
Chris. "They thought they nmight be able to make a raft and paddl e out."

"They were fucking joking, weren't they?"

"They're desperate, Tony. They know there isn't much food and we've only
got enough water for a few days and so-"

"And so they thought they nmight as well kill thenselves; get it over
wi th quick. Mark, how many of the Saf Dar were there on the Mary- Anne
when she went down?"

Mark didn't | ook round. "Fifteen." Those brooding eyes were fixed on the
thing battering the door. He gripped the shotgun so tightly the veins in
t he back of his big hands pressed out against the skin.

"Fifteen... The nost we've seen on the causeway is eight. That neans
there's probably anot her seven scattered around this place. One or two
up in the dunes. One guarding the bridge near the village. And nmaybe a
couple sitting under the water out there, ready to reach up and tip



anyone into the sea if they are bl eeding stupid enough to try and fl oat
out on a raft."”

"Tony, do you think the villagers are just going to sit here and
starve?" He spaced the words so the machineli ke poundi ng, rock agai nst
wood, filled the gaps between his words. "M and Ms Hodgson have two
sons; some nen have wives. This instinct to survive, to protect your
fam |y from danger, is surfacing. They have to feel as though they're
doi ng something. If we all sit here listening to that thing cracking
away at the door we're all going to go nad. If we can't do anything to
stop the noise we nmight as well-"

The tremendous bang cane at the wong tinme. The thing had changed its
rhythm Chris | ooked round.
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Mark stood on tiptoe |eaning forward over the wall, the shotgun up at
his shoul der. From one of the barrels a cloud of blue snoke rolled outward.

For maybe five seconds the poundi ng stopped. The sudden sil ence becane
al nost unbear abl e.

Chris quickly leaned forward over the wall to | ook down.

The thing with the rock still stood on the causeway i medi ately outside
the twin gates. It had paused. The arm held high, frozen in nid-hamrer,
still grasped the white pebble in its massive paw. The hairl ess head

still faced the gates, its eyes glittering white in the red face.

Chris stared down until his eyes watered. There was sonething different
about the nonster, it had-

That's it!

Runni ng down fromthe shoul der, down its red back knotted with veins,
was a thick liquid, the consistency of rich gravy.

Bl ood.

Heart beating hard, Chris |ooked swiftly at Tony to see if he'd grasped
the significance of the liquid henorrhaging froma jagged break in the

t hi ng' s shoul der.

Then the huge arm cane down, cracking the stone against the gate. The
nmechani cal poundi ng had begun once nore. Bang-one-two-bang-one-two ... A
handf ul of speeding | ead shot hadn't stopped it |ong. But there on
Manshead a small niracl e had taken pl ace.

"Christ, these things actually bleed," whispered Chris.

"Sure they do," said Mark in a low, controlled voice. "And if they do ..."
Rai sing the shotgun to his shoul der, he ainmed, every gram of
concentration squeezed into his eyes as he | ooked unblinking down the
barrel. His trigger finger tightened.

Agai n the explosion fromthe shotgun punched Chris's
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eardrum but he never took his eyes off the figure pounding the gates.

This time the shot hit the creature square, knocking it away fromthe
door with enough force to nmake you believe it had been dynanited away.
The nmonentum carried it back five feet across the causeway, its arns
windmlling |oosely over its head. Then it fell back into the blanket of
f oam

A wave rolled around the sea-fort and the bastard creature was gone.

For a nonent they stared down. Gone. The gun snoked. Gone. Mark's eyes
glistened with tears, whether fromthe gunsnoke or what Chris didn't
knowbut he felt his spirits lifting.

Gone. Al that remained was the big white pebble sneared with that bl ack
gunge that had oozed fromthe bastard nmonster's body.

Jesus. These things bleed. They actually bl eed. The words buzzed |i ke
i ghtning through his head.

Now the creature lay at the bottomof the sea with a hole in its chest
bi g enough to plant a tree in.

He | ooked out at its brothers. Three were visible on the causeway. They
sat i mobil e, expressionless. Sunburn-red bodi es splashed by waves from
the rising tide. Did they know that one of their kind had just been

bl own fromthe surface of God's earth? Did the noronic fuckers care?

From his right came a shrieking sound. It was a Hodgson boy, junping up
and down as high as his lard-arse would allow. He whooped again, his
freckled face ecstatic. Then he ran to the steps whoopi ng and shouti ng:
"Dad! M Faust killed one of themthings. Dad!"

Tony was grinning and shaking his head as if he'd just seen Father
Christrmas pl op down his chi nmey.
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Chris let out a huge breath. He felt as if he'd been holding it for the
| ast forty-eight hours.

At | ast they knew. These things bled. They hurt. And they died.
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Chapter Thirty-four

Wthin mnutes a dozen or nore people crowded onto the wal kway to | ook
down at the bl oody pebble on the causeway or to slap Mark Faust on the
back. At that nmonent the villagers woul d have given himeverything they
owned

"Looks like you're a bloody hero," called Tony over the congratul ati ons.

"Shoul d' ve done it sooner,"” Mark replied with one of his broad grins.
"Just never thought a shooter would do a thing against them"

"Let the dog see the bloody rabbits, then." Hodgson Senior hoisted his
bul k up against the wall, the shotgun in his well-padded hands.



"Make way for a little 'un." Tom Hodgson joined his brother, rolling his
shirt-sleeves up his freckled arms. The two of them | eaned forward
against the wall, plunp elbows resting on the stone, aimng the
shotguns. The Saf Dar sat in a group fifty paces away on the causeway.
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They fired quickly. The shot at this distance spread enough to hit al
four of the things as well as splashing the water around them

Each shot brought a slight flinch fromthe figures, but they did not
relax their statue-like pose. Nor did they blink their eyes which stil
glittered like glass in their faces.

As the echoes of gunfire crackled away into the distance, the Hodgsons
pull ed nore shells fromtheir pockets and bl asted the creatures again.

Chris knew it would be too much to hope for. But he longed for the
bastard creatures to explode into the shit they were and sinply be
washed away forever by the tide.

He gl anced back into the courtyard. Ruth stood, her arns around David.
Chris waved to catch their attention

She | ooked up

He grinned and gave a thunbs-up sign. She nodded and smiled back
relieved. They were going to be all right. He was going to call down,
but a deafening battery of crashes cane fromthe Hodgsons' guns as they
pounded the figures on the causeway.

He turned to see the figures noving back

It wasn't exactly a rout. They noved back in an unhurried way |ike nen
casual |y seeking the shade of a bigger tree. But they were noving. And
in the right direction.

Tony called out, "All right, lads. Save your ammo. They're out of range."

The two farnmers stopped firing. "Pity the cunts weren't a bit nearer
W' d have turned the fuckers into pig-shit."

"No ... W didn't even wing 'em Tom"

Mark's voice runbl ed, excited. "That doesn't matter. That doesn't matter
a shit. What does matter is that we can hurt them"

Chris realized, feeling the sanme flash of excitenent,
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that Mark had got the scent of his prey. Now the hunter, not the hunted.

Mark said: "Watever those bastards are, they are flesh and bl ood. W
wait till they cone back. Then we hit them hard."
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Chapter Thirty-five



"Fill it right to the top?" asked Ruth, slipping the funnel spout into
the neck of a bottle.

"Hal f," Mark told her. "It'll be easier to handle. Also we still need to
mx in the soap powder."

"Soap powder? | thought we were going to burn them not clean them"™

"The soap powder slows down the rate of burn. It also sticks to whatever
it touches. A direct hit and those bastards will burn and burn. Chris,
wi Il you siphon nore petrol out of the car? Half a bucketful'll be fine."

Chris wal ked across to the car carrying the zinc bucket together with a
l ength of plastic tubing. Christ, he thought, | came here to open a
hotel. Here | amgetting ready for a bl oody war.

Around the courtyard the villagers were naking preparations for the
battle to cone.

They all knew what had happened. They knew that the Saf Dar, although
they weren't nortal, bled and died.
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Now t here was a sense of nervous exhilaration running around the
bui I ding. They were going to hit back

Chris watched his son hel ping Tony line up enpty bottles on a table. He
felt hope flow back into himagain. Soon |life should return to nornal.
(Shoul d he say God willing? Wiich god willed it anyway? Tony Gateman's
pagan god which even now was getting ready to | ean over this little
rock-slab of an island and slurp up his/ her/its fix of human enotion?
Christ, there was plenty of that about.) He allowed hinself a smile

He returned to his job, the strong snmell of petrol nmaking his eyes
wat er. He sucked at the pipe, squinting dowmmward to see the clear liquid
slide up the tube.

"How we goi ng?" asked Tony, squatting down beside him There was an

unlit cigar in his mouth. "Don't worry, old son. I'mnot going to |ight
it." He took it out of his mouth and | ooked at it as if it was a dog
turd. "Disgusting things ... Funny, isn't it. How stress nakes us revert

to infantile behavior. Al the Hodgson boys want to do is eat. The
Reverend Reed sucks away at his gin bottle |like a baby. He nust have
five bottles in that briefcase of his. This ..." He put the cigar in his
mout h. "An infantile craving, you know. Something to suck. It's just a
substitute for ny nmother's tit."

"Tony, if you don't mnd nme saying so, you're taking a cynical view of
what we're doing."

"Me? Cyni cal ? Whatever gave you that idea?"
"Fromyour own lips, Tony. You said you were the world's greatest
cyni cal bastard." Chris | ooked hard at Tony. "Do you think we've got a

chance? After all, Mark blew a hole right through one of those things."

"You' ve got every chance, son. |I'mnot going to pour cold water on al
this."



"But 2"

"But ... But life's all been turned inside out. What we've got here is
like running a car on a weak m xture
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of two-stroke ... then suddenly we slamin sone superhigh-octane

m xture. We saw what happened to Wai nwight. And you and | saw what he
becarme. Younentioned the gol dfish. Have you seen it lately? It's
changing all right. You can see hard | unps pressing through from under
the skin; | think it's really-"

"Tony, | know somet hing weird's happening here. You think this old pagan
god thing's going to put in a personal appearance. But do you think it
will? And if it does, will it have any effect on us?"

"Chris, you' ve seen the phenonmena. Christ Almghty ... This thing is so
powerful it's made death redundant. You see what it's done? An ani mal
dies. Qut goes the old life force, but this thing rams in some of its
own high-octane life. This kind of life is what nuclear energy is to a
poxy parafin |anp. You saw those things on the beach the other night,
Chris. Once they were ordinary people. Wainwight. Fox. A boy.

Fi shermen. Now they are so full of life they are bursting at the seans.

"Ckay, Tony. | believe you. But |ook at ordinary, everyday nature. I|f
you stand back and | ook at that objectively that's as weird as buggery.
I f sonmeone said a lunmp of rock two hundred thousand miles away had the
power to lift mllions of tons of water twenty feet in the air, you'd
think they were crackers. But the nmoon does it twice a day. W don't
call it magic, we call it tides. Tons of water are dunped by the sky al
over the world. Not a miracle-rain. Invisible forces can slam a door
shut. Not ghosts-wind. A natural force can light up the sky at night and
blast a tree to smithereens. Lightning. Enornously powerful forces, but
they're not supernatural." He took a deep breath. "Look, Tony.

VWhat ever' s happening is extraordi nary. But perhaps we're just
encount eri ng sone natural phenonenon that nobody's w tnessed before."

"Hey, man. Are you drilling for that gas or what?"
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called Mark. "Your wife and | are naking napal mover here."
"Coming." He clinbed to his feet.

Tony said nothing, but Chris noticed the nan's expression. Maybe he
needed to believe in a pagan god that cane to | ook after its flock

The Saf Dar would not cone.
Had they learnt their [esson? Chris watched them They squatted on the
causeway, the sea rolling around their chests, staring expressionlessly

at the sea-fort.

"Do you think they'll get close enough?" asked Ruth, putting her arns
around hi m

"You sound like a right little bloodthirsty warrior."



"I just want to get rid of them Chris. I'"'msick of all these people
here. 1'msick of being a prisoner in this building."

"The Saf Dar seem short on common sense. They're |ike hungry dogs around
t he back door of a butcher's. They can't keep away. Wen they do ..." He
shrugged. "We'll get back to normal ."

Nor mal ? He wondered what Ruth woul d consider normal. He found hinself
wondering if she'd want to | eave. No. He couldn't believe that. They

| oved the place. He glanced back at the sea-fort, gloomy in the evening
m st. Wien he | ooked at the great expanse of building, his mnd ran
ahead, planning how the place would | ook when it was conpl et ed.

Huggi ng his wife, he gazed out over the sea. He didn't see the Saf Dar's
alien stare; he saw only his dreamof the future. And it was a good dream

"People pilel" shouted David as Ruth and Chris lay on the double bed in
t he caravan.

"Shh ..." whispered Ruth. "Renenber there are other people trying to get
to sleep.”
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Chris smled. "Quick people pile, then."

David junped on top of Chris, his head lightly butting into Chris's
chin. This was one of David's favorite games. People pile. It consisted
of Chris at the bottom Ruth next, then David sitting, kneeling or

standi ng on top of her.

"People pile," laughed David. "Conme on, Mum You next. I'Ill sit on your
head. "

"You won't. You weigh a ton these days. Just lie down across your dad's
chest and we'll cuddle."”

"Al'l right, then. Can we |leave the light on and talk before switching it
of f ?"

"You don't switch off a candle, you blowit out."
Davi d | ooked at the candle that |lit the caravan bedroomwi th a yell ow
light and filled it with odd waveri ng shadows. "Wen are we going to get

"lectric back agai n?"

"Soon. There's a fault with the power station. Wen they fix that we'll
get the electric back."

"And the water?"

"Yes."

"WIl all those people go back to their own houses then?"
"They will, David. This is just tenporary.”

Davi d snuggl ed his head agai nst Ruth's face.



"We'll blow out the candle now, David. W've got a lot to do tonorrow. "
David put his armaround his nother's neck and hugged her

"Al'l right, then ..." he murnured drowsily. "lI'mgoing to go to sleep
now. Love you."

"Love you." She | eaned across to the bedside table and bl ew out the candle.
They woul d need a good night's sleep. Because tonorrow they were going
to fight a war.
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Three hours later Chris awke. He lay for a further forty minutes
struggling to sleep again. In the end he slid on his |eather jacket and
left the caravan, guided by the sanme kind of urge that drives you to
stare at wrecked cars besi de notorways.

He clinbed the steps to the top of the wall and | ooked out. Enough
nmoonl i ght seeped through the m st to reveal themas they arrived. One by
one across the beach fromthe depths of the darkness beyond.

At first they were just fuzzy shapes in the mst. He could al nost
bel i eve they were just people approaching the sea-fort during sone

m dni ght wal k. As they grew nearer their outlines hardened, revealing
nore and nore details, until he could no |longer con hinmself into
bel i eving they were human.

H's mouth dry, he gl anced about the beach for the Saf Dar. Al though he
couldn't see them he knew they were there somewhere. Probably sat in
that weird Red Indian warrior way further up the beach in the mst.

Now, wal king slowy toward the sea-fort in a semcircle, were the
pathetic figures he'd seen the night before.

The Fox twi ns, one grossly fat, the other scarecrowthin; Wainwight,
the dirty rag of a bandage around his neck, dark red growhs |ike
bunches of Burgundy grapes hanging | oosely fromthe gash in his face.

Chris zipped his leather jacket up to his throat and hugged hinsel f.
They were changi ng.
Growi hg wor se.

There were nore of them now. Two dozen nen and the boy. Drowned or
killed at sea anything froma few hours to fifty years ago. Their bodies
changi ng, hour by hour. The massive life force that electrified their
once-dead flesh swelled their linbs and distorted their faces. Wrse

t hi ngs were happening t oo.
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He chewed his Iip. He needed to see this. These bastard sights. They
were |ike razor bl ades peeling away his outer civilized |ayer, the

ni cey-nice M Stainforth, who didn't push into queues or swear at old
ladies (not to their faces, anyway); peel all that artificial civilized
society crap away to expose the primal nman. The man who woul d do
anything to anyone, no natter how savage or bestial, to ensure that he



and his famly survived. Nice nmen don't kill.

Ni ce nmen don't sacrifice what they |love. That thought had been pl anted
by Gateman earlier. What would a man two thousand years ago have done
faced with this?

He knew. The man woul d have gone to his wife and taken the little
dar k- eyed boy from her arms; he woul d have dressed himin his best
clothes, told himhe was special, that he loved hin then he would have
| aid himacross the stone, picked up the bronze axe, and-

He blinked. Coldness trickled down one cheek. Shit, Tony Gateman, | bet
you can sell fucking condons to the Pope.

The figures were closer now. They stood in a long line in front of him
staring at the sea-fort.

Agai n he saw that these things were not kept alive in some insipid way,
like geriatrics on a |life-support machine. No, these things were alive
with a vibrant, forceful rush of energy.

He watched the figures. Concentrating on every detail of the distorted
bodies to rip away the civilized exterior that had encased himlike a
shell nearly all his life.

He had to turn back the clock to allow that blood of his warrior
ancestors to flow through his veins. He had to learn to hate in a
full-bl ooded way. And channel that hate into a force he could use. This
woul d be a battle for survival

Their swollen bodies |ooked as if they would rip the skin that tried to
contain them Hugely enlarged hearts
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pounded ferociously against their chests |ike engines. Their naked
chests shuddered with the concussions. \Were a body had been damaged
that crude rush of energy had healed it with tunorous growths. Red
tomat o cancers ball ooned from eye sockets where eyes had been torn away.
There, a shattered nouth had been repaired by a protruding flesh balloon

Sone of the ol der corpses had mingled with shellfish and seaweed unti
you could not tell where the man ended and where the flotsam and jetsam
of the sea began

One, a large barrel-chested nan who coul d have been a ship's captain,
stood nearer than the rest.

Hi s chest, as white as m |k, was covered with narrow slits in the skin.
The slits were probably as long as a thunb. As Chris watched, the slits
slowy parted. Pushing through themfrominside the nman's chest to the
out side cane twenty or so hard, dark tips.

Chris clenched his jaw until it ached.

The dark objects being forced outward by the internal pressures were
nmussel shells. Hard. Bl ue-black. They must have been anchored to the
man's rib cage and periodically squeezed through the skin slits, further
and further until the shells protruded proud of the skin like rows of
| ong bl ack nipples. A coating of fine mucus gave theman oily gl oss that



gl eaned in the moonlight.

Then the shells would crack open to expose the pale norsels of salty
flesh inside. A noment | ater they closed and withdrew into the man's chest.

Each time the nussel shells protruded through the man's skin, his face
split into an agoni zed grimace as if he were being tortured with hot
pi eces of netal. But no sound cane fromthe raw nouth.
Chris's face burned. His head rolled. Sonetines he didn't even know if
he was standing on the wall watching them or barefoot in the sand,
| ooking up at the man on the wall, feeling the terror and the pain. And
all the time
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t he gnawi ng need, the naked want... to GO HOVE

GO HOMVE ...
Just run and run. But the Saf Dar, in their bright red skins, forced us ..
Chris's mnd blurred.

the Saf Dar in their bright red skins forced us to come here, to
stand on the beach, pain ripping and expl odi ng through our bodies, pain
gnawing like rats at our testicles. ... GChhh, the burning skin, the
burni ng skin on our bodies ..
They' Il let us go
GO HOVE
when we smash down the doors of the house on the beach, pull out the
peopl e inside, like soft fruit froma tree. Then we give the Saf Dar
what they want, the people fromthe house on the beach, then we-
VE GO HOME.
W need | ove.

Love us! Love us! Love us! Kiss this burning skin on ny body.

Chris dimy recognized blows hitting his body. He struck out with his
fists. They smacked agai nst hard stone.

He opened his eyes. He'd bl acked out and fallen down on the wal kway. His
stomach churned; the sweat sliding down his face turned icy. And he
felt... Christ, he felt Iike shit.

Legs trenbling, he pulled hinmself to his feet and wal ked unsteadily down
to the caravan.
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Chapter Thirty-six
Tense, Mark Faust called down to them "Here they cone."

Chris followed Ruth up the stone steps to the top of the wall.



He gl anced around at the others. Mark stood | ooki ng out over the wall,

t he | oaded shotgun resting over his shoul der, |ooking every inch the
Wld West frontiersman. The two Hodgson boys were in their positions at
the far end of the wall. They were armed with .22 rifles which were
probably as effective as a couple of feather dusters against the Saf

Dar, but it kept them occupied. At the section of wall above the main
gates stood the two el der Hodgson brothers, their nassive freckl ed hands
cl anped around the shot guns.

Tony stood | eani ng back against the wall, his face as white as paper, a
cigar between his lips.

"Tony, best not snoke too near those bottles. They're full of gas."
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Tony | ooked Iike a man waking froma dream "Gas?"

"Gas. ... Petrol." Mark Faust |ooked at his old friend. "You feeling okay?"

"I'"ll be fine." He carefully stubbed out the cigar. "Now, we've got
everything." The business-like tone came back into his voice. "Enough
shel | s?"

"Should be ... There's forty in the box on the table."

Tony turned to Chris. "You' ve told everyone to stay in the building
until it's over? W don't want people mlling about up here; soneone'd
end up getting hurt."

Chris nodded. "And |'ve filled the buckets with water in case anyone
manages to set thenselves on fire when we start |obbing those things."
He indi cated another table that carried thirteen bottles, filled with
petrol and soap powder; wired to the neck of each bottle was a
handker chi ef - si zed pi ece of cloth.

"Wat er ?"

"Don't worry," said Ruth. "Sea water. Wile the tide was in, Chris and
| ower ed buckets on string." She managed a snmile. "I think we did pretty
well."

"Best run through the procedure, folks. Mark, Tom and John are using
their shotguns. Chris ... You and | are chucking the bottles. Be
careful. If we drop one, we'll fry."

"I won't drop them" Chris had stuffed his fists into the pockets of his
jeans so no one would see his hands shake.

"Right. Procedure, folks. Wen the Saf Dar are cl ose enough, we pour

fuel into that pie tin. Chris and | each take a bottle. W dunk it
neck-first into the tin to nmoisten the rag wick. Hold it out to Ruth who
lights the rag with the cigarette lighter, then we chuck the bottle at

one of the men ... one of the things down there. Ch, needl ess to say,
pi ck your target first. You don't want to stand there with a burning
bottle in your hand | onger than you have to. Right. ... Any questions?"
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"Only one." Ruth | ooked out across the beach. "Wen are they going to cone?"
For the first tine that norning Chris | ooked out over the wall. Twenty

feet bel ow, the sea washed around the rock on which the sea-fort rested.
Great clots of kelp floated in the turbulent water. The tide was

droppi ng, sections of causeway were bei ng exposed between waves. The

roar of the surf softened.

Ei ght figures had advanced hal fway across the causeway. The Saf Dar.
Standi ng as they always did, like a line of red dom noes, the sea
swirling around their bare | egs. Their hairless heads were turned toward
the sea-fort and those eyes glared with an unquenchabl e brutality.

They did not nove. They had slipped into their statue node.

What if they never canme near the gates agai n? Maybe they had | earnt
after all that those in the sea-fort had the ability to destroy them
The choice then would be did they | eave the safety of the sea-fort to
attack the Saf Dar on the beach?

He wat ched Mark put a box containing shotgun shells on the top of the
wal | besi de Tom and John Hodgson. When it came to the showdown they
woul dn't want to waste tinme funbling in pockets for amunition

Rel oadi ng the guns after two shots woul d be cunbersonme enough anyway.

Tom grunted, "It looks as if the buggers are in no hurry."

H s brother chuckled heavily. "You fancy playing bait, Ton? Nip down
there and do a fan dance for themon the causeway. It'll bring the
fuckers flocking in."

Chris began to space the bottles out on the table. If he let one of
these slip through his fingers when it was lit they'd all be in trouble,

with a pool of blazing petrol running al ong the wal kway.

He gl anced up at his wife. Her dark eyes were fixed
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on the Saf Dar. She was willing the bastards to move in close.
Conme on. Custer around the gates then we'll blast you to ki ngdom cone.

"Thought | could help."

They turned to see the Major standing at the top of the steps, the
revol ver in his hand. The dog sat at his feet. The old man's hand,
knobbly with arthritis, shook, and the weight of the handgun pulled it down.

"Ah ... Thanks for the offer, Major," said Tony. "But we've got the
situation under control."

"Make it quick," said Mark as calmy as he could. "We' ve got sone
novenent out here."

Tony continued, "Er, we thought it would be best if you could | ook after
the, er, villagers in the sea-fort."

"OfF course ... O course." The Mjor sounded puzzled, as if not really
sure now why he had cone up here. " 'Course, we should really be getting



hone. Wy past lunchtine."
"Ye-es. Qite."
"Tony, they're coming," Mark warned. "W're going to need you any mnute."

Tony smled at the senile old man. "Major, lunch will be served in the
mess in five mnutes. Best pop down and have a brush-up first."

The Maj or brightened. "So soon? Good job. |I'mstarving. Cone on, boy."
He qui ckly went down the steps, the dog following, its claws clicking on
the stone sl abs.

Ruth shot hima look. "He'll have a long wait till lunch. It's only
hal f - ni ne. "
"It doesn't really matter. The old boy will have forgotten every word |

said in five mnutes."

"Pick your targets," said Mark. "This is it."
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Chapter Thirty-seven

"Strategy?" asked Tony.

"Kill them Burn them" Mark Faust thunbed of f the shotguns's safety catch
"But what the hell do we do then?" asked Ruth.

"I"'mout there with this." Mark held up the shotgun. "I'm finishing what
we've started.”

Chris felt uncertain. "Wat about those two out on the causeway? They're
out of range and they'll not cone any cl oser when they see what happens
to their cronies in the next ten mnutes."”

Tony said, "Chris's right, Mark. W don't take chances. No heroics. W
take our tine. No one goes chasing these things across the bl oody beach
There're going to be no casualties on our side. W can afford to sit
here and pick them off when they get close enough."

Mark nodded. "No heroics. Right. ... Tom... John. Listen. W want to
make sure we hit these bastards hard."

As Mark spoke Chris | ooked down at the Saf Dar
249

O the eight that had been standing on the causeway, two had stayed
m dway, well out of range of the shotguns and petrol bonbs.

The other six had nmoved nicely forward into the slaughter zone. Twenty
feet bel ow on the cobbled area outside the sea-fort gates, they stood in
two lines of three. The first line nmust have been six paces fromthe
gates, the other line of three ten paces behind that. Their bald red
heads gl eaned dully in the msty light. Fromthis high angle he could
not see their faces. He was gl ad.



As he stared down at their nassive shoul ders, alnmobst bursting with a
muscl e growth that forced veins and arteries up against the skin so it
| ooked as if living snakes wormed beneath, their heads noved. Snoothly,
slowy, they tilted their heads to look directly up at Chris. Their

gl ass-shard eyes glittered coldly, faces expressionless, mouths parted
to expose uneven yell ow teeth.

It was as if they were silently willing the sea-fort to collapse into
dust so they could pick out the fragile human beings fromw thin, like a
boy picking out the white flesh of a coconut fromits broken shell.

"Let's do it."

It was time. His heart punped, sweat prickled |like pins on his forehead.
For Christsake don't let those bottles of petrol slip through your fingers.

"Looks as though those two out on the causeway don't want to cone to the

party today. ... Mght as well start without them" Mark, resting his

el bows on the wall, brought the shotgun butt to his shoulder. He said to
t he Hodgsons: "The three of us will take out the three of themthat are
farthest fromthe gates. Tom you take the one on the left. John ... the
one on the right. 1'll hit the one dead center. Tony ... Chris. You | ob
the petrol bonbs at the three nearest the gate. At this angle just drop
them straight down ... let gravity do the work for you. And for CGod's

sake burn the bastards to ashes. GCet
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ready. Together on the word go. Al right?"
Everyone nodded.

Chris wet the wick of his first petrol bonb. Tony did the same. Ruth
stood ready with the lighter.

Mar k Faust stood, shotgun snug to his shoul der, squeezing every gram of
concentration down the gunsight.

The word cane

"o "

Al three men fired sinultaneously. Al three shots struck their targets.
The three Saf Dar jerked back.

Strangely none reacted to the shots, even though one lost a face in a
spattering of shot. A cavity appeared in the chest of Mark's target. The
third s stomach split open and sonething resenbling a white bag of

m nced steak slipped wetly out onto the cobbles at its feet.

The things stood, |ike wounded st at ues.

The shot guns cracked again. An armvani shed in a spray of cherry red.
Mark's shot kicked in the nonster's forehead. The thick dark stuff

they' d seen before poured down the bodies as if they were nelting.

Tom s shot blasted the leg off another. Snoothly, it slipped into a
kneeling position, its broken |l eg at an angle beneath its bare backsi de.



A wave broke over the causeway and washed around the three, carrying
away a dark slick that nade the water | ook unnaturally smooth, |ike oil

"Chris ..."

He | ooked at his wife. She held out the burning lighter. Carefully he
prodded the rag wired around the end of the bottle into the blade of flane.

The petrol -soaked rag flared inmredi ately, spitting blobs of blue flane,
scorching the back of his bare hand.

Carefully, he turned, |eaned forward over the wall, and rel eased the bottle.
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It seened to take seconds to drop down to the three stationary figures.

Then they vanished in a blossomof white fire. Chris felt the uprush of
air hot on his face.

Two seconds later the flare subsided to a burning puddl e of petrol on
t he cobbl es.

Anot her bonmb flared brilliantly; Tony had dropped his.

Qui ckly, Chris dropped another. Then Tony. Then Chris.

They established a rhythm making sure that the three things bel ow were
at the center of a furnace. Those bastards mi ght not burn in hell but
they were burning here on earth. And still too frigging stupid to nove.
"One down!" cried Mark. H s shot sent one of the Saf Dar toppling back
onto the causeway-now a chewed-up rag doll of a thing, with a frayed

head; splinters of white bone stuck out through the chest like raw
French fries.

The Hodgsons roared out, an ear-vibrating cheer. A wave rolled in,
tugging the fallen Saf Dar with it. It vanished into deep water

"Four to go, lads," called Tom Hodgson

Along the wall the two boys also fired their rifles, the small .22
bul l ets pecking holes in the red skin of the Saf Dar

The one still kneeling on the causeway had becone a chewed-up stunp,
hardly even approxi mati ng a human shape.

Chris | obbed a petrol bonmb at it and a rose-colored flane bl oomed around it.
The three Saf Dar directly bel ow who were enduring the fire bonbs had

sunk into a sitting position, the withering heat eating into the great

bl ocks of nuscle in their |legs and torsos.

Still they did not react.

They shoul d have been withing across the ground in
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agony as the flames turned their bodies to charcoal



Chris pitched another bottle at the crippled one. This time, burning, it
roll ed over and dropped off the causeway into the sea. It sank, |eaving
a slick on the surface.

"Four to go!"
The three gunners concentrated on the remaining figure at the back, the
| ead shot taking bites out of the creature as if it was being eaten

alive by an invisible Pit Bull terrier.

It began to | ean back, alnpbst at an inpossible angle. Then it toppled,
as stiff as a pine tree. The sea swallowed it.

Chris and Tony had not let up with the bottles of fuel on the three
nearest the gate. They sat in a |ake of flame; the petrol even ran in
burning rivulets down the causeway to where the sea washed over it.
Snmoke clinmbed into the sky like a ghostly black pillar

Then, as the final bottle crashed down, splintering, sending flam ng
pi eces of glass across the stone slabs, the three things began at | ast
to nove.

They noved like crippled crabs, arnms and | egs jerking awkwardly. They
crabbed their way slowy, whether on their backs or fronts Chris
couldn't tell, as far as the causeway edge, then slipped into the water.
"None to go."

"You' ve done it. Tony Gatenman sounded as if he didn't believe it
hi nsel f. "You' ve bl oody well done it."

"Thank God," breathed Ruth with feeling.

Chris reached out and pulled her close, huggi ng her trenbling body.
"That's a total of seven, including the one I took out before," called
Mark, resting the barrel of the shotgun across his shoul der. "Ei ght
left. Now we sit and wait for themto get close again."

"I'f they come," said Ruth.

"Ch, they'll cone back," said Tony. "Believe ne, they'll come back."
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Chapter Thirty-eight

"Tony, what makes them blow up |ike that?"

Davi d noticed how surprised Tony was when he asked the question
"Makes what bl ow up?"

"These coal mi nes."

"Ch ... It's in the book?"

David hadn't been all owed out of the sea-fort building, so he'd sat with
the other people fromthe village (which had been dead boring) and



| ooked at a pile of books he'd brought with him

That norning he had heard a | ot of shooting outside. Al so a burning
snel |l had floated through the w ndows.

But when he'd asked peopl e what was happening they'd replied, "Nothing."
He' d al so asked the old man with the revol ver and dog. He was ni ce,
ruffling David's head with one of those ol d-nmen hands, bony with brown
spl ot ches on the back

The old man said, "Damn natives again. Still, the
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NCO s got it in hand." Then he'd | ooked around the big gundeck room ful
of people as if he'd seen it for the first tinme. "Should really be
getting off for a spot of lunch.”

After a while David had given up asking. The mist was too thick to see
much apart froma bit of gray sea water at the back of the sea-fort, so
he'd sat on a chair swinging his | egs backwards and forward while

| ooki ng at the books. One about coal mi nes had caught his eye. Inside, a
pi cture showed an expl osion, throw ng men and machinery and bits of coa
and stuff along the tunnel in a big yellow bl ast.

Tony had conme in a lot later, looking dirty and sweaty. That's when he
had reacted oddly to the word "expl osions."

"That explosion will have been caused by nethane," he expl ai ned. There
was a big black snudge on one cheek

"Me-fane."

Tony smled, very tired. "Methane. It's a gas. You know ... Like air.
..." He noved his hands about him They were dirty too. "You can't snell
nmet hane, or see it. But it's highly inflammable ... Inflamuable neans it

burns very easily. A bit like the gas that cones out of gas cookers and
gas fires. Sometines nethane builds up in enclosed places |ike caves-"

"And coal m nes."
"It can be very dangerous. It only needs a little spark, then-"
"Boom ... \Were's it cone fromthen? Me-fane?"

"When things rot they produce methane. Or it occurs naturally in some
pl aces underground. Like your coal mne."

Davi d t hought about the cellar beneath the sea-fort. He was about to ask
Tony a question when Mark wal ked into the room
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Tony | ooked up.

"Any nore?"

"No such luck. I don't knowif those two on the causeway understood what

we did to the others, but they're staying put. John Hodgson popped off a
couple of shells at thembut they're way out of range. If the tide



wasn't in 1'd go out and hit themclose up."
Then the big man turned and wal ked out of the room Tony foll owed.

Davi d guessed a | ot had happened that norning. Inmportant things. But the
grown-ups had all ganged up together. They were keeping secrets from Davi d.

" Cof f ee, Ruth?"

"Please. ... You couldn't rustle up a couple of fresh croissants too?"
"I'"mexpecting the delivery boy any nonment." Chris handed her the nug.
"You're entitled to one digestive biscuit now O you can save up your
rati on and orgy on three biscuits tonight with a cup of hot chocol ate.™

"Ch, I'll have it now. |I'mstarving."

At least they could treat the rationing a little nore flippantly now.
After the success that norning, w ping out six Saf Dar in the space of a
few m nutes, the outl ook | ooked brighter.

They joined Tony. The little Londoner sat on one of the cannon that
Chris had bought fromthe Vicar. The Vicar hinself wal ked unsteadily in
the direction of the sea-fort building. Pissed again.

Tony had hal f finished his coffee and was snoking a cigar in nervous pulls.

"Went the day well?" Chris grinned. "At this rate we'll have the lot in
a day or two."

"I hope so, Chris. | hope so."

Ruth told Tony about the state of the food and water. There were
adequate supplies for up to four days. Surely
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| ong before then the Saf Dar would be wi ped fromthe surface of the
earth and life could return to normal. Chris decided that as soon as it
was over they would all drive over to Lincoln and feast on Big Macs as a
special treat. Also he could call in on the architect and see the man up
to get the plans conpleted. This place had to be transforned into a
thriving hotel within ten nmonths. The days were beginning to slip by,
bringi ng that deadline renorsel essly closer

He | ooked around the courtyard. Nothing, but nothing, could get in the
way of his dream

Mark | ooked over the wall at the two heads protruding fromthe water. He
said to John Hodgson, "I reckon | could wade out that far and bl ow their
heads cl ean of f at point-blank."

"You'd be a dead fucker if you did. You can see those two sods plain
enough; but what about themyou can't? There'll be a couple nore sat
underwater waiting to grab any silly chuff's legs who tried to get
across there."

"I want to get out there. | want this place rid of them™

"Aye, all in good tine. It's when you take risks you start |osing



peopl e. They'll cone back up to themgates. It pulls themlike a bitch

on heat pulls dogs frommniles around. They can't stop thensel ves. And

when they conme it'll be like shooting rats in a tub."

Mar k Faust knew the farnmer was right.

But for some reason he couldn't explain, he felt that tinme was running out.
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Chapter Thirty-nine

Chris had fallen asleep where he sat on the courtyard floor, his back to
the wall. The attack on the Saf Dar that norning had exhausted him And
when he woke he had that drugged feeling as if he and reality were stil

out of synch.

Tony stood | ooking down at him A pair of binoculars dangled from one hand.

In a flattened way, Tony said, "Come on."

Chris pulled hinself up, yawning into his hand, and followed Tony up the
stone steps to the top of the wall. They were al one.

Wthout a lick of enotion, Tony said, "Look."

Chris | ooked out over the beach. The tide had retreated.

Then he saw what Tony had been scrutinising through the binocul ars.
On the causeway, now high and dry, stood a dozen figures.
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They stood in a dom no-straight line, stretching back al ong the
causeway, staring inmpassively at the sea-fort gates.

Saf Dar.

He | ooked at themin silence for a full two mnutes before | eaning
forward, his elbow resting on the wall, his face nestled in the pal mof
hi s hand.

"Jesus. ... W've been wasting our tine, haven't we?"

Tony nodded.

Chris stared at the figures. O the twelve, five appeared as before.

Naked bodies swollen tight with nuscle, veins pushing through the skin;
the skin that sunburn-red col or

The ot her seven differed.

Different shades of red nottled their skin, anything fromsmall spots to

| arge patches that covered half their bodies. This coloring possessed a
shiny, fresh quality. The way skin | ooks when you pick off a scab too soon

These seven were the seven they had "killed."

They had conme back. And they didn't appear weakened by the furious



bl asting from shotguns or burning by petrol bonmbs. In fact, the | atest
grom h of flesh that had infilled their wounds stood proud of the
surrounding areas as if the new fl esh had been infused with nore power
than the ol d.

And it had taken six hours.
Now t hey were back: fresh, strong, murderous.

"What does not kill ne nakes ne stronger..
t hese?" He offered the binocul ars.

mur mur ed Tony. "Want

Chris shook his head. Whatever strength remai ned oozed from his body,
| eaving himenpty.

"W failed, Tony."

"We did our best. But there's something stronger behind all this. Can
you sense it? That power | told you about? It's |eaking through into
this place now. You can feel it running through the stones. You know,
i ke when
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you touch a water pipe with water rushing through it. You can feel the
vi bration.”

"What's it going to take to get rid of those things?"

"Il tell you what we have to do. We'll have to drop this civilized
pretense. This twentieth-century-man pose. W're going to have to do
what our ancestors did."

"Sacrifice?" Chris shook his head. The man was mad. "Pick soneone out?
Then what ? Knock out their brains? Skin themalive?"

"Chris, it's not as insane as it sounds. Look at every culture fromthe
time that human bei ngs stopped crapping in their own nests.

I ndependent |y of each other, cultures have devel oped their own rites of
sacrifice. Remenber what | said. It was a trade, a barter. They were
saying to their gods we give you food, or-or the life of ny child. In
return you give ne sonething. A good harvest, success in war."

Chris shut out the words. He could only stare with hypnotic intensity at
the twelve figures strung out like red beads al ong the causeway. They,
inturn, glared with chiselled Easter Island statue faces at the
sea-fort gates as if willing themto crunble to dust.

As he watched, the others joined himand Tony on the wall. They wat ched
the Saf Dar silently. Each of them nust have realized that the ones with
the sticky red patches were the ones burnt and shot to shreds that norning.

Then he heard a cry. The kind of cry soneone would rmake if they had
wal ked baref oot on broken gl ass.

Mark Faust. He lunged forward to the wall, his eyes bul ging as he gl ared
at the figures.

"No! No! No!" The violence in his voice shocked Chris. "I won't |let the
bastards beat us! | won't."



Jerking up the shotgun, he fired two shots as fast as his finger could
snatch at the trigger. At this range the shot shredded a few scraps of
seaweed on the causeway
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but not nmuch el se. Mark thrust the gun out for Chris to hold, then
snat ched anot her gun from John Hodgson to bl aze of f another two rounds.

The Saf Dar showed no reaction, even though sone of the shot had struck
them Fromthe bare shin of one a trickle of black ran down to pool on
t he causeway.

"Bastards ... Bastards. They weren't stupid after all. They knew we
could do nothing-not one little thing- to hurt them"

For one terrifying noment Chris thought that Mark woul d throw open the
gates and run out onto the causeway to attack themw th his bare hands.
H s body shook with rage, his teeth were bared in a snarl, his eyes bl azed.

But the noment passed as quickly as it had come. Wth a coughing cry he
turned his back on them and sat down on the stone wal kway, arns
clutching his knees to his chest like a baby in its nother's wonb.

Chris | ooked around at the drawn faces of the villagers as they watched
the big man reduced to this.

| mpotent. He had seen the word a mllion tines before. Now he knew what
it really neant. It's the feeling that breaks you in two when sonething
is going to happen and you know there's nothing in the world you can do
to prevent it. Like a nother watching her baby dying of cancer. You can
hold the baby in your arns; you can shout and swear at a heartl ess
bastard of a god who let this happen. But there's nothing you can do to
stop that tiny life slipping away through your fingers.

Wat chi ng Mark seened sonehow shanmeful. He turned back to watch the
living statues who now ruled their lives. And tried not to listen to the
sounds that Mark Faust was maki ng.
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Chapter Forty

Depr essi on

Hopel essness.

The villagers retreated into thensel ves. Mst went back to the gun-deck
roomto stare into space

Chris watched Ruth help David color in a draw ng.

He found it hard to think of anything el se but water. Wat would they do
when that ran out? He glanced out through the window at mllions of tons
of the stuff sliding backwards and forward across the sands.

He purposefully turned his back on the w ndow.

Just an hour before there had been a real npod of optimsm The things



bl ed, they seemed to die. But their hopes had all been snashed to
buggery. The things were immortal. We can make nore petrol bonbs, bl ast
themw th shotguns, stone them but they'|ll keep comi ng back

The one hope now was that soneone fromthe outside would cone.

From QUTSI DE

262

Chris suddenly realized how odd that word sounded. Qutside. The rest of
the world-with streets, cafes, graffiti, crowded buses, parks; it al
seemed so renote now. As if this bit of the world had sonehow cracked
away from Pl anet Earth.

Manshead had now becorme a borderl and |yi ng between the conmon-or-garden
worl d they all knew and that place Tony had tal ked about. Were sone ..
thing that the ancients had worshi pped as a god stal ked.

The nmental video in his head played footage of a hungry tiger restlessly
paci ng backward, forward, backward, behind the bars of a cage. The bars
were all that separated it fromits small territory of the cage and the
sunny wal kways of the zoo, filled with soft and tasty Hono sapi ens. Easy
nmeat. The bars of the cage were growing flinsy now

"Dad, when are we goi ng down the cellar?"

"Not now, David. Some tine soon, eh?"

"Dad ..."

"Don't worry, kidda. We'll go down and have a good expl ore when we get
the chance."

"But |'ve been down there tons of tines. | want to show you sonet hi ng.
It's dead interesting."

"You' ve been down before? Wen?"

Qoops! David realized he shouldn't have told him After all, he wasn't
al |l owed down in the cellar.

"Just a fewtinmes. It's great down there."

H s dad was definitely not smling. "What's down there, David?"
"Come on, I'll show you."

Davi d grabbed himby the hand and pulled himto the door

In the corridor they met Tony. His face was red and he was panting.
"Anot her one, Chris."
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"\What ?"

"Ms. Christopher. She tried to ..." He noticed David. "She tried to end
thi ngs." Tony turned and spoke in a |l ow voice that David wasn't supposed



to hear-but he did. "In the toilet. Plastic bag over the head, tied a
ri bbon around her neck to seal it."

" Suf f ocat ed?"

"Dam wel | nearly succeeded, too. Ruth found her just in tine."

"Go play, David, there's a good lad. W'll go down |ater, eh?"

Then his dad and Tony hurried away.

Life went on.

In a slow, half-hearted kind of way.

That evening the LPG bottle that fuel ed the caravan's gas cooker ran
dry. Tony helped Chris to change it. They manhandl ed the enpty bottle
t hrough the doors into the sea-fort building, along the stone-fl agged
corridor and into one of the store roonms. In here were another five of

the blue netal cylinders, all full and each al nost the size of Tony Gateman.

Five full cylinders, thought Chris. A lot of gas. Enough to last well
into the summer. If we live that |ong.

A lot of gas. He turned an idea over in his mnd |ike an archaeol ogi st
exam ning a new artefact. A lot of gas.

"You know, Tony, before the fresh water runs out we could rig up
something to distil sea water. That way we'd have an unlimted supply.
W're already bringing it up by the bucketful on a line when the tide's in."

"It's an idea." Tony's lack of enthusiasmwas hardly subtle. He wasn't
interested in turning sea water into drinking water

What was wong with the man? Didn't he want to survive?
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"I"ll start |ooking around for some tubing. See if | can rig sonething up."
Tony sinmply nodded as he hel ped himhoi st one of the full gas cylinders
upright. As they got ready to drag the cylinder to the caravan, Tony

| ooked up at Chris and asked, "Did you hear a sound?"

"A sound? What kind of sound?"

"It doesn't matter. It's nothing ... Conme on."

In silence they pulled the full cylinder out through the doorway, the
nmet al base maki ng a rasping sound that rumnmbled down through the
corridor, like the respiration of sone great animal waking froma deep

sl eep.

Mar k Faust pulled the bl anket over his shoul ders. Only hal f-past seven
in the evening, but nonetheless he tried to sleep

He lay on his side on the stone floor in the gundeck room one arm
pillowi ng his head.

Qutside, the mst inperceptibly shifted down fromwhite to gray as,



unseen, the sun slipped bel ow the horizon

I nside, the Reverend Reed snored thickly in the corner, his face red
fromthe gin. Maybe he had the right idea. Sweet oblivion

Mar k now appreciated the attraction of killing yourself. Dead, you feel
no nmore pain, or distress or msery.

The Chri st opher woman, when they had brought her around after tearing

the plastic bag from her head, had given such a groan of di sappoi nt ment

at having life thrust back at her that it nmade hi mwonder if they had

done the right thing. Maybe they should have just turned away and | eft her.

Then again, maybe if he had never left the States everything would have
been different. MAYBE. The world was full of maybes. Maybe if Hitler had
died in
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that gas attack in Wrld War |; maybe if Charlie Manson had stopped a
Vietcong bullet with his face; maybe if it rained for a year in Ethiopia
and turned the deserts green; maybe if he had stayed at hone in Boston
USA, he would be sitting in front of the TV nowwith a beer. A w fe
cooki ng hi m supper. A daughter on a date. A son practising power chords
on an electric guitar in the garage with a couple of friends. MAYBE ...

Those ki nd of nmaybes were as hard as the nails going through Christ's
hands and feet into the solid God-gi ven wood.

He roll ed over onto his back, trying to sleep

He felt |like the condemmed crimnal, lying caged in his cell, waiting
for the last wal k down to old Sparky. This was a post nortem exi stence.
Wai ting, waiting, waiting.

Wien woul d the end come?

Probl em renenmber Wi nwight and Fox?

Deat h woul d be no ending, no finality.

It woul d be the begi nning of sonething else.

They woul d wake up on the beach. Wth new conpani ons.

The radi o should have been an ear to the outside. News reports, mnusic,
weat her bulletins, time checks. The sounds of a normal world.

After five mnutes, Ruth switched it off. She had scanned every
wavel ength fromAMto FM All that canme fromthe speakers was the hiss
of static. Wich sounded very much like the surf that beat upon the beach

Chris had been shifting junk in one of the store roons, |ooking for an
axe-head to hammer onto the shaft he had arnmed hinmself with. That's when
he saw the thing on the wall.

Despite his exhaustion he had shot backwards froma crouching position
i ke an athlete.

"Jesus Christ."
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Wth an involuntary noverment of disgust he covered his face with his
hands. Then, swallowi ng down the unpleasant taste in his nmouth, he
| ooked agai n.

There, stuck to the wall, was a cluster of growths the color and texture
of white cheese, the largest the size of a dinner plate.

What the growths actually were he did not know. But he knew what they
| ooked Iike.

dinging there, to the stone wall, just inches away fromhim was a
human face.

Later, he sat on the caravan steps, tapping nails into the end of the
axe- handl e. He'd not been able to find an axehead but he'd found a huge
hamrer - head caked in rust and mold. Its solid cast-iron weight, as big
as two fists side by side, felt reassuring. Ruth | eaned agai nst the
caravan wall, a cardigan around her shoul ders against the chill night
air. They tal ked in half-whispers.

"What are we going to do, Chris? David's six years old. He's just a baby."

He said nothing; he tapped another nail into the end of the shaft to
secur e the hanmer - head.

"Chris, we can't go on like this. Have you seen how much water is left in-"
"I know, Ruth. | know ... I've tried to talk to Mark and Tony. | said we
needed to rig up sone apparatus so we can distil fresh water from sea

wat er. "

"And what did they say?"

"Sod all. Mark's retreated into hinsel f-depressed. He bl ames hinself for
not being able to kill those things out there. Gateman seens content to

sit and wait for sonme kind of supernatural cavalry to come charging

across the sand."

"And what do you think, Chris?"

"As Mark said when-if-it comes, this supernatural power, the first to
grab it is going to be the wi nner."
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"But we don't know how to do that."

"By sacrifice, according to Tony. W give something so we can get
something in return. In this case that bucketful of mracles Gatenman
goes on about."

"What do we sacrifice?"

"Search ne."

"Has Tony said anynore about this sacrifice thing, Chris?"

Chris turned around to | ook at her, standing there in the near-dark. He



could no |l onger see her face, but he sensed sonething i mrense troubling

her. She wasn't asking himthese questions because she didn't know what

Tony had said; she knew well enough. He realized that his wife was using
the questions to direct his train of thought.

Sacrifice.

It always came back to that. As if sacrifice was the only solution
Sacrifice. It was unthinkable. He could not even accept the idea of it.
It was as if his mind were a computer into which soneone was struggling
to insert a new progranmme. It refused the reprogramming. This m nd woul d
not |l oad that barbaric concept. It belonged in the tonb with those

| ong-dead nen and wormen who had practiced it.

Chris changed the subject.

"I's David asl eep?"

"He should be. |I left himlooking at a comc, but he's exhausted."

Hs wife pulled the cardigan cl oser around her shoul ders and shi vered.
"Per haps someone will come, Chris. It's Monday tonmorrow. There have to
be deliveries to the village. It's not as if we're on an island.”

No, we're not an island, thought Chris, but for all the contact we have
with the outside world we mght as well be on the dark side of the

f ucki ng noon.

He tapped the final nail into the wood.
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Chapter Forty-one

"Ch God! CGet it away, get it away!"

Scream ng.

"Cod! Ch CGod, oh God, oh God, God, CGod, CGod... Please ... Ch-oh ..."
Ruth was first to reach the scream ng woman as she ran fromthe sea-fort
buil ding. Imredi ately she stopped scream ng but clutched the side of her

head and sobbed breathl essly.

Chris didn't know the woman's name; she was in her md-fifties, very
thin, with tied-back gray hair.

A couple of the other villagers canme to see the cause of the commotion,
but significantly nost didn't bother to rouse thenselves fromtheir
apat heti c sl unbers.

Tony Gatenman, who had been standing on top of the wall, came puffing
down the steps, his face red beneath the thickening stubble on his cheeks.

"What happened?"
"I"'mnot sure," said Ruth, holding the sobbi ng woman.
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Chris inmediately thought the woman had found someone who had succeeded
in conmitting suicide, but all she could pant out was that she'd seen
sormet hi ng.

"Cet her into the caravan."” Ruth sounded in control. "We'Ill get her a
drink. ... She's cal mng down now. "

Ten mnutes later, a blanket around her shoul ders, cupping a steam ng
mug of tea in her hands, she was able to talk.

She had been to the toilet, one of the old ones in the sea-fort

bui | di ng. When she had fini shed she had | ooked down into the bow as she
got ready to pour down a jug of sea-water to flush it. The waste from
the toilets sinply discharged via a w de-bore pipe straight into the sea.

What she had seen there had nearly paral yzed her heart.

Squeezing up around the U-bend as tightly as a rat squeezing through a
pi ece of hose had been a human face. Chris imgined a flat,
expressionl ess face squeezing up through the hole through three pints of
water and urine in the bottom of the bow .

It had been the strange, flattened face of a girl, its eyes as dull as
those of a dead fish on a sl ab.

She hadn't renmenbered nuch after that.
Later, Tony had nuttered, "Hysterical. Seen her reflection in her own piss.”

Chris knew that Tony had hinsel f been unconvinced by this explanation
The wonman had seen sonething. And he remenbered what he had seen in the
old store room The face glued there to the wall

He had bitten back the foul taste of bile in his nouth and pulled

t oget her enough resolve to examne it. The white stuff (he guessed it to
be a fungus) had grown in the shape of a hunan face. A snooth white
man's forehead, two eyes-lightly closed |ike a sleeper's- snoothly

scul pted nose, two even lips. He recalled the marbl e heads of G eek gods.
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Surrounding it was a constellation of other white bl obs, each one a
clone-line copy of the large face, right down to the ones the size of a
little fingernail. High white forehead, eyes, nose, lips. A dozen
perfect white faces.

As he watched, he had noticed a faint shiver. They were alive.

When Ms. Hodgson cane to sit with the wonman, Ruth and Chris went up to
the toilet the woman had used. He carried the nmassive hammer in one hand.

The white-washed room bare apart fromthe old china high-flush toilet,
| ooked normal. In one corner lay the plastic jug and a pool of sea water
was spreadi ng across the stone sl abs.

But no face.
A prickle of goosebunps rashed across his skin. He thought about the

pat heti c bastard on the beach; a m xture of shellfish and human, crushed
together then fired into an agonizing kind of life. Maybe out there



under the sea near the outfl ow pi pe someone had drowned by the lair of

an eel. One of those thick-bodied congers. He i magi ned a human head
mashed together with the conger body, thicker than a man's neck. He

t hought about the | ong snake-like body worm ng up through the sewage pi pe.

Qui ckly he picked up a bucket of sea-water and dunped it onto the piss
inthe white bowl. On top of that he poured half a bottle of bleach
Then he and his wi fe wal ked qui ckly away wi thout | ooking back

M dday. Chris restlessly paced the wal kway running around the top of the
wal | when he heard the noise.

He i medi ately ran to the point where the wall passed over the gates and
peered into the nmist. The tide had begun its inward roll once nore.
Waves frothed around the base of the sea-fort and along the flanks of

t he causeway, but the causeway itself was still dry.
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The sound went as quickly as it had begun. He couldn't be sure what it
was, nmuffled as it had been by the banks of dunes. He | eaned forward.

Bel ow, on the | edge of rock that extended a yard or so beyond the walls,
stood ei ght reddish figures. They were doing nothing- just follow ng the
ol d statue routine.

He | ooked back down into the courtyard. No one about. Everyone it seened
had slipped back into their navel-contenplating node after a |lunch that
was getting smaller each day.

The sound cane again, a high wailing, swelling then falling across the
dunes, growi ng louder. It was ..

It was a motor. A car. He leaned forward, craning his head to one side
to scoop nore of the thin sound into his ear

A car. A bloody car! He gripped the wall hard.

No siren, though. Not police. Maybe the Arny. Christ, someone was coning
to get themout of this hell. He willed into his mnd the image of
massi ve arnored personnel carriers |unbering around the coast road and

t hrough the gap in the dunes onto the beach

He |istened hard. The sound of the engi ne sounded too high-pitched. As
if being driven frantically at too high a speed in too | ow a gear
Surely whoever it was would have to stop at the barrier of pebbles that
bl ocked the coast road.

No. It got closer. Louder. Someone was com ng

The nmental video clicked on and Chris pictured sone terrified postnan
raci ng his van along the coast road after com ng across

Qut - Butterw ck-deserted, Marie-Cel estelike, doors flapping open in the
sea breeze.

No. Not this way. Go back. Bring help.

The car's engine howed as it powered through the gap in the dunes then
ski dded sidewards off the road and onto the sand.

Fromthis distance, the m st fuzzed the |ines of the car
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But he could see that the passenger door was m SsSing.

That it was a white Ford Fiesta.

Shi t.

A wei ght dropped into his stomach.

Shit, no.

The car was Wainwight's. The one that had been abandoned in the
village's main street. He couldn't see the driver. But he could guess

who was at the wheel

The sound of the engi ne being revved ragged rolled down the beach
how ing |ike a beast of burden being flogged until it bled.

The white car lurched forward, engine shrieking, then stopped again,
still on the beach, just feet away fromthe road that |inked the
causeway to the coast road.

"Go away." Understandi ng began to seep into his mnd. "Go away."

Agai n the engine howl ed as the driver crushed the pedal to the carpet.
The car pulled to the right then noved slowy forward in a juddering
nmoti on. The front wheels, spinning like fury in the | oose sand, sent
spurts back over the car like the plume froma whale.

For sone reason the yell ow hazard lights began to blink on and off |ike
the sl ow wi nk of sone nightmare lizard, pulsing a blurred yellow through
the mist.

The car juddered across the sand, then, savagely, jerked forward as the
front tires bunped up onto the rai sed roadway.

For a second he thought the car had stuck there, front wheels scream ng
in a craze of blue snmoke and sand, dragging the car sideways in a
usel ess crab notion

"Bog down, you bastard," he hissed, |eaning forward, gripping the top of
the wall, willing whatever drove the thing to fail. "Bog down!"

No gods listened to Chris that day.

Wth an expl osive jerk the rear wheel s bunped up onto
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t he roadway. The one-liter engine howed in a painfully high-pitched whine.
Then the car was novi ng.

Real ly moving this tine.

Horrified, he watched as it blasted along the road, then onto the

causeway, yellow hazards flashing, weaving fromside to side, bumnping
across the cobbles like a racing car across a rutted track



Hi s nmouth dried.

He stared, unable to nove or take his eyes fromthe ton of steel and
rubber and fuel barrelling along the causeway at sixty miles an hour

Bl ue snoke spurted fromthe ruptured exhaust. The thing, unsilenced,
sounded nore |ike a notorbi ke wound up to a frenzy of clattering pistons
and how i ng transm ssion

Chris now knew what the Saf Dar intended.

They had turned WAinwright's car into a battering ram In ten seconds it
woul d hit the sea-fort gates like a guided mssile.

The Saf Dar waited on the fringe of rock bel ow
This was it. Chris chewed his lip. Events were rushing to a clinmax. He
could do nothing. The Saf Dar would flood into the sea-fort grinding the

life out of every man, wonan and-

H s eyes | ocked onto the car as it weaved at seventy along the slippery
cobbl es, the slipstream bl asting away cl unps of black kel p.

Oh death, sweet death, where are you now?
End it... end it... Surely they can't keep even you away forever.

But the grimreaper had been booted out by something a mllion tines

nore powerful. Death's a has-been, death's a loser, death's on the dole ..

These swollen red men are going to rule. ... They won't let us die.

He watched in a trance, his brain icing.
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There was Wai nwight at the wheel of the swaying car, one hand casually
on the steering wheel as if driving dowmn to the bank to count noney;

head rolling |oosely fromside to side, crinmson growths nushroom ng from
the split in his head, his nmouth hanging open as if he'd seen sonething

that had surprised him

Then, thank Christ. ... God ... or some age-crusted god from beyond the
beyond.

The car hit a bl anket of seaweed and slid, howing nmadly, to one side.
Dead WAi nwri ght comnpensat ed.

Over - conpensat ed.

The car veered to the right across the causeway, clean off the roadway.

For seconds, whol e seconds, the fucking machine flew, tail-end flipping
up, lights w nking yellow, then splash-

-it hit the sea, dug down through the skin of salt water, slamring into
the sand below. It cartwheeled in a fury of foam and spray; ninety
pounds of gouged-up sand and seashells splattered high into the air |ike
a dept h-charge expl osi on; spinning rubber, then-



-then silence. It lay belly-up in the sea. Cold water steaned fromthe
hot metal; the back wheels still turned but the front wheels had gone,
along with nost of the engine, radiator and front w ngs.

The silence caused by the suddenly killed motor hurt Chris's ears.

The car had cone to a rest al ongside the causeway, just twenty paces
fromthe gates.

Christ, if it had hit... W would have been lucky to last ten mnutes.
He noticed a shape slide away fromthe wecked car. And caught a glinpse
of white bandage trailing slowy through the surf. However broken up he
must be, the Saf Dar weren't l|etting Wai nwight die.
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He'd be back. Along with the rest of them And the swollen red
man- nonsters still stood on the rock bel ow.

"Look," Chris told the hal f-dozen or so villagers who were peering down
at the wrecked car now bei ng washed by the surf. "W need sonmeone up

here at all times. Arned." G| leaking fromthe cracked notor painted a
rai nbow sheen on the surface of the water. "If the car had hit those
gates, it would have bust themw de open, and ... and to put it bluntly

we woul dn't be standi ng here tal king now. Those things down there would
have been in to slaughter the rest of us."

W thout much interest Tony Gateman asked, "Wat do you propose?”

"I propose, Tony, a rota. Soneone up here with a shotgun. Also |I propose
to reinforce the gates with the pile of bricks in the courtyard

Thirdly, | propose we have a fall-back position in case those things
break through the gates. Christ, Tony, they only have to get |ucky once.
How many cars are there left in the village for themto try this trick
agai n?"

Chris forced hinself to stay calm But it was getting tough. After the
attenpted gate-ram he had gone around trying to get everyone to cone up
and see what had happened. Hardly anyone had bothered. The villagers
wanted only to stare into space

Mar k Faust had been worse. The big nman |ay beneath his blanket in the
gundeck room eyes shut, eating nothing, saying nothing.

It had taken Ruth five mnutes of solid persuasion to get Tony Gatenman
up here.

Tony sniffed and gazed down at the car as the surf rolled over it with a
roar. The man | ooked divorced fromreality.

"Tony," prodded Chris, "we need to make plans in case the gates are
br oken down and those things get
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inside. We need to barricade the | ower wi ndows of the seafort. There has
to be some way of defending the doors of the building."



Rut h added, "Also we need a barrier up here so they can't get onto the
roof of the sea-fort."

"The sea-fort gates are that thick." Tony held up a finger and thunb
with a gap wi de enough to acconmpodate a hefty dictionary. "The doors of
the building are less than a quarter of that. If the Saf Dar took a rock
to them | imagine they'd hold out two or three hours."

"So what do you suggest, Tony?"

"Chris, | suggest we don't bother."

"What ? Not bother to try and survive? Are you serious?"

"Chris, | don't know if you've noticed, but. ... Can't you feel it?
Can't you feel the tension building in the air? Qppressive, like a

t hunder st or nP"

"G

"So the tinme's al nost come. That entity, the old god, it's going to be
here in a matter of hours."

"What good will that do us if we're |like Wai nwight, Fox and the rest?
Zonbi es?"

Tony began to wal k toward the steps. "W need to nake preparations. Al
the villagers know what they have to do."

Chris hissed, "We're back to sacrifice again-that prinitive crap."

"Primtive yes, crap no. These peopl e know what they have to do. Yes,
sacrifice. No, Chris, not because | told them but because they know
instinctively what to do. It's born inside of us. Like a baby's born
with the inbred ability to mmc its parents, so it can learn to talk
and hold a spoon. W're born know ng about the need to sacrifice. Don't
fight it, Chris. Allowit to flow up fromyour unconscious. Ask David
He' Il know. Children do. Ask himif he's destroyed any of his favorite
toys lately
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and not known why. Ask him Chris. Ask him Ruth."

Chris remenbered David | eaving his favorite comics and toys on a rock
for the sea

"You're tal king crap, Tony. Look, we need to keep this place safe." He
turned to the el der Hodgson nen. They were farners. Down to earth. Pigs
and nmuck were their lives. Chris appealed to them

"You'll hel p keep guard, won't you?"

Their eyes shied away. He realized they had swall owed Tony Gateman's
get -ready- f or -t he- com ng- of - t he- ol de- wor | de- pagan-god sal es tal k.

"You'll help, won't you?"

"Ch, aye." John Hodgson gl anced at his brother. "Aye, we'll help."



Chris turned back to Tony to ask himagain, but the little Londoner was
wal ki ng down the steps as quickly as he coul d.

But Tony was right about the grow ng tension.

Chris heard raised voices com ng fromone of the seafort roons.
Arguments were springing up anong the villagers like fires spontaneously
igniting on a dry noor.

He passed the Major pacing restlessly about the courtyard with Mac. The
dog turned in circles, pawed the cobbles, its claws scratching noisily,
coughi ng out hi ghpitched yel ps.

One of the Hodgson boys sat astride his notorbike. Chris watched him
start it, then sit there pointlessly revving it. The dog yel ped | ouder
The sound of the revving notor woul d provoke more arguments.

Chris, tense, tapped the long shaft of the hanmer against his |eg.

The pressure was building. There was no safety val ve. Sonet hi ng woul d
have to burst soon
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That ni ght the dead who shoul d have stayed dead came back. Chris watched
them energe fromthe dense bl anket of mist, to stalk the sands.

Wai nwri ght | ooked crooked now. Fox was beginning to swell like his

brother. The little drowned boy ran ahead of them

Dotted here and there, kneeling on the beach, the Saf Dar stared at the
sea-fort, mlk-white eyes gl eam ng unnaturally bright in the dark

He had told hinself over and over that the Saf Dar were stupid,
ani mal -1i ke things, follow ng some residual craving for death and
nmutil ation

Now he wasn't so sure.

Yes, they still hated. But their eyes seened to glint with a sinister
intelligence.

Yes, they had stood and all owed thensel ves to be burnt and bl asted by
shotguns. But it hadn't hurt them No, they were not stupid; just confident.

Al they needed to do was sit there patiently on the sands.

When the time was ready to kill

Then they would kill.

And no fucker on earth would get in their way.

He wal ked around the top of the sea-fort walls. John Hodgson, shotgun in
hand, nodded a greeting, then turned back to watch the figures wal ki ng

t hrough the m st.

This time Wai nwight, the Foxes and their kind did not stop and cry in
agoni zed voi ces; they wal ked right up to the gates.

Then they battered at themwi th their bare hands. C ose up he could see



the tunorous grow hs that erupted fromtheir flesh

He ran down to the courtyard, to watch as the gates rattled and shook as
they were battered and shoved by nore than twenty dead/alive nmen from
t he ot her side.

Bolts and padl ock shivered as the gates swung i nward
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an inch then sprang back. If the gates should give way, thought Chris,
there's not hing between those things and ny wife and son but ne.

Just what the hell could | do?

| wouldn't even be able to die a martyr. | would end up |ike Wai nwri ght
or one of those raw bastard things that were a ness of human flesh and
shel | fish.

He wal ked toward the trenbling gates. If he reached out to push them
back it would be a futile gesture. But anything was better than this
nmor bi d i npot ence.

He stood there, feeling the shocks transmitted through the wood shiver
up his arnms like a series of rapid electric shocks. He pictured the bare
fists, palms, swollen knuckl es cracking against the thick tinbers. Dd
they feel anything? Did they want to turn and run for a home that m ght
no | onger even exist? They were held there only by the will of the Saf
Dar. Forced to do things they did not want to do.

Once nore Chris felt his mind slipping.

Was he inside, an ordinary man, with a wife, and one son, holding the
doors, knowi ng he had no chance of keeping themshut if the bolts should
snap?

O was he outside, bare feet on cold stone, beating with his bare hands
(1 ook, look, they are changing every day now, bigger and bigger, tighter
and tighter, veins bulging out |ike knotted ropes through the backs),
beating the gates with bare hands, wanting to get in, to drag out those
soft-bodi ed people, with their cool, cool skins; throwthemat the red
men on the beach who rule.

Maki ng our minds turn and turn faster and faster so we don't know where
to run. One nminute wanting to run hone; the next to grab and beat and

kill the men and wonen in the stone house on the beach

Kill, kill, kill, kill, kill. ... W want to force our fingers inside
your bodies Kill... kill...

Home ... go hone. ... want to go hone.
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Chris blinked the sweat fromhis eyes. Wiy was he pushing the sea-fort
gat es? There was not hing there.

Then he remenbered. The dead had been there trying to force their way in.

He dropped his aching arns and shook his head. It felt as if he had



woken from a dream

Flexing his stiff fingers, he went back to the caravan and to bed,
besi de his sleeping wife and son.

Even though Chris was not sure whether he was fully awake or not, a
vivid dream streaned through his head.

"They're in ... they'rein ... they're in.
Soneone shouted, their voice echoing off the walls of the sea-fort.

The Saf Dar noved as snoothly and silently as panthers through the open
gates.

For what seemed hours he ran around the sea-fort |ooking for David and
Rut h. Anger burned into himlike splashes of nolten netal on bare skin.
Why hadn't he planned a hiding place in the sea-fort?

The Saf Dar breaking in... It was inevitable. He should have known. He
shoul d have made sone kind of bolt-hole in the cellar. David would have
shown hi m wher e.

But why had Davi d gone down t here?
"David ... David, where are you?"

Davi d knew all about what lay in the nysterious cellar beneath the
sea-fort. For some reason Chris had never been able to go down there. He
shoul d have.

He was running in his pajamas through the |abyrinth of passages. Then he
was out in the open air, mist rolling like surf through the open gates.

The car. In the car sat David and Ruth. Just as they woul d when they
were going to the shops. David in the back reading a comc, Ruth
patiently wearing the seatbelt.
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He tried to shout but he couldn't.
He ran to the car, started the engine.

The tide was out as he drove the car furiously out through the gates and
al ong the causeway. No. The coast road is bl ocked.

Al he could do was drive up and down the beach, skidding the car into
tight turns before he reached the boul ders that bl ocked the northern end
of the beach. Then south toward Qut-Butterw ck where the stream cut

t hrough the sand. Too deep for the car to cross. He would drive back

Whil e he drove, they were safe. The Saf Dar would not catch them He
gl anced back at David, still reading the comic; then across to Ruth at
hi s side, conbing her hair.

Chris ached inside. He wanted to tell them how nuch danger they were in;
and how much he loved them But he had to focus all his concentration on
t he expanse of sand in front of himavoid the rocks, avoid the deep
pool s of sea water; avoid the men standing on the beach.



The needl e on the gauge dropped |lower and lower into the red. The engi ne
choked away, |eaving the car to coast, its tyres runbling across hard
ri dges of sand. Slower, slower.

Sl ower . ..

St op.

Lock the doors. ... close the windows. ... They're coning

No escape now.

They' re crowdi ng around the car. Red, bulging faces pressed to the

wi ndows, pressing harder. Harder until stars appear in the glass as it
cracks beneath their pushing faces. Those thick red hands reaching into
wher e.

"Chris. ... Wake up."

Chris jerked up, his heart cracking into his ribs |ike a power hamer.
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"You all right?"

"He saw his wife's silhouette in the gloom dark hair falling forward
her fingers stroked his forehead.

"Yes ... Just a dream |'Il be all right. Lie down and get sonme sleep."
Chris lay back, the sweat turning chilly on his face.

Only a dream ..

It seened nore like a prenonition
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Chapter Forty-two

"Now ... Listen to nme. Every one of you. There's no reason for anyone to
get hurt, if we're all careful; don't do anything stupid. W will all

get out of here safely."

The Major held up his finger to enphasize the point. Then he conti nued
with a story of some jungle canpaign in Asia.

They were standing on the wal kway that ran around the seawal | .

Tom and John Hodgson were there, with Tony Gateman (he was a rel uctant
participant) and Ruth. Chris had been expl ai ning how t hey woul d | ower
buckets on lines to fill themw th sea water. Then the Myj or had anbl ed
up, holster belt still around his thin waist, the dog bringing up the
rear. The old man | ooked tired and nore confused than ever. You could
hardly bl ane the poor sod, thought Chris, sleeping on stone floors, and
with dwindling rations of food, some of which he nust have shared wth
t he dog.
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"W need to nount the machine-guns. Here and here." The old sol dier
pointed. "I'll see that the quartermaster issues each nman with hand
gr enades. "

This was largely a replay of what the Major had said to Chris a couple
of days before.

Chris wanted to say there were no nmachi ne-guns, no hand grenades, no
flame-throwers, no platoon of highly trained commandos. There were three
shot guns, the Major's old revol ver, which mght not even work, three
anci ent cannon that had been used for fence-posts for a hundred years,
and twenty frightened villagers. Mst over fifty. Sonme sick. And
certainly one senile old soldier

"Now what you civilians have got to do is keep your heads down. Those

beggars are damm good with a rifle. They'll be sniping at us fromthe
dunes yonder. Now if | can find Corporal White, 1'll have himwhistle up
the artillery and they can put down a pattern of twenty-pounders.

That' Il spoil their aima bit, eh?"

Chris noticed the Reverend Reed waiting conspicuously at the end of the
wal kway. Odd, because he rarely made it up onto the wall. Usually too
pi ssed.

Even nore unusually the man carried a | arge bl ack book that could only
have been the Bible.

Chris wondered if the man was working up to a sernon agai nst the
vill agers' pagan | eani ngs.

As the Major talked, Chris watched the Vicar sliding along the wall
toward them

The old priest looked ill. Fromhis face flared two red-rimed eyes; the
man's |ips were cracked and dry, covered with flaking pieces of skin.

"Padre," acknow edged the Major with a nod, and wal ked away to rally his
i magi nary troops.

The Reverend Reed hugged the Bible to his chest and glared at them Hi s
voi ce was a dry-throat whisper

"Why have you ignored ne?"

Chris, Ruth and Tony exchanged puzzl ed gl ances.
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"W haven't," said Ruth gently.

"Ch. ... You have, you know, my dear. The tines |'ve watched you all.
Huddl ed away as thick as thieves, whispering away."

The Vicar caught Chris's expression. "No, |I'mnot mad. O even drunk
this time ... wish | was. No. Listen to ne." Tony had begun to turn
away. "Listen to ne, M. Gateman. |'ve had to be content to stand by and
allow you to treat nme like sone innocent virgin while you gossi ped about
sex. ... Nowisn't that true, M. Gateman? M and Ms Stainforth? You' ve
not once asked me to contribute to your secret little neetings. \Why?



Because | amwhat they call a man of the cloth? Because | would be
shocked by what you had to say about the nature of this place? About
that man's beliefs." He used the Bible to point at Tony.

Chris spoke. "Look, Reverend. ... W haven't questioned your beliefs.
All I'"'minterested in is keeping us alive. You know we are | ow on food
and fresh water. VWat |I'm"

"Listen ..." Tony interrupted. "The times, Reverend Reed, | have tried
to tell you what was happeni ng here at Manshead. That there was some ..
force building. That this was a pagan holy place. But you cl osed your
mnd toit. You fucking well didn't want to know. Now it's com ng. And
there's nothing you, your Bible, your candles, your fucking holy water
can do about it. Now if you want to hide your head in the sand, be ny
guest . "

"Good heavens. | amnot saying | do not believe you, M. Gateman. That
is just the point. Look at me." He held out his trenbling hands, the
Bi bl e alnost slipping fromhis fingers. "Look at ne. Gateman, | am

admtting | amwong." He held up the Bible above his head. "How many
times have | read this? How many years have | believed? Since | was a
tiny child! How many years did | study at theol ogical college? How many
sernons have
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| witten? How many baptisms, weddi ngs, funerals, harvest festivals?
Christian ritual after Christian ritual. And now at last | stand on top
of this wall and say here in this place | have been wasting ny life.
Because | know this"-he slapped his pal mdown onto the Bible.-"I know
this does not matter here. It is irrelevant. It may as well be witten
i n Chinese. Because tinme and time again here I've had nmy nose rubbed in
the truth. And that truth is that my Christ, my savior, my God has no
jurisdiction in this place. The father, the son and the Holy Ghost are
not here. They never have been here! \Wat rules absolutely is Gatenman's
ugly old god. The foul pagan thing that has made this place its own
garden." He paused, his eyes watering. "And yes, | admt it, we belong
to that ugly, ugly old god."

Suddenly, with a ferocious swing of his arm he hurled the Bible over
the wall. It hung for a second in the msty air, its pages flicking
t hrough from Genesis to Revelation. Then it dropped down to the sea.

The man | eaned back against the wall, his arns w apped around his body
as if trying to confort the frightened child that nust still be there
inside him He breathed deeply. "Listen to me ... | believe in the power
of this pagan ... beast. Maybe ny God is dead, M. Gatenman. But | know
yours is very much alive. | can feel it here." He tapped his chest. "It
is comng here. Soon. And | know what mnust be done. You nust nake that
sacrifice. You have to sacrifice as our forefathers did. You have to pay
the price to the old god: render unto Caesar that which is Caesar's."
The old man | ooked steadily at Chris for a noment with raw eyes that

bl ed pure pain.

Then the old priest said sinmply: "You have to give the thing what it wants."
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Chapter Forty-three



Edgy.
Very edgy.
Li ke a bunch of kids before Christmas Day.

They found it hard to sit still now They paced the floor of the gun
roomor stared expectantly out of the panoram c w ndow over the
m st - shrouded sea.

Chris had been trying to persuade Mark to help themwith his plan to
distil sea water into fresh water, but the big nan had not replied. He
lay on the stone floor under his blanket, not eating, not drinking.

Chris | ooked around at the twenty or so villagers restlessly pacing away
the hours unti

Until what?

He wasn't sure whether or not he preferred their silent apathy. At |east
when they were |ike stuffed dunm es they didn't make himedgy. Wiy stare
out of the window like that? There was nothing to see. Just a few acres

of lumpish salt water. The mist effectively sealed them
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within a great white-walled box. Now, it seemed, nothing lay beyond it.

The Maj or stood peering out, his dog wal king around him its bright eyes
| ooking up at his master's face.

He felt a stab of sudden irrational anger toward the villagers. No, it
wasn't irrational, it was rational. Here he and Ruth were, fl ogging
their guts out to keep these ungrateful bastards alive. This is our
hone. Qur food. No one offers to help.

He shot an angry | ook around the roonful of people. Faust pining away
beneat h his bl anket; the mad Major with his fucking usel ess dog; the
idiot Tammrth girl playing with a grubby doll; the landlord of the
Har bour Tavern, arms fol ded over his massive gut, mst-watching with
hal f a dozen ot hers.

As he turned and wal ked fromthe room his face burning with repressed
fury, the thought occurred to himthat maybe he should turf the bastards
out onto the beach and |l et themfend for thensel ves.

Qut si de, Gateman sat on one of the cannon, snmoking one of his panatella
cigars. Got a nice little supply, hasn't he? Couldn't the selfish little
sod have brought sonething useful? Chris snatched up the huge hamer
he'd left by the sea-fort doors; his eyes raked the courtyard. Soon they
woul d have to do sonething to protect thenselves. If not they would al
di e here.

Christ, why did | let Ruth talk me into bringing the worthless bunch of

peasants back here? Some small voice at the back of his head questioned

whet her this anger was really justified. O was the thing that drove the
others to endlessly pace the roomor fire their tenpers now beginning to
have the sanme effect on hinf

Repressing the voice, he wal ked across to the caravan. He owed hinself a



cof f ee.
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"You' ve got to help us."

The figure Chris crouched beside did not nove. Mark's eyes were shut as
he lay on his side, one armpillow ng his head.

"I't's no use," whispered Ruth. "Don't push him"
"But we've got to do sonething. We're running short of food and water."

"Why do you think Tony isn't making any suggestions? You know he'll have
thought it all through. There's nothing we can do."

It was as if they were parents arguing in whispers over their sleeping
baby, although Chris knew that Mark Faust wasn't asleep. He knew
everything that was going on around themthe villagers eating their
little puddl e of baked beans and sausage on paper plates; Ruth and
Chris's hissed conversation above him

"W can't kill them" Ruth sounded exhausted. "W've tried and tried and
we can't."

"1 know, but-"

"But we can do nothing, Chris. Just wait. Perhaps sonmeone will conme from

the outside and raise the alarm Then, yes, thank God, we can | eave that
ot out there for someone else to deal with. Until then-"

"No. ... We've got to do sonething. We ought to be sitting down thinking
how to get a nessage out. W need to bring help. "

"You sit down, Chris. You work it out. I'"'mgoing to sit down before

fall down."

There was the sound of tired feet plodding away. Then the grate of
heavier feet turning on the gritty floor. And slowy wal ki ng away.

Fromthe top of the sea-fort building, Chris watched the dark figures on
the beach in the evening gloom Stream ng great clouds of fog rolled in
fromthe ocean |ike a nore nebul ous surf.
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He chewed the knuckle of his index finger. There had to be a way out of
this. There had to be a way.

Thi nk, you stupid bastard-think

You' ve got to find a way to save your home and your wife and your son
Think. ... think. ... think ..

Early eveni ng.

In the gundeck room six-year-old David was having a one-sided
conversation with the big figure beneath the bl anket.



"Why don't grown-ups tell children what's going on?" David crouched, his
hands resting on his knees. "I know sonet hing's happened. Bad peopl e
won't let us out of here, will they?"

The bi g shape under the bl anket didn't nove.

Behi nd David the Major's dog yel ped. The people stood | ooki ng out of the
bi g wi ndows over the gundeck. But you couldn't see anything. David had

| ooked. There was only a bit of sea water and mi st. Anyone woul d think
that the nost interesting thing in the world was going to junp up out of
the water.

"I wish Tony woul d have a barbecue again. It was brilliant. Al that pop
and crisps and burgers. And you pushed ne on that swing. Is it stil
there, Mark?"

The only bit of Mark that showed was the black hair sticking out of the
bl anket and one hand, fingers half curled.

"Because someone's not letting us out, we can't go to the shops, can we?

So we can't buy any food. |I'mhungry a ot now But I'mnot telling Mim
because she'll worry. You see, there's not nmuch left in the pantry. |
know it's not my mumor dad's fault. It's those bad men outside. So |I'm
going to go to bed now. | won't feel hungry if |I'masleep." He stood up
" "N ght, Mrk."

David left the gundeck and wal ked out into the
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evening gloom It was quiet. H s dad sat alone on the stone steps. Thinking.
In the caravan bedroom David pulled off his sweatshirt and jeans and put

on his pajamas. Qut of habit he went into the |lounge and tried the
television. It didn't work, of course. No electricity.

He wi shed he could watch one of his Superman videos. It mght nake him

feel better. The neals were so small; he felt hungry all the tine. And

he'd heard his mum maki ng a noise last night. At first he hadn't been

able to tell what it was. But it had gone on and on and on

Then he had recogni zed t he sound.

She was cryi ng.

Chris had been sitting for a good hal f-hour on the stone steps, trying

to hammer out an idea that would get themaway fromthe sea-fort. It

could only be a matter of tine now before the Saf Dar managed to get inside.
As he thought, he allowed his eyes to travel up fromthe cobbled yard
toward the doors into the sea-fort building. As he | ooked, a mmssive

figure nmoved out fromthe shadows, swaying weirdly as if wal ki ng was
somet hi ng new and strange.

He jerked to his feet in a single spasnodic novenent.

Jesus, they're inside! The thought cracked through his head like an
executioner's bullet.

Then the towering figure noved slowy into the foggy evening |ight.



Mark Faust. The figure wal ked with a swaying nmotion; life was only just
returning to its linbs. Chris | ooked across to where Tony Gateman sat
huddl ed on one of the cannon. He too had noticed his old friend. ... the
big man had come back to |life. Now he noved with a purpose in nind

Mar k headed straight for the caravan, where Ruth was boiling water for
an ever-weaker coffee.
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Chris followed the big man inside.

Mark | ooked around the caravan slowy, his face drawn, the stubble now a
bear d.

"l reckon |I'mowed some coffee,” he runbled, "and sone food."
H s face was stony.

Rut h handed hi ma rmugful of black coffee. "W're I ow on food. But | put
aside the biscuits you're owed. In the plastic box behind you."

Stiffly he turned, nearly filling the kitchen area of the caravan. David
wat ched fromthe sofa, his eyes w de

Mark pull ed out a handful of biscuits.

Then he held themout to David. Hi s face broke into such a broad grin it
felt as if a light had shone into the caravan

"Here you are, son. \Wen | was your age | always hated going to bed on
an enpty stomach. And yes, as far as | know the rope swing is stil
there hanging fromthat tree. Waiting for you to play on it again."

Davi d delightedly took the biscuits. "Thanks, Mark."

"Pleasure." Mark, taking his coffee, stepped out into the courtyard
where he stretched his stiffened arms into the air.

Chris foll owed.

"It's time to do sonething," Mark said. "I reckon there isn't rmuch tine
left.”

"We've done what we can. Tony says we can do nothing but wait."

"Tony Gateman is full of shit." Mark grinned. "There is sonething we can
do. Hey, Gateman, can we have the pleasure of your ugly face, please?"

The little Londoner wal ked cautiously across the courtyard, naybe
wondering if his friend' s sanity hadn't | eaked away under that old

bl anket. Mark | ooked al nost cheerful. Like a nan who knew there was work
to be done and was itching to do it.
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Ruth joined themas they stood there in the growi ng gl oom

Tony asked, "Wat now?"



Mark took a deep swallow of the scalding coffee. He relished the rush of
burning liquid down his throat. "I1've decided |I'm going for help."

"In God's nane how?"

Mar k nodded at the Hodgson boys' notorbikes | eaning agai nst the sea-fort
wall. "I'"mriding out."

"That's suicide, Mark. You know that."
"It's suicide to stay here, old pal."

Chris shook his head. "But you saw what happened to Wai nwight. Even for
someone on a notorbi ke those things nove bl oody fast."

"And you'd never get past the ones outside the main gate. There are
al ways four of the nmonsters blocking the causeway now. "

"If you ask ne," said Tony, "this is what they' re expecting nowus to
panic, and make a run for it, right into their arns."

Mark woul dn't be di scouraged. "No problem W blast the causeway cl ear
with shotguns. We did it before and we put the bastards out of action
for six hours. All | need is six mnutes. 1'll be Iong gone."

"A problem" Tony held up a finger. "They are | earning. They stand about
twenty yards fromthe gates which puts them beyond effective range now. "

"And if you do get past them" said Ruth quickly, "there are nore up the
beach. They've put a barrier across the road. | know they nust have
opened it up to let Wainwight drive through, but no one can guarantee
the road has been left clear.”

Mar k swal | owed anot her nout hful of burning coffee. "Wth the Saf Dar on
the beach, 1'lIl have to take the chance that the bi ke can shift faster
than them | used to be pretty good on cross-country trials bikes. If
the barrier
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of stones is still there | can lug the bike over even if | can't ride it
over. Or maybe cut up through the dunes. Then if | get a clear run | can
be in Munby within twenty mnutes. A couple of hours after that the
choppers will be lifting you off the roof."

The man's ent husi asmwas infectious. A straw for a drowning nan to
catch. Chris felt his spirits rising

But Tony poured on the cold water. "But how are you going to shift the
Saf Dar fromthe causeway? You can't sinply ride at them and hope you'l
get through. They'd yank you off that notorbike as easily as if you were
a child on a tricycle.™

Mark smiled. "I haven't a clue. But | know sonmeone who's got the answer."

Tony stared back at himthrough his thick-Iensed gl asses. "Wuo?"

"My old friend Tony Gateman. That's who."



Tony bl i nked.

"Chris, Ruth, can | prevail upon you to get M Gateman a coffee? He's
got some thinking to do. If this cunning old fox can't come up with a
solution, no one on earth can."

Tony shook his head. "You' ve over-estimated ne this tine, old son."

Mark smled. "W'l|l see about that."

Chris sat with his armaround Ruth on the caravan sofa. It was 8 p.m
Dar k out si de.

She rested her head against his cheek. "I'Il check David in a mnute."
"Ch ... No rush. He's all right. He'll be fast asleep by now " He
smled. "You' d think Mark Faust had given himthe world when he gave him
those biscuits. You know, |'m sure David knows nore than what we've told
him"
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"He's an intelligent boy. You can't hide the truth forever."
"But what effect is it going to have on hi m psychol ogi cal |l y?"

Rut h ki ssed the back of his hand. "Don't worry. He's safe in here. W're
still able to give himattention. It's not as though he's been separated
fromus. That'd be traumatic for a six-year-old. At nost all he's
experiencing is inconvenience. No sweets. No videos."

Tony tapped lightly on the caravan door. "Sorry to bother you, folks.
But | thought you ought to know somet hi ng."

He pushed his glasses up the bridge of his nose. "And that is |I've
conpletely lost ny ruddy sanity."

"You' ve cone up with an idea?"

"Yes. |'ve come up with an idea. But it is utterly insane. Cone on, |'ll
explain."

Chris and Ruth followed. Tony, carrying a canping-gas |light that hissed
[ oudly, wal ked across to where Mark waited at the far side of the
courtyard. One of the Hodgson boys was standing with his prized
not or bi ke, its fuel tank brush-pai nted banana-yell ow. Mark inspected the
engi ne closely, his big fingers caressing cables and wires as he | ooked,
his face fixed in concentration.

"Right, Mark." Tony sounded brisk. "I've told these good people |I'm mad.
And |'ve cone up with a mad plan.”

"Don't believe that shit. The little guy is a genius. Ri ght, Tony. Spil
the beans.”

"Well. ... thisis it. Mark's going for help. W have been kindly
al l owed use of the notorcycle. The bike is fast and the tank is nore
than half full. Mre than adequate for Mark's requirenments. The

i mediate problemis that lately the Saf Dar have, when the tide is out,
posted a guard across the causeway. This is beyond the reach of the



shot guns. So. Tony gently kicked one
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of the ancient cannon lying against the wall. "W clean two of these
babi es up and use themto blast the Saf Dar off the causeway. ' Course,
it won't kill them But it'll give Mark time to ride out across the

causeway and onto the road."
"You are joking." Chris's hopes sagged. "Tony, those things have been
used as fence-posts for the last hundred years. Look at the rust. You
could no nore fire those things than you could sit on themand fly rings
around the bl oody noon."

Ruth shot hima | ook. "Listen to what he has to say, Chris.”

"Thanks, Ruth ... | know they're old. But |I'mganbling on the fact that
t hey' ve not rotted through. Look, Chris, desperate tinmes call for
desperate neasures. And this isn't pie in the sky. 1've thought it

through. In theory it should work."

"Al'l right. But these cannon are two hundred years ol d. What do we use
for amunition? How do you fire then"

"Basically, all cannon are nmetal cylinders open at one end. Down through
t he open end you stuff expl osive, then you pack waddi ng, cotton wool or
shredded rags; after that you put in your shot, a cannonball, or any
chunks of netal-nuts, bolts, nails. Pack in nore waddi ng. Then you poi nt
t he cannon at your target and light the fuse at the breech. That could
be a piece of string soaked in petrol or rubbed with gun powder."

Mark rubbed his oily hands on the seat of his trousers. "W've got
everything we need. Tony suggests the two | ong cannon. You' ve got piles
of old bolts in the seafort. They'd make good shot."

"For the explosive we'd use shotgun shells. W'd have to cut open naybe
forty or so for the explosive charge.” Tony smiled grimy. "Don't
forget. " He prodded one of the cannon with his toe. "These were
form dabl e
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brutes in their day. Loaded with grapeshot they could turn nen into
piles of mincenmeat at fifty paces."

"But how are we going to lug these things up onto the walls?"

"W're not. W'll aimthemat the gates. When we're ready, we swing the
gates back. Fire the cannon through the gateway. They'll bl ast away
anyt hi ng on the causeway-including the Saf Dar. Wen that happens Mark
ri des across the causeway and di sappears in the direction of Minby I|ike
greased lightning."

"W open the gates?" Chris chewed his lip. "It'll take split-second timng."

"It will. We'll have to get everything right first tinme. Gates sw ngi ng
open together, cannon firing first time, Mark riding away |ike the

cl appers, then getting the gates shut before those red nonsters either
cone back to their senses or whistle up reinforcenments."



"When do you propose to do it?"
"Tormorrow. Tide will be | ow enough by 8 a.m"

Chris rubbed his jaw and thought of Ruth and David. This was their
chance to make it out of here. "Let's do it. Wat do you want nme to do?"

Tony pushed up his sleeves. "You, Mark and | will clean the cannon.
Rut h, we need you to cut up shotgun shells. Carefully. Get Ms Hodgson
to help. W'll need plenty of explosive." He smiled. "I want to make

sure that when we fire these things soneone hears the bang in paradise."
The early stages were easy enough. By lanplight they rolled the cannon
across the courtyard. Wth help fromthe Hodgsons they upended the
cannon, muzzle down. A dried plug of earth dropped out onto the cobbles
like a massive crunbling dog turd. Then Tony, using a nop and sea water,
carefully cleaned the inside of the barrel
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"Shit," he panted over one of the |ong cannon. "This one's fucked."

"How?" Mark | eaned forward, his eyes burning intensely.

"The barrel's split. If we fired the thing it would kill anyone standing
within ten feet of it. The barrel would explode |like a bonb. W'Ill use
the other."

The third cannon was a short, squat thing with a nassive bore that would
have taken a cannonball the size of a football.

"Chris, nip over and tell Ruth to cut the charges out of another thirty
shot gun shells." Tony rubbed his jaw. "I'd hate to be stood at the wong
side of this when it goes off."

Hardly speaking, they worked for another two hours, carefully cleaning
the barrels of the cannon, then rolling the things, crunching heavily
across the cobbles toward the gates. There they were heaved onto stacks
of timber and ainmed at where the opening woul d be when the gates were
swung back. Then Tony and Chris spent a further hour sorting through
piles of rusting bolts the size of a man's thunb. Fired fromthe nmouth
of a cannon at three hundred mles an hour, the shrapnel effect of these
woul d be devastati ng.

As Chris worked he couldn't help but recall the villagers' pathetic
attenpt to barricade the pea-green village hall. Then, as an outsider

he had been able to recognize imediately that this was just a device to
t ake people's mnds off what was happeni ng.

Now he was an insider. He was working on what mght turn out to be a
crackpot scheme. Maybe it was just Tony's way of taking their mnds off
what woul d happen in the next few hours.

Tony believed that the old god that once every few centuries stal ked
this gritty divide between dry | and and ocean, denanding a bl ood
sacrifice, was about to show.
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He scooped handfuls of bolts into a plastic bow .



The ol d pagan god. Ha, ha, that's a good one, Tony.

That's what Chris would force hinmself to say. But deep down he believed
it was true.

It was com ng.

Sl owy.

He could feel it.

Li ke the old man with a beaky nose and staring eyes from your

ni ght mares, |eaning in through your bedroom w ndow at the dead of night.

He was there. Just outside. But he was beginning that strange |ean forward.

Just alittle nore.

Then he would be inside. On this bit of earth, this beach, this crumy
old building Chris dreaned of turning into a hotel

He woul d be coning soon and he woul d expect sonething fromthe peopl e here.
He want ed somet hi ng speci al. Something valuable. O the prize would go

to those red man-shaped things on the sands. Then his, David's, Ruth's,

the Iives of everyone here would be ended in this world.

If Mark's escape fail ed, he knew he woul d have no alternative.

Sacrifice.

The word cane back |ike an iron cl apper agai nst the body of a bell.

Sacrifice.

He woul d have to give up-sacrifice-what neant the nost in the world to
him He wouldn't even let hinmself think what that m ght be.
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Chapter Forty-four

"Ei ght o'clock!" shouted Tony.

It would happen at 8:15 a.m

Mar k nodded as he sat astride the 500cc Honda, motor idling with a
snooth ticking sound as it warned through. To stall the thing on the

causeway woul d spel |l disaster

Tony, shirt-sleeves rolled up his thin forearns, bustled around the two
cannon now strapped to two stacks of tinber.

"Chris, nearly forgot to tell you. Wen you light the fuse, don't be
al armed i f nothi ng happens.”

"Alarmed? I'Il shit nyself."

"After you've lit the fuse it'll take maybe two seconds to burn through
to the expl osive charge in the cannon."



"And in a situation like this," called Mark fromthe bi ke, "two seconds
can seema hell of a long tine. "

Once nmore (probably for the twentieth time that norning) Tony checked
t he arrangenents.

The tinme: four mnutes past eight.
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On the wal kway that ran around the top of the walls stood the senior
Hodgsons-John and Tom their faces | ooking white against their caps of
ginger hair. They gripped the shotguns in their beefsteak hands.

Chris had run up earlier to watch the Saf Dar on the causeway.

Five of themsat in a |oose group thirty paces fromthe gates. Qut of
range of the shotguns; but not the cannon. If what Tony had said was
true, the three-hundred-mle-an-hour rush of tinber bolts would sweep
them away |i ke autum | eaves before a stiff broom

O course, it wouldn't kill the red bastards. But it would disable them
and give Mark the chance to ride the notorbi ke out of the sea-fort; then
off this cursed bit of coast back to civilization where he could bring help.
He gl anced at his watch. Five m nutes past eight.

Hs mouth was dry and his heart began to beat |ike a high-powered punp.

He gl anced around the courtyard. Cl eared of villagers, it |ooked huge,

enpty, and slightly unreal. It was as if the laws of space and tinme were
not | aws now but only suggestions, which could be accepted or ignored.
He licked his dry lips. It's the tension... it's only the tension

But he couldn't help thinking of Tony's ancient god of this borderland
between dry |l and and sea. Now approachi ng.

Suppressing this line of thought, he punped new thoughts through his
head. Tide out. Causeway dry. Msty; not too dense. No nore Saf Dar to
be seen on the beach

M ght be sone in the dunes. ... No. Don't think that. Mark will do it
this time. Christ, the man was so psyched up he could junk the bike and
do it on will-power alone.

The tine crawl ed over the ridge of another minute. Six minutes past eight.
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The Hodgson boys paced restlessly near the gates. At

8: 15 they woul d swing them open-as wi de as they coul d. Like curtains
opening in a theater to reveal what |ay beyond. Beach, causeway, and
those five red nmonsters that |ooked |ike pieces of raw nmeat forced into

t he shape of nen

Ruth would stand at the back with Mark's shotgun. He'd | eave this place

armed only with an iron bar. The shotgun, he told them would be nore
use here. Anyway (he insisted) he wouldn't need the thing (big face



breaking into one of those mighty grins); he added that if he made good
time he might call into the Happy Eater first for bacon and eggs.

"Nearly ten past!" Tony's voice sounded high with adrenalin. "Places
everyone, please. W go in five mnutes."

Christ, it sounded as if he were making a TV conmerci al

Chris returned to his cannon. He would fire Short & Stunpy while Tony
fired Long John.

A gap of perhaps five paces separated the two cannon which |ay parallel
to one another. Through this gap, Mark would ride the bike after the

bl ast of shrapnel, out through the sea-fort gates.

"Now, Chris ... the fire."

Mark lightly revved the bike.

Ruth cl osed up the shotgun and slipped off the safety catch

Using Tony's lighter, Chris touched off the wood shavings and barbecue
firelighters he'd piled on a tin tray. Alittle distance fromthat lay a
glass bow in which rags tied to two six-foot bamboo pol es were soaki ng
in lighter fuel. Wen the time canme he and Tony woul d take a cane each
light the fuel -wet rags, then, as the Hodgson boys heaved the gates w de
open, touch the fuses that protruded fromthe back of the cannon
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He noticed the Vicar watching |i ke some dammed ghost fromthe far side
of the courtyard. Nothing he could do would stop this now

Twel ve past eight.

He stooped to pick up the |Iong banboo stick, heavy with dripping rags.
Tony called out, "Okay, boys. Open the gates."

Wit

Tom Hodgson. The nan | eaned over the wal kway, |ooking down into the
courtyard.

"Shit. ..." Mark expl oded. "Wat's wong? W've got to go. W can't
wait. Open the gates. Get those things open!”

"No. ..." Tony ran in front of the bike, holding up his hands. "G ve ne
a mnute." He |abored up the stone steps.

Tom Hodgson tal ked earnestly, pointing at sonething over the wall. The
two nen tal ked for alnost five minutes before Tony returned.

"Problens. ... W can't do it."

"Shit we can't." Mark Faust sat defiantly astride the bike, his hands on
hi s hips.

"I don't know if the Saf Dar can ... see in here sonmehow. W know t hey
stare at the sea-fort as if they can. But two nore have cone up from



nowhere. One is this far fromthe gates." Tony held his hand at arms
length fromhis face. "And it's just standing there, staring at the
gate. The other is on the beach about twenty yards fromthe sea-fort and
a dozen yards fromthe causeway." Tony |ooked from Mark to Chris. "It's
beyond the angle of fire. The cannon shot won't hit it."

"Fine," said Mark. "Blast the one on the beach with shotguns, then open
the gates and blast the rest with the cannon. The one nearest the gate
gets nmore than his fair share of hot iron-but |I'm not conplaining.”

"Mark. ... You know as well as | do that the one on
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the beach is out of range of the shotguns. You might wing it, give it a
bit of a slap, but that's all. And the one outside the gate is too near
Tom can't get a clean shot at it fromthe top of the wall. And renenber

what | said about the cannon. It might take a good two seconds for the
fuses to burn through to the charge. In that tine the thing could be

i nside the sea-fort. It's strong, it'll nove fast. It could kill us al
before we even get a shot at it."

Mark studied Tony's face, then he said: "So the odds are getting
shittier by the minute. But we still go through with it. Stay here."
Mark clinbed off the bike, leaving it, notor still ticking, huffing soft
ball s of blue snoke fromthe exhaust; then he ran up the steps to the
wai ti ng Hodgsons.

Twenty-four minutes past eight. Time wasn't just running out, tinme was
henorrhaging fromthem Chris knew it. There was a sense of a trenmendous
wei ght shifting somewhere beyond the fabric of the walls. Its bal ance
was shifting in favor of the Saf Dar. If the living people here in the
sea-fort did not act soon, then the Saf Dar would be masters of this

pl ace. And very soon they would be masters of much nore. They wanted the
wor | d.

Twenty-five m nutes past eight.

Up on the walls Mark was expl ai ning sonmething to the Hodgsons, pointing
beyond the walls and gesturing vigorously.

Chris waited, his nuscles so tense he felt as if something was hol di ng
himtight in an enornmous fist. He wanted to shout, fight, run-anything.
Do sonething. Just to get rid of this build-up of energy inside his body.

At last Mark ran down the steps.

He | ooked like a man with his own internal notor set in gear. Nothing
woul d get in his way now.

"We can do it." Mark clinbed astride the bike. "Chris ... Ruth ... Tony.
The plan stays the sanme. ... nmore or less. Only we're going to have to
do it fast." He punched
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a fist into his palm "Gates open. Bang. Fire cannon." Fist into palm

again. "Then I'mon ny way. |'ve talked to John and Tom W reckon that
if that thing on the beach cones after me they can at |east knock sone
wind out of it with the shotguns. That will give nme enough space to get



clear. Then I'Il be traveling so fast it'll never catch up with ne."

Tony shook his head. "You' re insane. ... \Wat about the one directly
out si de the gates?"

"That's where | need Ruth. |If she stands a little to the front of Chris
she can blast it with both barrels-if it begins to nove."

But - but Rut h has-"

"But Ruth nothing," broke in Ruth. "I can fire one of these." She pulled
t he shotgun up across her breasts. "And you know as well as | do you
don't have to aim You just point and shoot."

"Too risky. W can't be sure-"

Chris spoke. "Tony ... Tony, listen to ne. Tine's running out. Those

thi ngs don't even have to break in here, and you know it. They only have
to wait and grab that power as it cones through. Like Mark says, it'll
be just like catching a ball. They will be the w nners-absolutely. W'l
be the | osers-absolutely. Ckay, so this is a risk, a bloody enornous
risk, we've got to take it." He paused, watching for the little

Londoner's reaction. None. "Look ... Tony. | don't want to see ny
six-year-old son |ike Wainwight. That's what we'll becone. The Saf
Dar's foot soldiers; marched across country to the next village. To kil
everyone we can lay our hands on. Then to the next town. W'Ill be like a

virus, infecting the next person, then the next."

Tony shrugged. "Ckay. We do it." He called out to the waiting Hodgsons
on the wall and the two youths by the gates. "In your positions, please."
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Rut h moved past Chris until she was alnbst |level with the nmuzzle of the
cannon he would fire.

"Ruth. ..." he called. "Back here against ne. You' re too close.”

Rel uctantly she stepped back to his side and gave a tiny smle. "Get
ready to duck, love."

Mark revved the notor, slipped the bike into first gear; it noved
forward an inch, then he held it back, waiting, his eyes bulging as he
nailed his attention to the gates ahead.

"Now, Tony! Now "

Tony nodded. "Chris ... Light the torches.”

Chris picked up the banmboo sticks and held them over the yellow flanes.
Instantly the fuel -soaked rags caught w th an ooonph sound.

He passed one to Tony, then held the other out in front of himaway from
Ruth and the cannon. It burned with a brilliant blue flame, |ooking Iike
a fiery chrysanthenmum head, a perfect gl obe of blue that spat red sparks
of flame with a faint crackling sound.

Tony called to the Hodgson boys. "Qpen the gates. ... Now"

They snapped back the final bolts, then yanked back the gates. They



pul | ed them back as far as they could, using the massive tinbers to
shield thenmsel ves from any stray shrapnel fromthe cannon bl asts.

Time ran slow like a freezing stream and al nost stopped. Chris saw
everything. Wth unnatural clarity.

Beyond the gate, the nearest figure stood framed by the gateway. The red
skin gl eaned; the power that |eaked through fromthat other place had
punped up the arnms, |egs, and neck nuscles until they bul ged manically,
forcing the veins outward |ike coils of string beneath plastic shrinkw ap.
Bl azing li ke white balls of glass fromthe
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expressionless face were the eyes, staring with a bulging intensity at
somet hi ng above Chris's head.

Thirty yards beyond that nman-shaped chunk of cancer were six nore of
them staring at the sea-fort. Beyond that, only causeway. Sand. Dunes.

"Chris! Now "

He sl apped the burning head of the torch down onto the fuse threaded
into the cannon's breach.

Hel |
Not hi ng happened.

He | ooked down at the feeble trail of snoke fromthe fuse. He coul d not
believe it. Christ.

The thing wasn't going to fire.
Gatenman, the idiot, had ballsed it up
He had killed everyone in the sea-fort.

Moverment swirled at his side. Ruth stepped level with the cannon's
nmuzzl e, bringing up the barrels of her shotgun

No, Ruth! Back.
You're too ..
Jesus Chri st

He jerked his head around to |l ook at the figure in the gateway.
Abruptly, it tilted its red, hairless head down in a single, fluid
nmoverrent . Then those eyes were nailed to him

He felt his body jerk back as if hit by an electric shock. The hate
radiating fromits eyes punched the breath fromhis body. They burned
with a ferocious power that seared his soul

Then came a sense of darkness. It rushed into him filling him Iike
someone' s hone being i nundated by flood waters boiling with nud and shit
fromthe sewers, sweeping over clean carpets, swirling away arnthairs
and sofa and tables and cushions. Its force hosed out Chris's nenories



and polluted them He glinpsed
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fragnents as they spun past, caught by the inrush of darkness:

On the beach with David. He runs in his Supernman costume, |aughs
happi |l y. David runs kicking up gouts of sand.

But it becones bl ackened, dirty, this lovely nmenory:
Davi d.

Kill the little bastard. Now. Thin little neck. Easily broken. My son's
a piece of shit. No loss to anyone. Kill the whining little bastard now.

The figure in the gateway took a single step forward. Already it seened
to fill the courtyard, like a train plunging into a tunnel

Then it-
CRACK!

The expl osi on was so | oud he thought a chunk of hot iron had gone
whirling through his skull.

The cannon had fired.

H s bastard two-hundred-year-old cannon had actually fired! Sending a
bucketful of tinmber bolts cracking through the gateway at three hundred
mles an hour.

He bli nked.

The figure had gone.

Just gone.

Yet he retained a sublinmnal imge of a gush of snoke, a spray of yell ow
flane.

Then the figure, still upright, sinmply shrank. The al m ghty bl ow of
nmetal hamrered the thing with expl osive force backward al ong the causeway.

Then Tony's cannon fired, a sharper crack

The Saf Dar, twenty yards away on the causeway, jerked backward like dry
| eaves before a gust of w nd, spinning and turning over and over across
t he causeway, some of themtunbling off onto the sand. Liquid sprayed up
into the air as if their bodies had beconme aerosols. It
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hung there, briefly darkening the white nist to crinson before falling
like spring rain to the earth.

A rapid novenment to Chris's left.

Mar k Faust.



Twi sting the hand throttle, he bulleted across the courtyard and through
t he gates.

A second | ater he scorched through the nmess of body fluid on the stones,
avoiding the twisted nen that littered the causeway.

Chris saw novenent on the sands thensel ves.

The one who had been beyond the angle of cannon fire nmoved after the
not orbi ke li ke a big cat, huge legs blurring with speed, the red body
thrusting forward, reaching out to grab at Mark.

Chris heard nothing but saw sand spurt at its feet.

The Hodgsons were firing at the thing.

One of its legs suddenly rashed with black spots; it stumbled forward,
armoutstretched like a sportsman lunging after a ball; its hands
brushed the spinning back tyre.

But it fell short, sliding face down across the stone sl abs of the causeway.

Mark was clear. Already a shrinking dot, accelerating away into the m st
in the direction of the dunes.

The red nonster jerked itself to its feet.

Then it | oped along the causeway. This tine toward the sea-fort, |ong
arnms punpi ng backwards and forward.

Chris nmoved forward. At his side Ruth was shouting. He could hear
not hi ng. The thunder of cannon had deafened him

The Hodgson boys struggled to swing the heavy gates shut. On one side
Tony hel ped. Chris threw hinmself against the tinbers of the other,
wi ndi ng hinsel f. He pushed hard and it swung shut.

He threw the first of the huge bolts as the thing cracked into the other
side. Although his deafened ears heard
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not hing, he felt the solid concussion shiver the tinbers.

Qui ckly he shot the bolts across, expecting to feel the fury of the
nonster on the other side trying to batter its way in.

It never cane.
For now, they were safe.

Ears buzzing, he followed the others up the stone steps to the top of
the wall to see if Mark had nade it.

But Mark had di sappeared into the mst.
If Chris had been able to hear, he m ght have picked up the whine of the

hi gh-revvi ng bi ke powering away al ong the coast road behind the dunes.
He heard only a buzzing with a constant ghost echo of the cannon expl osions.



He gl anced back into the courtyard. Snmoke filled it, al nost
[iquid-looking; Iying on the stone floor, spluttering torches stil
burned, casting a flickering violet light that flashed agai nst the
suspended sheets of gunsnoke and the nmetallic surfaces of the car and
the caravan, like imges froma silent novie.

There was Ruth, noving across the courtyard in the direction of the
sea-fort buil ding-she woul d be going to check on David-her nmovenents
jerky in the flickering light.

Tony's cannon had snapped free fromits cradle with the force of the
expl osi on and was pointing vertically upwards, a piece of netal the size
of Chris's fist torn fromthe end

The Hodgsons | eaned forward over the top of the wall to stare down at
what |ay on the causeway.

From the sound and the fury and the pandenoni um of five mnutes before,
t he scene on the causeway bel ow was now one of still ness.

As if sone sick artist had been using finely mnced raw beef as
nodel | i ng clay, six man-shaped figures |ay
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sprawl ed across the causeway in a pool of what |ooked like thick red
oil. Not one moved. Mst lay on their backs where they had been thrown
by the hamer bl ow of the cannon bl ast. The one that had been standing
in the gateway had caught the worst of it and had been batted back

al nrost twenty yards. It was little nore than a wet skel eton

Even though the couple of hundred tinber bolts flying outward at three
hundred niles an hour had done an effective flesh-shredding job, it

woul dn't last long. Already the force that had driven these things from
the weck of the Mary-Anne to lay siege to the sea-fort would be
repairing the mutil ated bodies. The grow h of cancer flesh would start
to fill in the holes nmade by the iron bolts; arteries would worm through
t he bl oody nmess to reconnect to whatever heart punped those fl uids

t hrough their bodies; new skin would slide over torn muscles; new eyes
woul d bud in their sockets.

Even as they watched, the one on the causeway heaved its ripped body
onto the sands; then, on all fours, noving |like a seal ruptured by a
ship's propeller, it began to drag itself down to the sea. In a few
hours it would be back. Stronger than before.

Li ke the one that now sat ten yards fromthe gate. After its charge at
the gates it had sinply knelt down on the causeway. It stared at the
sea-fort |ike sonme sinister but wise Red Indian warrior, its
heavy-1idded eyes blinking with a sl owness that was not human.

These things were in no hurry. Down there on the causeway the creature
broadcast through its body | anguage alone: W will wn

W have only to wait.
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Chapter Forty-five



"Careful, Mark, old son, careful.”

He spoke the words al oud as he eased the throttle down.

"No rush now. Slow down. ... Take it easy, old son."

The back tire slid as he turned fromthe causeway onto the coast road.
Don't spoil everything now by falling off the blasted bi ke. Easy does it.
He throttled down further. The speedo needle slid back to forty-five.

He breathed deeply, refreshing hinself with the cool msty air blow ng
across his face. It left the taste of sea salt on his lips. And, Cod,
the air snelled sweet here away fromthe sea-fort. The sudden sense of
freedom was i mrense.

He shook his head to try to di sl odge the aching pressure fromthe cannon
bl ast on his ears. Wat he had seen would take longer to fade. The
strawberry mash of
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twi sted bodi es he had driven through-and over. Bits of the red grue
still clung to the front tyre.

The mani ¢ hammering of his heart began to slow, he felt cooler, in
control. Hi s eyes scanned ahead as far as the mist would all ow

No Saf Dar. Maybe they were haunting sonmewhere else with their red
statue faces. The dunes | ooked deserted. Ahead, as far as he could see
in this damm mist, the road was enpty. Same as the flat expanse of sea
marsh to his right.

Mark rode, keeping the bike at around forty-five, actually enjoying the
feel of it as it ticked confidently across the tarmac. At this rate he
woul d be in Munby in twenty-five m nutes.

The tine was 8:29.

Davi d stopped, his stomach hurting with the shock

The roomwas full of strangers.

He stared for a noment until his vision blurred, the goldfish bow
clanmped in his fists.

How di d strangers get inside the sea-fort? Tall. Strange color. Stood up
straight. Not rnoving.

Shout for his dad?

No ...

Suddenly he gave a little chuckle.
No.

"Bottles. ... Bottles full of gas.'
the scary feeling.

He said the words al oud to dispel



In this roomit wasn't easy to see that well. The w ndow was snall and
really, really dirty. And there was no electricity. It had gone
somewhere. He wasn't sure where, but he hoped it would cone back soon

He crossed the room wal king by the six big gas bottles that stood there
on end. They | ooked |ike ghost soldiers all in a line, with blue
uni forms, standing stiff and straight.
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He pl aced the gol dfish bow on the windowsill. It was covered with
fluffy bits of old cobweb and an ashtray with dusty cigarette ends piled
up in it. Not that anyone would be allowed to snmoke in here now with the
gas bottles.

"Fl ammabl e," his dad had said. "W have to keep these away fromfire,
ki dda. They can go up like bonbs if we're not careful.”

He positioned the gol dfish bow, then peered in through the plastic.

"Take fish thing away ... Nathty." That's what that big silly girl had
kept saying. "Nathty fish thing. Ah- ah don't like it. Don't like it,
not one little bit." The girl was as big as a grown-up; but she had a
little white face and a little kid's voice. "That fish thing. ... take
it away, David... or... or | won't marry you." Then she had nade t hat
silly grin.

He knew only vaguely about the word "marry."
lived together.

That's when two peopl e

Me and Rosie Tarn worth, he thought w th di sgust. No way.

Even so. He'd carried the goldfish out of the caravan. Across the
courtyard with the big guns near the gates, snelling of snmoke (somnething
had happened but the grown-ups were keeping secrets; so could he).

He' d noved the gol dfish partly because he was fed up with Rosi e npaning
all the time, and partly because he no | onger |iked the ook of it.

He pressed his fingers lightly against the plastic bow ful of water. It
felt warm Like a cupful of warm mlKk.

He | ooked nore closely but he couldn't see nuch. The roomwas hal f ful
of light and half full of darkness.

"d oony," he mouthed as he stared, the blue-soldier gas bottles standing
to attention behind him It was very quiet. No one about.

The water in the fishbowl had gone green. The col or
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of water in toilets when you wee in it. Inside there were pebbles
covering the bottom Once they had been white and pink; now they had
gone a slippery green color. The little wecked pirate ship and then the-

He started back. He'd not noticed what it had been doi ng.

The eye..



He'd not liked that... the eye had shocked him

The gol dfi sh had been staring at himwi th that big around eye. No ... He
didn't like his fish at all now. It had changed.

When they had won O ark Kent on the hook-a-duck at the fair it had been
little and cute (his numhad said). Now it wasn't cute at all

In the last few days it had changed.

It had becone a big, lunmpy thing now So long it couldn't straighten its
body in the bow. Mstly it nmoved in fast jerks around and around the bow .

And it rem nded him of one of those cartoon snakes that had swal |l owed
| ots of bugs, their long bodies going all bunmpy fromthe big | unps

i nsi de pushing against the skin as if wanting to burst out. Maybe that
woul d-

"Davi d! "

" MUNP"

"What on earth are you doing in here?"

"I was just-"

"You know it's dangerous with those things in here." She nodded at the
sol dier gas bottles in their blue unifornms. "Cone on." She wasn't

smling. "Let's see if we can find anything to eat."

Wt hout | ooking back at the staring goldfish, he went to his mum as she
stood in the dark doorway, her hand outstretched.

On the coast road he rode the bike into a fog that rolled in a swollen
white cloud down from the dunes.
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Easy, Mark. He throttled down to thirty.
He had still not seen a single Saf Dar

He had covered a nmile along the road, the scenery unchangi ng. Dunes
rising to the left of him Swanp to the right.

The mi st thickened. He dropped the speed to twenty.

The engine ticked snoothly, the vibration making his feet, buttocks and
hands trenbl e.

Then somet hi ng t ook shape out of the fog in front of him

A dark line.

They had replaced the barrier of rocks and pebbles in the road. He had
ganbl ed that they had left the road clear when they had created a gap to

al | ow poor dead Wai nwight through in his car to drive at the sea-fort
gates.



But the Saf Dar had been too smart for that. They had probably directed
their corpse-slaves to replace the stones.

He braked, slowing the bike to a wal king pace. Not wanting to stop, just
in case.

He shook away the nmental pictures comng into his mind

You' ve got three options, Mark, old son. Up into the dunes. Risky. One
of those things mght be lurking in one of the holl ows.

Next option: ride around the causeway the other way. That means going
into the marsh. Risky again. Too easy to get bogged down and drown the
notor in marsh sline.

Option three: straight over the top of the nound. The tenptation burned
sinmply to charge the nounded barrier and hope that like a ranp it
carried himover in a mghty | eap. He chose caution. He would ride up to
it, then sinply lug the bike over

The barrier was little higher than his waist. He should be able to do it.
The edges of the barrier becanme nore defined as he
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neared it. Fifty yards away he saw a large rock rising up fromits m ddle.

Ten yards later he realized that the big rock was in fact one of the Saf
Dar, squatting Red Indian-like on the nmound. It faced Mark, watching him
approach through the mst, those |large eyes |lasering through the fog as
if it wasn't there. It had watched hi mapproach. It knew.

Hal f turning in the road, front tire pointing to the marsh, he stopped.
What now?

The red thing on the stones could as easily hamrer the life out of him
as he could that of a fly. Feet planted on the road on either side of
the bike, the big man raised hinmself fromthe saddle. In the fog beyond
the barrier he could make out another shadow shape rising out of the
mst. Up on the dunes, another. Like ghost statues. Witing.

No way out that way.
He revved the bi ke gently.

This couldn't be the end of the road-literally. He bit his lip. He had
to go on. The people in the sea-fort, hungry and exhausted now, clung
desperately to the idea that he was going to get help. They needed him
todo it.

Mark turned his head in jerks, |ooking ahead along the road to where the
barrier and the Saf Dar bl ocked his route; he | ooked up at the dunes,
across at the marsh, then back along the road the way he cane.

And he wondered in God's nanme what he should do.
"Not long now " Chris, Ruth and David had the caravan to thensel ves as

they ate their small hel pings of chips, tinned tomatoes and one
beef burger. The rest of the villagers ate the sane nmeal in the gundeck room



"How | ong, do you think?" asked Ruth, half anxious, half excited.

"A coupl e of hours-not nuch nore. As soon as Mark gets through he'l
tell them™
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"The truth?"
"Some pl ausi bl e cock-and-bull story ... half true anyway."

"What's Mark telling who?" asked David, confused but soundi ng happy
because his parents were.

"Listen, kidda," said Chris, "Mark's going to arrange a surprise. W'l
be going for alittle trip sonewhere and guess how we'll be goi ng?"

"By boat ?"

"Nope. "

"By car?"

"Nope ... Gve in? By helicopter.™
"Hel i copter?"

"Chris ..." Ruth signalled to himw th her eyebrows- Cool it, Chris. "W
don't know for sure yet."

"It's a good bet, though." Chris felt good. "That way they can get us
out safely. W can leave all this for sonmeone else to clear up."

Ruth's smle paled. "Just hope he can get through."

"Don't worry, love. He'll get through. This time I'moptimstic."

Mark was far from optimstic.

There was no way he could continue with the bike. Al though the red man
on the barrier of stones had not noved so nmuch as a millineter, he knew

it woul d pounce the nonent he got near

Still astride the bi ke, he wal ked it backwards until the back tire left
the road and hit the first slope up to the dunes.

"Hell..."
He hi ssed the word through cl enched teeth.

Slipping the bike into first gear, he revved the engine until it roared
with a fury that matched his own. He let out the clutch

The rear wheel buzzed like a chai nsaw on the rough
319

grass and sand, sliding the bike sideways; then the tire bit into the
tarmac, rocketing the bike forward across the road and out onto the swanp.



More through wild, shot-in-the-dark |uck than anything el se, the bike
ran out across a long spit of tussocks which penetrated deep into the
marsh in a | ong bunpy pier. Behind himthe road, dunes and the Saf Dar
on the barrier disappeared into the fog.

He sl owed the bike to a crawl, thinking fast.

For Christsakes, the marsh m ght not be the inpassable stretch of nud
and shitty water he had first thought it. W rking fromtussock to
tussock (they were firm enough to support the bike) he mght be able to
cross this mserabl e swanp.

The marsh was sonme two nmiles wide. Then it began to rise inperceptibly
to forma rather soggy pasture popul ated by a few wet-foot cows. Beyond
that it becane cultivated fields. H s hopes rose. Fields wouldn't
present much of a barrier. Another four nmiles or so and he would hit
anot her road into Munby. Wth even nore luck there mght be an isol ated
farmhouse, maybe even a pay phone. Then a single tel ephone call and al
this shit would be at an end.

He pushed the bike on across the lunpy turf. At little nmore than wal ki ng
pace, he steered carefully, avoiding the pools of water-nost no |arger
than table-tops. Wrst were the expanses of near-liquid rmud, punctuated
here and there by tussocks that |ooked like the flattened heads of
drowned men partly breaking the surface.

He nailed his attention on the wall of fog that seened as solid as concrete.

He had noved perhaps a quarter of a mle along the narrow ridge of
tussocks, little wider than a footpath, nmudflats to his left and right,
when he saw the shape solidify out of the mst.

There was no way back. Only on. He rode toward the

320

shape that reared out of the marshy ground like a rotten tree stunp.
It was a human figure.

O at least it had been.

Once.

Tony said, "You know, Chris, | think when they invented electric |ight
it killed off all the ghosts. Now we've lost the electricity the bl oody
ghosts are com ng back again." He glanced up the gloony stairwell.
"There's a lot nore shadows lately. ... You noticed?" He said it with a
smle, but Chris realized that the man wasn't joking.

Chris | eaned against the corridor wall drinking a pale yellow liquid
he'd told everyone was tea (two teabags between twenty-five people). At
least it was hot.

Tony sat on the stone steps. A cigar he'd half-heartedly crushed under
hi s muddy shoes sent out a trail of blue snoke.

"I never used to believe in ghosts,"” said Tony. "When people used to
tell you a real ghost story. ... Laugh? | used to piss nyself.



Rubbi sh. Now ... a bloody old cynic like me... Over the last three years
everything | believed in turned upside down."

Chris nodded in a way he intended to be reassuring. Tony was exhaust ed.
He coul d be allowed his hal fcoherent ranble.

"Tony, renmenber the night we net in the pub? Me, you and Mark?"
"Jesus ... Do l... Seens like half a bloody lifetine ago now. "

"Afterwards, when | wal ked hone along the top of the dunes ... To put it
simply-1 met sonething."

"Sonet hi ng? What? One of the Saf Dar? O one of the poor bastards
t hey' ve got dangling on the end of their strings?"

"Neither. It's hard to put into... No, to be honest |
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can't put it into words. Only | met sonething. | thought | was
hal | uci nating. Later. But it had an enornously powerful effect on ne.
The equi val ent of sonme kind of psychic | oconotive slammng into your mind."

Tony sat up straight now "Tell me about it."

Chris did. O at least as nuch as he could renenber. Even in the
retelling his hands began to sweat; the saliva in his nmouth bl ed away,
| eaving his tongue paper-dry.

He funbled for words, trying to say how even though the white-faced
thing | ooked di sgusting and repelled himhe had felt it exert a kind of
magnetic pull on him He had wanted actually to go forward, closer and
closer ... to enbrace it. The idea revolted himagain as the nenory
suddenly squeezed up into his mnd as warmand as fresh as the night it
happened.

The tea in his mouth burned his tongue. Sweating, he | ooked down into
the cup, not realising he'd even taken a drink

"Even telling you now, Tony, makes nme ... Shit... It brings it all back
It's actually hard for me to describe it."

"You know, Chris, what you are describing is a num nous experience."
Chris's bew | dernent nust have shown.

"Numi nous. Rudolf Oto, a nineteenth-century theol ogian, identified the
primal religious experience: the num nous experience. This is religion
inthe raw, stripped of all rituals, prayers, hyms, words, even

rati onal thought." As Tony's tal k became nore and nore animated, Chris
understood | ess and less. "Wat you felt, Chris, when you encountered

that apparition, is fundanental to all religions, the nysteriumtremendum "

"The what ?"
"Mysterium Tremendum Transl ated, the tremendous nystery. Such an

encounter provokes this response.” Tony flicked his fingers, ticking off
t he words:
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"Shuddering revulsion ... irresistible attraction. That's the creature
feeling peopl e experience in such an encounter.”

"What are you tal king about, Tony? Wat did | encounter?"
Tony | ooked at Chris with an expression that seermed |ike awe. "Chris ..
What I'mtrying to say is that on that night you came face to face with

the old god."

The figure that he approached across the rough grass, the bike's notor
ticking lightly, had died a long time ago.

Dr owned.

Per haps a sail or washed overboard, hauling up |obster pots fromthe
North Sea.

It stood upright, rags of clothes wapped in bands around its distorted
body, al nbst |ike the bandages around an Egypti an nmummy. Barnacl es
rashed across its face and one eye like a hard white | eprosy; seaweed
sprouted froma vertical crack in its bare chest in a horse's nane gone
green.

Mark rode a little closer. It did not nove. Its arnms hung by its side;
its remaining eye was shut.

Fifteen yards away. The thing tw tched. The nmouth dropped open. It was
full of sea anenones.

Ten yards away. Mark wal ked the bi ke forward.

Ei ght yards.

Its remai ni ng eye snapped open.

It bulged out, an inflanmed red, like a hard-boiled egg filled w th bl ood.
The expression also altered with a snap. To one of shocked pain.

It tilted its head abruptly to fix the bl ood-red eye on Mark

Wt hout thinking, he twisted the hand throttle; the notor revved with a
sound |ike metal sheets being torn in two. The bi ke |urched, al npst
throwing himlike a bucking stallion
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Then the bi ke was scream ng across the tussock grass, the front whee
barely kissing the turf.

The agoni zed face with its crust of barnacles flicked by a yard fromhis
shoul der as he hurtled by.

The buffeting of the bike becane a snooth rushing notion. He gl anced
down. He'd ridden the bike off the raised tussocks and onto the nudfl at.

For what seemed an inpossibly long tinme the nonentum carried him
forward. As if he were driving a powerboat, the nud sprayed up ten feet



into the air on either side of himin a great black V.

Then the nomentum went. The bi ke slowed, to settle into the deep bl ack
soup of mud. The engi ne choked and cut instantly. Hot netal hissed
agai nst wet sludge; white steam boiled around his |egs.

Managi ng to keep upright, he clunsily clinbed off the usel ess bike,
leaving it to gurgle in the nmud. He nmade for the nearest raised tussock
of grass. The nmud made wal king as difficult as wadi ng through treacle.
He reached the tussock, dropped forward onto his hands, and began to
pul | hinmself out. One leg cane easily. The next stuck. It seened as if
his foot had becone stuck on sone-

Chri st!
Suddenl y pani cky, he wrenched forward, hands w ndi ng around the marsh
grass. For all the world it felt as if a hand had gripped his toes

beneath the nmud's surface. Wth a trenendous wench he pulled it free.

He pulled hinmself to his feet, panting. As he straightened, a pain
speared up his calf where he had yanked the nuscle.

An ancient tinber fence-post |eaned at an angle in the mddle of the
tussock. A hole had been bored near the top for a non-existent rail. He
stretched out his hand, using the post as support as he checked his
ragged breathing. God, his leg hurt. He felt for the iron bar that
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he'd tucked through his belt. It had vani shed sonewhere into the swanp.
At | ast he straightened and wi ped the sweat fromhis forehead. Were his
mud- sl i med hand had rested against the tinber post it had left a |large
dark pal mprint, the fingers outstretched

He breathed deeply, trying to ignore the pain in his |eg.

No doubt about it. He would have to go on. It would take | onger, but he
could make it, jumping fromtussock to tussock as if in sone

hol i day- canp gane. Keep out of the water; and get to a phone. The prize?
Survi val .

For himand the others back at the sea-fort, waiting for himto bring help.
He t hought about the Stainforths-"nice folks," he had told Tony. The

t hought of them ending up |ike Wainwight and the Fox twins sent him

| eapi ng from nound to nmound across the nud.

He had to do it.

He didn't even pause when a m sshapen hand thrust up fromthe nud at his
| eapi ng feet, the fingers snapping shut-a clunsy grab. But Mark heard
the crack of fingers against palm

He ran on

"That's the first tine you' ve kissed me in days," said Ruth with a smle

Chris kissed her again. "When all this is sorted out we've a few things



to catch up on."

They had snatched a few minutes al one together in the roomwhere the gas
bottles were stored. Al one apart from David's gol dfi sh which stil

t orpedoed around its bow, churning the greenish water until it frothed.
"Jesus ... That thing will have to go. W can tell David it-"
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"Forget the goldfish for a moment, Chris." She pulled lightly at his
t-shirt. He felt the electric trickle of a desire he'd not felt for a
long tine. For the | ast few days they had sinply ticked over as if in

hi bernati on. Mark's breakout that norning had brought everyone back to
life. They tal ked, noved about the place. He had even heard the sound of
| aught er echoi ng down fromthe gundeck room The big man would bring
hel p. They woul d be goi ng home soon

He ki ssed Ruth on the soft skin of her throat, pushing her hair away
with his face, enjoying its cool wash across his skin. Her hand stroked
down his spine and she tucked her fingers into the back of his jeans.

He bound her to his chest with his arms, holding her tightly. God, he'd
m ssed this. The physical closeness. It was as if his senses were com ng
back to Iife. Even though they were existing on smaller and smaller
portions of food, today was the first day he had felt really hungry. He
wanted to eat a huge piece of sirloin steak. The desire burnt so
strongly he could al nbost taste the nmeat on his tongue, hot and savory;
he coul d i magi ne his teeth working through the nmeat, devouring it.

"Chris, I want you to nmake love to ne."

Waves of hot bl ood surged up through his body. He'd never felt so
excited ... or alive.

It was as if the volume control of his senses had been turned up full

Wth the heat flooding his body, his sense of snell and taste

hei ght ened, he could taste her saliva, the sharp tang of salt on her

skin. H's sense of touch, sonehow anplified, transmtted the delicious
silk feel of her bare arms up through his fingertips. This felt good.

H s body-motor revs were high; sonmething was pressing his accel erator hard.

Her hands worked at himthrough his jeans. Christ... He'd never felt
like this before. He felt as if he were going to explode right there in
her hungry hands.
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Rabbits shit here, he thought as he ran doggedly on

Li ke handfuls of dried currants it littered the marsh grass. Rabbits had
found a route through the stagnant pools and expanse of liquid nmud. If
only to shit.

Wth a grunt he junped to the next tussock

Christ, how |l ong now? Soon the ground should dry out as it rose into

meadow. Then an easy jog to the nearest road. A phone or house shoul dn't
be far away after that.



If only he could see further. The fog thickened. Visibility dropped to a
dozen yards. All around himat the edge of the thick white muck he

i magi ned (hoped he imagi ned) that he saw shadows; the shades of dead nen
or worse following him waiting for himto fall exhausted so they could
nove in-and nmake hi mone of their own.

He nade a terrific | eap across a pool of l|iquid nud.

Surely he nmust be nearly there. The marsh didn't go on forever.

The pounding of his running feet juddered up through his torso and neck
his eyes blurred; his forehead bled sweat; his breath was torn fromhis
lungs in panting gasps. Soon, Mark, he prom sed hinsel f. Soon

Here comes anot her nud channel; junp to the next tussock and-

Ch, Jesus, sweet Jesus!

He'd nearly run into it. He twisted to avoid the dark shape rearing out
of the turf and slid to his knees.

Arms up to defend hinmself, he slithered back, blinking the sweat from
his eyes. The dark shape towered above him

Shi t.

He shook his head, a choking laugh rising in his burning throat.

A post. Just a stupid old fence-post.
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A thought slid into his brain with all the nenace of a poi sonous snake.

No. Don't believe it, Mark ... Jesus. The fence-post. The rotten post
sticking up in the mddle of this bastard swanp.

Panting, he rose slowy to his feet and |linped forward to | ook at the
timber post.

The post, old, rotting at the base, leaned slightly toward him Near the
top of the post a round femal e hole which | ong ago took the nale
fence-rail. Just below the hole a muddy pal mprint, fingers splayed out.
Trenbling, Mark held out his hand and covered the handprint perfectly.

For the |l ast hour and a half he had been running in one huge circle.

Tony | ooked up into the sky. Is that the color of real cloud? Or is it
changi ng? Has it begun?

"More evidence of your god, Gateman?" the Reverend Reed's voice was a
rasp. "He's coming, isn't he? He's on his way. Follow ng his well-worn
track down here to Manshead."

"What do you think, Reverend?"

"Down he cones, Gatenman. What footprints does he | eave on his garden
path? Are there toes, a heel? O are they the hoofprints of a goat? Does
he have a fine head of hair like a Geek god? O does he have horns ..
here and here?" Reed pressed his fingers to either side of his head. As



if they were horns.
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Chapter Forty-six

To the rhythm of his running feet words thudded through his brain. "Mve
in a straight line. ... a straight line ... nove in a straight line. "
He ran on, |eaping fromtussock to tussock rising like islands fromthe
mar sh. Mbst were within | eaping distance from one another across the
pool s of rmud. Some were not. Mark would | eap as far as he could before
spl ashing down into the swanmp nmud and water. Its wet-earth stink oozed
up through his nostrils. It squelched through his clothes, splashing his
face with what | ooked |ike cold diarrhoea; it coated his teeth and
tongue with a gritty paste.

And he bl ed sweat.
"Keep that straight |ine. " he muttered to hinmself, glancing back to
judge whether his crater-like footprints through the nud were straight.

Dam. .. no sun. No | andmarks. Nothing to guide him
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But the thought kept hi m going.

Get help. He liked the Stainforths. Nice folks ... N ce folks. The words
echoed around his brain Iike a chant.

If he'd ever married and had a famly he woul d have wanted it to have
been |i ke them He had never got close to marrying. He'd had sonme good
rel ati onships with wonen, but they always becanme platonic friendships.
He coul d never establish a deeper involvenent. He knew why. Part of him
had died that night thirty-odd years ago when he killed the Mary-Anne
and all on board her.

Not much further now, then he would be poundi ng up the nmeadows. He

i magi ned hinmself gratefully falling down into the neadow grass, then
lying there hungrily sucking at the cool air. He would grab five

m nutes' delicious rest before noving on. Not running. A steady jog. GCet
to the road. Maybe flag down a passing car. A police car would be Iike
Christmas cone early. Then help would be on its way. As he ran he

nouri shed hinself with this mental picture.

He took a huge |l eap over the next stretch of liquid nud. He fell short
of the tussock, his hands grabbed at the rough grass; his | egs sank
knee-deep into slop

Hel |

Heavi ng hi nmsel f out, he noved on, panting until his ribs ached.

When he reached the next expanse of nud he noticed something nmoving in
the center of the channel. Like a seal. It turned slowy over and over
wi th a heavy squel ching sound. Although too far away for himto tel

exactly what it was, Mark had a damm good i dea.

He swal |l owed. Perhaps it really was a seal -sick, |ost



Was it hell. It was one of them Not Saf Dar. Perhaps it was Wi nwight,
or Fox, or one of the |long-dead encrusted w th barnacles or seaweed or
sea anempnes spreadi ng across its naked body |ike a disgusting di sease.
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Mar k dropped forward, supporting the weight of his body with

out stretched arns agai nst his knees, panting noisily and shaking his
head. A thread of silver snot slid fromhis nose to stretch down to the

grass.

He woul d have to work around the thing rolling manically over and over
in mud in post-nortem ecstasy.

He turned left. Soon the splashing seal -shaped thing was out of sight,

and he turned in what he judged to be a half-circle before nmoving
forward-again in a straight line.

"Come on, old son. Nearly there." Soon the level of the Iand would rise
up fromthis squel ching nuck. There would be fields, a few trees and-

The post.

He stopped.

Standi ng out like a | one ghost sentinel guarding the swanp was the post.
Near the top, the around hole.

Bel ow t hat, a nuddy handprint. Fingers splayed out.

Shit!

Back where he started. He dropped to his knees and punched the turf. He
punched again and again, his mnd a boiling mess of confusion
frustration, anger.

Shit. ..

Whi ch way now?

The tine was ten mnutes to two.

Chris glanced at his watch. Ten minutes to two.

He stood in the courtyard, watching what seened the full conpl enment of
villagers nmoving restlessly to and fro. An exception was the Reverend
Horace Reed, who sat on one of the cannon that had been fired that

nmorni ng. The nman hinself, lost in a gin-sodden haze.

The villagers, excited by the idea that rescue night be on its way,
chattered and | aughed in overloud voices. Hel p was coning. Nothing el se
mattered-just the idea
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of that first hot bath in days, a square neal then a confortable bed.

Chris wal ked quickly around the perinmeter of the walls, |ooking down



onto the beach.

Already the tide was sliding in, gobbling up acres of sand. Soon the
first waves would be licking the flanks of the causeway. Wthin mnutes
Manshead woul d be an island agai n.

A hundred yards al ong the beach three Saf Dar stood, the surf tonguing
at their bare ankles, their tomato-red bodies vivid against the sand.

He passed John Hodgson keepi ng watch over the beach, and went down the
steps to the courtyard full of villagers.

The excitement. You could al nbst reach out and run your fingers through
it. His pulse raced, like an electric motor whirring away in his wist.
H s | egs ached, the muscles tensed into hard cords. This was like al

the Christmas Eves and | ast days of school termrolled into one. He knew
that nearly everyone felt that way. That sizzling sense of expectancy.
Any minute now. ... Any minute now lIt's going to happen soon This is
it.... Thisisit. ... It's comng now ... Any nminute now. A sense that
somet hing i mense was straining at a barrier that woul d give way with a
crack and a roar.

He joined Ruth. She was throwing a tennis ball for David to catch. He
mssed it and it rolled under the front of the car

"Il get it," called Chris.
"Are you playing, Dad?"

"OfF course." He threw the ball harder than he nmeant to, and felt a burst
of surprise and pl easure when his son leapt up to catch the ball easily.

"CGood catch."

"You feel it too." Ruth's brown eyes darted with excitenent.
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"I feel relieved that we'll soon be getting out. I"'mready for a bath
and a decent neal ."

"It's nmore than that."

"Mum ... catch.”

She caught it. "Uph. Well done."

"His throwing' s inmproved these | ast couple of weeks."

"He's changed in lots of ways, Chris. O haven't you noticed?"

" Changed? How?"

"I"1l tell you later. What | was tal king about is the change in the
villagers. Just |look at them Chatting, |aughing, noving about. They're
different people. It's as if they' re high on sonething."

"Li ke someone spiked their tea with cocaine."

"Exactly. | feel it too. It's hard to explain. | feel good. Look in a



mrror. You'll see your pupils are dilated- everything seens brighter
' m happy. | shouldn't be. Wth those things out on the beach. But-"

"Mumi Throw the ball."

She threw it. David caught it easily.

"I take it you're subscribing to Tony Gatenan's theory of the second
com ng of the-" He held his hands to his head, poking his fingers out as

if they were horns. " the horny old god who feeds on the souls of
sacrificed virgins."

"See, it's affecting you, Chris. You wouldn't normally talk so flippantly."
"Maybe. "

"Listen, Chris, this is important."

Chris caught the ball his six-year-old son had thrown at him so hard it
made his palmtingle. "Ww 1|'Il need gl oves soon." He returned the

ball. David snapped it out of the air with one hand.

"Chris ... Listen. You're forgetting what Tony told us, when he tal ked
about sacrifice-that we had to give
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somet hi ng preci ous-precious to us-so we'd receive sonething in return.”

"Thi s bl oody enornmous chunk of energy, this magic power, that's supposed
to gush in." Chris |laughed, feeling al nost drunk

"Yes ... Chris, I'mserious. Tony's been right about everything el se.
Maybe we shoul d work something out with him To make sure we get this
power when it cones through-and not let it fall into the hands of those

t hi ngs on the beach."

"You nmean neke a sacrifice."”

"Yes."

"But what would you sacrifice?"

"Something that is very inportant to us, Chris."

"Ruth, be sensible, [ove. Wiat on earth can we sacrifice that neans so
much to us? David' s goldfish? Your collection of U2 tapes? If you | ook
around you'll notice we don't have many fatted cal ves or goats Kkicking
around the place. ... O maybe we could find sone suitable virgin for
the sacrificial altar."”

"Don't close your nmind to this. W've got to accept something is
happeni ng. The evidence it is beginning is out there on the beach. Those
red nen. You feel the tension in the air. The sheer excitenent. It's
happeni ng, Chris. It's happening here. Now "

"Ruth, tell ne what we can give-sacrifice-to Gateman's bl oody god." He
| ooked across at David. "Are you suggesting that... Christ, what's that
now?"



Suddenly the courtyard was filled with the sound of a poundi ng that
rolled fromwall to wall as if a salvo of thunder had dropped fromthe sky.

Sonet hi ng was knocking furiously on the sea-fort gates.
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Chapter Forty-seven

Chris shouted up to John Hodgson: "John! What is it?"

No reply. John Hodgson, feet barely touching the wal kway, |eaned forward
over the top of the wall as far as he could, his big stomach squashed
over the coping stones, so he could see what was battering the gates

wi th enough force to shiver the tinbers |like a power hammrer.

"John?"

The farmer beckoned to his son to carry on watching as he heaved hi nsel f
off his belly and ran down the steps to the courtyard, the shotgun

gri pped i n one beefsteak hand.

"It's Mark!" His gruff voice was boosted to a higher note by adrenaline.
"He's back. ..’

"Jesus ..." Chris felt his mind draw back sharply, deeper into his
skull, like a snail retreating into its shell. He'd fail ed.

The poundi ng on the gates stopped abruptly. The only sound was the hiss
of the advancing tide outside.
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"Open the gates. ... Get themopen,"” Tony was shouting, frantic. "He's
not armed." He began pulling at the tinbers propped agai nst the gate.

"No!" bell owed John Hodgson. "They're out there. The bastards have got
hi mtrapped. "

"Open the gates!" Tony's eyes flashed wildly behind the gl asses. "You've
got the gun. Blast them"

Tony pulled the remaining tinber away and reached for the bolts.

"M. Gateman ..." The big farnmer pulled Tony's hand fromthe bolts.
"I't's not that sinple. He's trapped out there."

Chris said, "Listen to what he's got to say. We can't rush this, Tony."
"Chris, Mark will-"

"Shut up, Tony. John, where is he?"

"He's stuck on the ledge to the left of the gates. The sea's around the
base of the rock. There's a couple of those Saf Dar bastards in the sea.
They're no real problem The real problemis there's two outside the

gates. And there's one at the far end of the | edge. Left-hand side."

Chris nodded. "So Mark's stuck between two of themon the | edge. Can you
get a shot at themfromthe top of the wall."



"Angle's too tight."
Tony's nerve was snapping. "Fuck ... | don't believe |I'm fucking hearing

this. Stood chatting while Mark's out there. They'll tear his fucking
head off."

"Tony. ... You heard John. We can't open the gates. The Saf Dar are
right outside. They'Il. ..."

"Mark's risked his life to get help. You're going to fucking well |eave
hi m out there?"

"Do you think I want to? Jesus Christ, Tony. Wat happens when we open
the gates? Those two will be in here in one second flat."
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John spoke. "Look, for the nmoment they're not trying to harm him
They're just standing there."

Tony rubbed his forehead. Chris realized that the idea of |eaving his
friend of fifteen years out there to be battered to raw neat was
breaking the man in two.

"Dad. ... They've noved." The Hodgson boy ran heavily down the steps to
join them "Themthings have noved."

"\Where?" Tony's eyes sharpened.

For a nonent the boy |ooked as if he couldn't speak, then with a flash
of inspiration he bent down and picked up a white pebble. "Like this."
He drew on the wall

0OXO
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"The dotted line's the wall, them slash marks are the gates, right?"
"Keep goi ng, son."

"The Os are Saf Dar. The X is Mark. They're on the rocky | edge that
runs around the bottomof the walls. And-and there's a couple of the
things in the sea. But not close."

"W'll do it," Chris said quickly.

"Best get everyone into the building,” runbled John

"There's not tine." He waved to Ruth to get back. "W open the gates.

John ... shoot the nonster between Mark and the gates. He can run for
it." He turned to Hodgson's son and nodded at the shotgun | eaning
agai nst the wall. "Know how to use that?"

"Yessir."

"Cover your father's back. There's still the one to the right of the



gates. Don't fire unless you have to."

"Yessir."
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Tony slipped one of the three bolts back. His fingers shook
"M ght |I be of any assistance?"

Chris | ooked round.

Shit. No.

The Maj or stood there, the dog sitting beside him he had pulled the
revolver fromits holster.
"Move back fromthe gates.” This wasn't the time to be polite to senile
old soldiers. And Chris hoped that the nuseum exhibit of a revol ver
wasn't | oaded. "Right, Tony. Open the gate."

Tony dragged back the other two bolts then heaved the gate back
The causeway beyond the gates was enpty.

Cautiously, John, his son at his side, stepped through the gates. Chris
and Tony followed to stand between father to the left and son to the right.

John raised his shotgun but did not fire.

Chris glanced first to his right. One of the Saf Dar stood like a red
statue at the far end of the rocky narrow | edge. The sea was washing in
a mlk-white froth all around the little island now

To his left he saw why the farmer had not fired.

Mar k Faust, sneared with black nmud, stood with his back to the sea-fort
wal | . Like an animal's prey he had frozen up with fear

There the | edge was at its narrowest. Beyond Mark stood a Saf Dar

But between Mark and the safety of the gateway in a hal f-crouching
position was anot her of the red nman-shaped things. It didn't even gl ance
back at Chris and the others standing outside the gates. Every shred of
its concentration was focused on Mark. It was hunched, great slabs of
nmuscle on its back tensing in corrugated ridges. Chris knew it was ready

to leap forward, then probably batter Mark against the wall |ike a cheap
dol I .
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"Shift, you bastard, shift..." John stood, the shotgun to his shoul der

Sweating, he stared down the barrel, his eyes bul ging.
"I can't get a clean shot. Fucker's too close to Mark."
"Do it," hissed Tony. "Fucking do it."

"I can't. ... this fires shot. |I'll hit Mark as well."



"Well, do sonething ... quick. They're coming thick and fast."

Twenty yards al ong the causeway one of the red beasts had hal f pulled
itself out of the surf onto the roadway. Like sone hungry alligator, it
paused half in and half out of the water, outstretched arms taking the
weight of its top half. Smoothly, its head turned to |l ook at the nen in
the gateway. The cruel eyes glittered hungrily.

In the surf, alnost at Chris's feet, two nore Saf Dar stood wai st-deep

t he water washing around themin wave after hissing wave. Even the water
was repelled by the skin of the things. It rolled off in glistening
white beads like rain-water off a freshly waxed car

"I can't. ..." The farmer's plunp face shook. "If | fucking well fire
kill Mark as well."

Chris's head spun. Answer this one, Stainforth.

No answer.

Mark was trapped. He couldn't go backwards al ong the yard-w de strip of
bedrock; he couldn't go forward; he couldn't jump in the sea. Wi chever
way he noved put himinto the hands of the red nonsters.

A voice ran through his head. Get back inside and shut the gates. You
can't save Mark. You've got to | eave himthere. Soon Mark woul d becone
like Wai nwight. Like the Fox twi ns. Like the others. Standing on the
beach, crying out, gripped by alternating waves of nind-warped

terror-pain and fury.

As the realisation sped through his mnd he noticed a figure behind him
Before he could turn around a crack
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split the surf's hiss. Instantly the red nan between Chris and Mark
rolled sidewards into the sea.

Chris twi sted round.
The Maj or stood, one armstretched out, the revol ver bl eedi ng bl ue gunsnoke.

"Didn't know | still had it. Was a gol d-nedal -w nner, you know. New
Del hi handgun | eague. Top of fifty-six contestants, when the-"

Chris recovered. "Mwve!" he yelled at Mark. "Come on!"
Mar k snapped out of the spell. He ran toward them

Behind himthe thing on the rock | edge suddenly began to run after him
Mark was fifteen yards fromthe gates.

"Mark! Down!" bell owed John.

Mark threw hinsel f down onto his stomach as John let rip with both
barrels. The force of the blast sliced away the creature's face,
punching it backwards. The nonster bounced off the rock | edge and into

t he sea.

Mar k, powered by pure fear, punched hinself to his feet to run at the



gates. Chris urged the Mjor, still talking, through into the courtyard,
foll omed by Tony, Mark, the Hodgson boy, then John

Wthin three seconds they had crashed the gates shut and snapped the
bol ts hone.

Chris left John to lean the tinbers against the gate, jamming themtight
shut. He knew that Mark brought bad news but he wanted to hear it from
the man's own nout h.

Three o' clock. Mddl e of the afternoon

Mark, still coated in cracking scales of marsh nud, swall owed what was
left of the coffee. He sat exhausted in the caravan's doorway, the cup
held tightly in both hands. Ruth, Tony and Chris watched him In a voice
barely above a whi sper he told them what had happened.

"Sorry ... Jesus Christ, I"'msorry ... | just couldn't get through the
mar sh. Wi chever way | went | always
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returned to the sane place. ... Ging in circles ... Just going around
and round. | couldn't get through."

"The m st disorientated you," said Chris, feeling as if nothing now
stood between them and the fires of hell

"No ... It was nore than that. Something weird ..

Tony nodded. "I suspected as much. \W've been quarantined here. No one
gets out. No one gets in. Not until this is over."

"The Saf Dar?"

"No. Not them I'mtalking big power now Big, big power. The thing
that's visited here every few centuries. It wants this trade-through
sacrifice-to be very private. For a little while it divides this place
off fromthe rest of the world. No interruptions, no outsiders. Just the
| ocal peopl e and. " He shrugged. "It. One of the old gods-not one

t hat people can discuss or say little rhym ng prayers to. This is one of
t he ancient gods. You don't have to nake an effort to believe in this
one; when it gets close to you the animal part of you feels it. It would
be Ii ke standing next to a huge bonfire; even before you can begin to
put a nane to it, its presence burns into you; you can't ignore it. Any
nore than you can ignore the bonfire; you feel it burning into your

mnd. It paces back and forth behind your nmodern religions, wthout a
nane, wthout a face, w thout any gospels or churches. Wthout Bibles.

It doesn't need them But it's there still. Still powerful, and stil
hungry for trade."

"Shit. ... Sacrifice, sacrifice, sacrifice ..." Chris spat out the
words. "It always comes back to that. If it's so fucking powerful, why
does it need a sacrifice?"

"Sacrifice is a commercial transaction, renenber? Between gods and mnen.
When you buy, it's to acquire sonething you haven't got but you need,
whet her it's food, a box of cigars, a magazine. This old, old god craves
that thing we possess.”



"CQur enotions,"” said Ruth. "It mlks themfromus
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when we grieve at |osing sonething that's precious to us."

"That's right. It can't get that thing-the human rush of enotion-from
anywhere else. It needs it badly. Maybe |like a dope addict needs a fix
of heroin. So here it comes. To Manshead. It's friendly downtown enotion
store. It takes what's offered-say the agony of a father sacrificing his
own bel oved daughter-and it pays sonething back in return. A chunk of
its own supernatural powers."

"David ... Have you seen himrecently, Ruth?" Chris, suddenly
unconfortabl e, |ooked around the courtyard.

"I"ll check," she said. "He m ght be with the Hodgson boys."

Chris shivered. For some reason the sound of the surf washing around the
sea-fort sounded far |ouder than usual. He glanced around the courtyard
as Ruth went to hunt for David. It was deserted. The vill agers,
depressed by Mark's failure to get help, had drifted back indoors.

Mark rubbed his eyes. "Wat now?"

Chris shrugged. "What can we do? W've tried everything short of
sprouting wings and flying out. Any suggestions, Tony?"

"I don't know. My problemis, Chris, | think too much. It's all up here.
' ma hard-headed cynic. Too cerebral. My grandnot her woul d have said
you should think nmore with your heart, not with your head. A
psychol ogi st would say you should | et the unconscious part of your nind
supply the answer, rather than the conscious mind. Don't think your way
forward to a solution, feel your way forward; in an animal way. As they
did ten thousand years ago when the first nen knocked a few branches
together here and called it hone. You know, inspiration. Don't let the
civilized man get in the way of the primtive chunk of brain you' ve got
in there."

"I reckon what he's saying, Chris, is think like a child.
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Do what feels right-not what you think is right."

"Right now!l don't think or feel anything.'
the caravan. "I feel shell-shocked."

Chris | eaned back agai nst

Tony's face was stony. "Believe me, the best-or the worst-is yet to
cone. | think that thing, the old god, is on its way. By tonight,
probably, it will all be over."

"Chris!" Ruth ran across the courtyard so fast her arms windmlled to
keep her bal ance.
"Chris! He's gone ..." Terror deformed her voice. "David' s gone.
Soneone's opened the gates. ... He's outside.”

Chris ran around the caravan and past the car. The tinbers once propped
behi nd the gates lay on the ground, the bolts were back



The gates lay half open. Beyond, the causeway, now feeling the first
lick of a new tide, was deserted.
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Chapter Forty-eight
He didn't stop to think about it.

The Saf Dar could have been waiting outside to wel cone himw th open
arms, then crack the life fromhis body as easily as snapping a biscuit.

Wth no weapon, Chris ran out through the gates onto the head of the
causeway before stopping to | ook round.

By chance there were no Saf Dar in sight. Nor was there any sign of his son
"Davi d! "
Not hi ng

Wth a triunphant hiss, the sea creaned around the rocks, sending the
first sheets of foam sliding across the causeway.

Wiere on earth was he? Chris stared hard at the beach, blurred with
mst. A couple of Saf Dar stood at the far end of the causeway. But no
sign of David.

No, not this. They couldn't lose David. Chris felt
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somet hing bl eeding inside him This was pain he'd never felt before.

"Davi d! "

Then Mark Faust was by his side, gripping the shotgun in his two huge
hands. "Any sign of hinP"

"No. Christ, why on earth would he cone out here?"
Ruth ran up and gripped Chris by the arm "Find him Chris.”

"Look, he can't have gone far." He was |lying through his teeth. He could
have gone far. His son mght be at the bottom of the sea.

He | ooked back at the rocky | edge that ran around the bottom of the
sea-fort walls. Just half an hour before, Mark Faust had been trapped there.

At first Chris did not see themthere.
H s eyes searched the ocean boiling around the slab of rock on which the
sea-fort was built, half imagining he saw David struggling in the surf

that was streaked brown by strips of kelp.

The realisation of what his nmind had subconsciously registered cane in a
sl ow burn of understanding. H s head snapped back

Al most at the far corner, standing on the narrow | edge of rock, four



feet above the sea, was the Reverend Reed, white tufts of hair stuck
out, his raincoat hanging off his thin body |like a gray bl anket.

Behind hima smaller figure, blond-haired, twisting and turning as if
nmoving in a strange kind of dance.

"David!" The relief he felt was short-1lived. Sonething was w ong.
The old man had one bony hand cl anped around David's upper arm
"Dad. .."

Even though the runble of the surf al nost submerged David's voice, he
knew the little boy was frightened.

He reached the ledge first, Mark behind him Ruth |ast.
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The | edge was narrow enough to make it feel as if they were wal ki ng
al ong a plank, the nmassive wall of the seafort behind themand five feet
of seething North Sea beneath their feet.

Movi ng as quickly as he could, Chris reached a point a dozen paces from
Reed. Here the ledge, as flat as a pavenent, broadened to four or five feet.

"Stop!" Reed watched themthrough a pair of eyes that were frightening
They bl azed with a manic intensity. Al civilization, culture, education
had been stripped fromthat blazing stare. This was animal. Sonething

trapped in a corner-terrified, but nore dangerous than it had ever been
bef ore.

"Dad ... Make himlet go. ... | don't likeit. ..."
Chris took a deep breath. "M Reed. M Reed. ..."

"Reverend Reed, please ... Don't forget | ama holy man. The |ink
bet ween nortal nen and God."

"Reverend Reed, |ook, it's dangerous out here. W should go inside where
it's safe.”

"Saf e? Ask Gateman whether it's safe or not."

"I'f you're concerned about something we'll talk about it. But inside."
"No. "
"Reverend Reed ... let ny son go. ... please.” Al at once he knew t hat

Reed had pl anned sonet hi ng. Unpl easant.

He couldn't rush at the old man because all Reed had to do was push
David over the ledge into the sea. The sea was dangerous enough. But
likely as not there would be things waiting there. Already he'd noticed
shadows swi mmi ng beneath the surface. The Saf Dar probably, drawn |ike
sharks to a chunk of bl oody neat.

"Reverend, please cone inside. My son's done nothing to you. Can't we
tal k about it?"



"Yes. W can talk until the cows conme hone. Go ask Gatenan. The tine for
talking is over. It's tinme we acted.
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Boy ... stand still, will you!" Shocked, David stopped trying to tw st
hi nsel f free.

"Reverend Reed. ... Look, please let ny son go. He's only six years old.
You're frightening him"

The old man | ooked keenly at Chris and asked: "Wat are your feelings
now? When | twist the boy's armlike this does it distress you?"

"Yes ... you know it does. Don't do it. Please ... you're hurting him
"Mimmy. .. "

"Don't hurt him Reverend. He's just a little boy."

"You | ove your son, M Stainforth?"

"Yes. O course. Now"

"Listen to me, then. What did you buy himfor his birthday this year?"
"Just let himgo."

"Answer the question."

"Avideo ... Books ... And-and a conputer gane."

"You |l ove hima lot, then?"

"Yes! But why-"

"It goes without saying that the nother |oves her child. Nature
programred the fermal e of the species that way. But fathers ... They can
be different. They say they love their children. But some can be quite
indifferent. They'd rather spend their free time with their own friends,
drinki ng beer, playing squash ... football. But | believe you do | ove
your son very nmuch, M Stainforth. You spend time with him talk to him
not down to him you treat himas sonmeone very inportant in your life.
Probably far nore inportant then you yourself realize. | see you at
Christmas spending the norning playing on the living roomcarpet with
him putting together the toys, |aughing and joking together. | truly
bel i eve you do that, M Stainforth. Ah, now you're wondering why I
wanted to establish that belief, and why | am standi ng out here above
the North Sea, holding onto your beloved son's arm The
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reason is this, M Stainforth. Because | amgoing to kill your son. And
you are going to watch nme kill him"

The power of the words:
I AM GO NG TO KI LL YOUR SON

Chris stood | ocked in the sane position, trying to draw breath.



"Dad ..." David sounded weaker.

The Reverend Reed maneuvered David closer to the edge of the rock. The
sea churned fiercely beneath him Chris glanced back at Mark's grim
face; behind himRuth | ooked as if she was in shock

In the surf a head broke the surface. Red, grotesquely hairless, the
eyes like two splinters of white glass staring at what was happeni ng on
t he | edge.

"Sacrifice," said Reed. "Gateman was right. He should be here to w tness
this. Ch, and there he is."

Tony stood a little beyond the gates, watching.

"You were right, Gateman. | was wong. | understand now. W have to
sacrifice the boy. Just as you wanted, Gateman. The nost powerf ul
sacrifice is when you give what is nost valuable. And what is nore

val uable than the life of a young child? If an old womman is termnally
ill you hear nothing about it. But a sick child. ... then you hear about
it day after day. You see it on the television, in the newspapers.
Charitable people raise money to send it for the finest treatnent. As

t he sayi ng goes: you see a sick child and your heart goes out to the

child. When I kill this handsorme little boy, whomwe all like, everyone
will feel the grief. Mire inportantly, the child' s parents will feel it
nost powerfully. They will watch as he dies. Their grief will be like a

hurricane."” Reed reached into his pocket, groped there for a nonent,
then pulled out a screwdriver.

The I ong steel shaft glinted in the misty light. Years of use had worn
the tip as sharp as a bl ade.

"The parents' outpouring of grief is what Gateman's
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dirty old god wants so badly. In return it gives us the power to renove
those nonsters that inprison us here so we can return to our hones, and

to our lives. And we will forget this ever happened.”

Mark runbl ed, "After you have nurdered a six-yearold boy? Man, you're
crazy."

Chris felt oddly calm Mre than that, it was as if all his enotion had
been | ocked away in the heart of an iceberg. The feeling was dangerous.
As if that emption could not be contained for |ong. Any nore than you
could freeze a nucl ear reactor

"Let himgo." Chris breathed ice. "Let himgo now, Reed."

"Hurt him" rasped Mark, "and | swear | will personally-"

"Who said this would be easy? Not ne. Ask your new holy man, Gatemnan
This is not easy at all." Reed angled the screwdriver so that he could
force the glittering shaft into David' s eye

"Mummy ... Daddy ..."

Chris bled inside.



"Listen to me," cracked Reed's voice. "I admt it. We obey different
rules here. My God, ny redeener, cannot enter this place. | know ... for
some reason he is excluded. So: we sacrifice the boy. Then we are free."
"Ch no you're not, Reed." Tony spoke for the first tine.

"W have to nake the sacrifice, Gateman. W have to give sonething
preci ous. "

"Yes, we do. We nust give sonething precious- sonething so precious it
hurts us to part with it. But what are you giving?"

"The boy. That nother and father's only child."

"But he's not yours to give. He's theirs. The sacrifice will only work
if the nmother or father gives the child."

The wild | ook returned when Reed understood this.
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"But they're not going to do it, are they?" He noved his armback wth
the screwdriver's point a foot fromDavid' s eye.

"Well then, Gateman. It's a ganble. Maybe you're right. Maybe |I'm w ong.
But we will have to see which one-ah ..."

How David did it Chris didn't know, but he kicked out with both feet.
Reed was still hanging onto the sixyear-old boy but it threw him off
bal ance. He had to use the hand hol ding the screwdriver to steady

hi nsel f agai nst the sea-fort wall.

Chris ran.

He threw hinself forward, grabbing the old man's thin arm pushing the
screwdriver upward away from Davi d.

It was the right thing to do.
And it was the wong thing to do.
He snmelled the gin stench on his face as Reed spat, "Fool... Fool."

Wth a single shove of his arm the old man pushed David off the |edge
and into the sea four feet below The foam swall owed hi mw thout a splash.

"No!
Chris threw hinmsel f down, eyes searching the surf. David didn't cone up.

Just five yards away there was a semi-circle of four Saf Dar, the waves
br eaki ng over their shoul ders.

Behi nd hi m Mark picked up Reed, swung hi mout over the sea, past Ruth,
then threw him along the | edge, bouncing himoff the sea-fort wall. The
ol d man squawked |ike a wounded crow.

"Cet himinside."



Dangerously, the villagers were spilling out through the gates and onto
the dry section of the causeway.

Tom Hodgson strode forward, shotgun in one hand. He grabbed Reed by the
dog-col | ar and haul ed the old man inside.
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Chris | ooked down at the shifting nass of water. It |ooked alive,
sucki ng at the rock, slapping the sides of the causeway with a cracking
sound that sent spray shooting six feet into the air.

"I"'mgoing in!'" he shouted to Mark.

"No. Not yet. Those things are in the water."

"It's my boy in there. He can't swm He's-"

"He'll conme up. He's got to. Wait until he does, then grab him They'l
kill you if you go in there."

Chris threw hinmself onto his chest, not even noticing the Saf Dar
surfacing one by one just yards away. Five ... six. Another broke the
surface bel ow the | edge ten yards to his left. Seven

Thrusting his hands into the water, he blindly felt for David beneath
the surf. Spray fired up into his face.

Water, only water. His fingers swamthrough it, touching nothing solid;
he didn't even acknow edge the possibility that a |arger hand night grab
his and drag himforward into the sea.

Besi de him Mark did the same, the shotgun on the | edge by his side.
Behi nd himRuth stood staring at the surf in nunb horror. Her son was

somewhere beneath it all, battered by the whirling surf, unable to
breathe, the little air that remained in his lungs turning into pockets
of fire in his chest. Wanting to breathe ... needing to breathe ... no
air ... only a roaring darkness ..

Barely twenty seconds had passed, but to Chris it seermed |ike an age.
Hs little boy was drowning in here. O maybe he was already in the big
red paws of the Saf Dar.

He had to get himout of there.

H s hand caught somet hi ng.

He pulled. Up cane a handful of |eathery seaweed.

Ten yards along the ledge, a red figure was pulling itself out of the
water with a reptilian snoot hness.
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Tony shouted, "They're comi ng out of the water. We're going to have to
get back inside."

Chris didn't answer; his world consisted of an area of hissing sea-water
the size of a table-top beneath his face. He searched through it with
hi s hands.



It's no good, he's gone. I'mgoing to go in nmyself. Even if those things
take me. It's better than adnmitting defeat. He dug his hands deeper into
the sea, ignoring the pains shooting through his shoul ders as he
stretched his arms out. His face nearly touched the water as the waves
swelled up toward him the water now rising up to within an inch of his
face.

Cod, if only-
Ther e!
"Got him"

Mark knelt beside him ready to help.

Chris felt his fingers around the thin arm Never |let go, never let go
The words sped around his m nd

He pulled. At first nothing happened, then he saw the shape of a head
just under the water, a blurred pale shape, then-

"Jesus Christ!"

A head of matted hair.

It was the dead boy.

The boy he had seen on the beach. Wth that procession of |ong-drowned
men. The Fox twi ns; the dead pilot; the drowned fishernmen. And there had
been this boy. A skeletal figure with enormus eyes and bl ack hair.

That was the face he | ooked into now.

The face nust have mirrored Chris's in a surreal way. It wore an
expression of shock, mouth w de open, a silver-sided tongue |ooking |ike

a tinned sardine.

One eye stared up into his. It bulged hugely; the boy was torn by sone
col ossal agony.

The force that had brought it to |life had been so powerful it had
ruptured the other eye, the explosive cancer
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replacing it with a red growth that swelled fromthe socket like a ripe
tomato, its skin so tight it |ooked ready to split once again.

The boy opened and closed his dead mouth, trying to speak. Chris knew it
was pleading to be lifted out of the sea and carried inside. After al
these cold and lonely years, to be held tight and consol ed. He want ed
Mumy to kiss away his pain and make him better

The vast red cancer eye began to crack open, exposing spiky fibers like
t he antennae of a shrinp.

Chris released his grip on the arm which was as thin as an African
fam ne victinms.



The face with its beseeching expression slipped away.

Davi d had been under the waves for forty seconds.

"Hold my legs!"

Even before Mark had a chance to grip properly, he | aunched hinself
forward, his head beneath the surface of the water. Eyes open, he saw
only distorted silver bubbles and rags of dark weed. H s arnms snaked
away into the darkness beneath, searching desperately. No David.
Chris yanked his head up. Mark was still hanging onto his |egs.
"Chris ... They're nmoving in."

The Saf Dar were half a dozen yards away, wadi ng forward.

Soon they would be able to snatch Chris into the sea.

"We've got to get into the sea-fort!"

Gasping in cold air, Chris shook his head. He plunged his face into the
wat er again, arns shooting out.

Ht.

He grabbed, hands gripping fabric.

Chris pulled. A blond head enmerged fromthe swirl of bubbles.

Then Chris's head was clear of the water.

"Mark ... got him... Pull!"

Chris hoisted hinmself partly back onto the | edge.
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Mar k, kneeling, heaved, but the angle was too awkward for himto get
proper | everage. Together they haul ed David by his sweatshirt. They got
his head and part of his upper chest clear of the waves. He was

consci ous, sobbing with shock and fear

"I can't lift himany further," shouted Mark. "Something' s got hold of
hi M From underneath."

Chris pulled but, still lying on his stomach, his | everage was worse
than Mark's.
"Quick ..." called Mark. "They're com ng."

The Saf Dar were alnost within armis length. Their red faces were
expressi onl ess above the water; but their eyes blazed with nmenace. They
sensed new victi ns.

"Dad ... ny legs ..

Chris cried, "They've got him

This close. Christ. They m ght have to let David go after all



No. Not ever.
As Chris hung on, another armreached over his head.
It grasped David by the back of his sweatshirt.

When the armpulled it seemed effortless. David came cleanly out of the
water like a baby lifted fromthe bath. The force was enornous. As the
armraised David up, it lifted both Chris and Mark's upper bodi es clear
of the rock | edge.

Chris twsted to see who had |lifted David fromthe water wi th such
super human strength.

"Ruth."
She completed the single-arnmed |ift, her face blazing with concentration

Around her bare arm nuscles knotted into bullet-hard | unps beneath her
skin, the tendons | ooked |ike steel rods raising the skin into ridges.

It took three seconds. As soon as David was clear, the expression nelted
fromher face and she col |l apsed back agai nst the wall

Mark panted, "Get David inside!"
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The Saf Dar reached up their long red arnms toward them fingers as thick
as raw beef sausages.

"Don't worry about Ruth, I'Il get her."

Chris picked David up then ran along the |l edge to the gates. John
Hodgson was standing on the small area of causeway that was still dry,
his son by his side. Both held their shotguns raised to their shoul ders.

Chris ducked in through the gates. Mark, carrying Ruth, foll owed them
Then t he Hodgsons were inside, slanting the bal ks of tinber against the
| ocked gates.

Mark set Ruth down on the floor against the wall. The arm she had used
to lift David in a single nmother-|ove-fueled pull had gone into spasm
Uncontrollably, it stretched out, rigid, as if it didn't belong to her
the nmuscles still bulged like clusters of wal nuts beneath her forearm
She | ooked in agony, but she was nore concerned about David. She made
Mark sit the little boy on her lap. Wth her good arm she hugged himto
her breasts and stroked his forehead with her fingers, rocking himand
whi spering softly.

Mark | ooked at her in wonder. "You ... you hear about things like this.
Mothers lifting up cars to free trapped children, and beating off bears
attacking their kids to ..." He broke off enbarrassed and noved away,
dripping a trail of sea water, to sit next to Tony on one of the cannon
Chris watched nother and son, closer together than any man coul d under st and.

Then he wal ked into the center of the courtyard and | ooked up into the sky.

The mist noved |ike snoke. Now it was flushed with a rose-pink tint.



Around the walls the villagers watched. They were waiting to see what he
woul d do next. Because they knew he woul d do sonet hing. Even before he
knew he woul d.
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H s body | anguage sang out a nmessage as old as humankind itself.

The nessage rolled out fromdeep inside his nmind. Sone part of himthat
he shared with the first men on earth as they gazed in awe at a

t hunderstorm or painted ani mal -nmen on cave walls was telling himwhat he
should do. It was not thought in words, it was a prineval, wordl ess
under st andi ng.

A know ng.
When you are hungry, you find food.
When you are thirsty, water.

When the old god that normally stands in the shadows of your soul steps
into the light to be recognized, you know what you nust do.

Chris's lips, after the fourth attenpt, clunsily shaped the word:
"Sacrifice."
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Chapter Forty-nine

Wapped in a large blue-striped bath towel, cuddl ed by his nother as she
sat on a straight-backed chair in the courtyard, David | ooked three
years ol d.

More than anything, Mark wanted to pick them both up and carry them away
fromthis nightnmare.

David all owed his head to be hugged against his nother's breast; the
still-dripping fringe partly conceal ed a bad graze above his left
eyebrow. Already it was swelling, speckles of blood seeping through the
scraped skin.

The graze would be the least of their worries.

She noved her armto hold David nmore securely. She wi nced. The nuscl es
still stood out through the skin in a painful cranp.

"Ruth, you should get some ice on that arm" Mark told her gently. "A
bag of frozen peas would do it."

"There's nothing left." Ruth forced a weak smile. "Anyway, it's feeling
better. ... Thanks, Mark. For all your help."
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Mark couldn't manage a reply. He felt like shit. He'd let themall down.
They had depended on himto get help. Al he had to do was get through a
m serable half-mle-wide strip of marsh.



"You mght need this, lad." John Hodgson wal ked up, a shotgun in his
hand. "It's | oaded, and here's two nore shells.™

Mark | ooked around the courtyard. Al the villagers were there. WAiting
expectantly. They'd fed their hopes of escape fromthis place. Now they
hung around unwilling to accept the idea that they were still trapped
here, the food all gone.

What next? They had di scussed sacrifice-why not slip back further into
the mre. Cannibalism In a couple of days it would be an option

And he wondered about Chris. As he wal ked across the courtyard, he'd
worn an expression that he'd never seen before. Fear wiggled inside him
like a bellyful of cold worns.

Tony was sitting on the floor, his back to the wall. He seenmed absorbed
i n sone probl em

What the hell was he thinking? Another idea to get themout?

Shit. ... They'd finally run into the brick wall at the end of the road.
There were no nore ideas. No nore hope. Al they could do now was wait.
What for? Mark no | onger believed in mracles.

Body aching, he wal ked across to Tony and squatted beside him Behind
the glasses the man's eyes twitched quickly fromside to side. Mark
shivered. It was like looking into the eyes of a nan who had been struck
bl i nd.

"Tony ... You okay?"

Tony did not answer.

"Tony. Hey, Tony. Anything | can get you?"

Tony suddenly snapped out of it. He | ooked up at Mark, his face bright
like a kid who'd just been shown
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the worl d's biggest Christmas tree. Surprised-and al nost frightened by
its stupendous size.

"Mark ... It's happening ..."

" Now?"

"Yes ... Ch, yes. Now Can't you feel it? | never thought it would be

like this ... | didn't think I would feel things ... O see things. But

it's inside nmy head. Sort of... ideas-imges nental. No, er, |-l mean
mental images. It hurts in a way ... sonmething | don't want.

Frightening. Hurting. Then | do want it, badly. Feels like ... or should

|... Feels like |I should reach out and pull it to me. Hold it to nme. Tight."

Mark listened to the | ow babble of words.
" 'S always been there, you know. Always. | think it ... You-renmenber
WIllians? Ral ph Vaughan Wllians. What he said when he first discovered
folklore, folk music. He ... He said: 'l had a sense of recognition ..



here was somet hing which I had known all my life, only | didn't knowit.
It's like that. Known it. But didn't know it. Know it deep down.

Li ke babi es knowi ng how to suckle. Instinct. Born down the ... eggs

waiting to hatch. Eggs ... small eggs ..."

Speaki ng in tongues? To Mark it made no sense. But he knew Tony was
trying to conmuni cate somnet hing of enornous inportance

"You know, you feel as if your mind is a single thing inside your head.
It's not, you know. Not at all. It has different parts. Now ... | feel
as if part of it is becom ng separate. ... Sort of nmoving away fromthe
other parts. Like two people who've danced together so closely, for so
long, you think it's one person. ... But ent. ... ent-uh ... but it
isn"t." H's speech was disintegrating.

"They' re hanging apart now. And you realize that's howit was |ong ago.
Wien we were covered in black bristles and lived in the forests. You
know ... You know, that's what makes us human. For us the separate n nds
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i nsi de our head dance so closely together, they seemlike one. A ways in
the sane step ... you know, like a waltz. Two dancers-one young, one
very old. Both follow ng the same step so closely you think it really is
one entity." Hs eyes darted up at Mark. "Don't you feel it?"

Mark shook his head. His old friend had not been able to keep a tight
enough grip on his sanity. Now it was slipping fromhim

"Weird ... 'S weird ... Like it just shouldn't happen. Like holding a
radio battery in your hand and watching it growin size; to as big as a
brick ... fills the room The battery keeps growi ng and grow ng unti
it's bigger than all the airplanes in the world put together. ... And
they sort of nmelt into one that's so big ... Only it's inside your brain

growi ng and growing until it wants to split your head apart. Ha, a
pregnant brain. That could be it. Your brain's pregnant and it's grow ng
and growing ... only the skull's too small, too tight. "

The grip on Mark's forearmtightened. He | ooked down. Tony's eyes had
suddenl y cl ear ed.

"Mark ... You'd better warn everyone. It's com ng through. Warn them
things are going to start happening. W're-we're going to see things,
hear things ... probably experience things, physically."

"Look, Tony ... Take it easy. You need-"

"Listen, Mark, listen." Tony Gateman's voice was crisp now. "Everything
we've seen in the last few days will be nothing conpared to what will
happen in the next few mnutes. Al that with the Saf Dar, Wi nwight,
the Fox twins ... Forget it. It's nothing." Tony watched the walls as if
expecting the stone bl ocks to bud eyes, noses, nouths and call strangely
down to him

"Al'l that's happened is trivial," whispered Tony, his thin fingers
digging painfully into Mark's arm "The events of the |ast few days.
Those things the Saf Dar did, killing Wai nwight, resurrecting those
dead nmen fromthe
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sea and dancing them across the beach; they were just like a few dry

| eaves that the breeze can slide across the street. What's comng now is
the real force of the gale. The kind of wind that can lift the roof of
your house or blow a car into a river. Mark, it's com ng. That old, old,
old god is going to enter this place ... And Mark. ..." He pulled Mark's
armtoward him "W're not ready. He will expect to nake the trade; we
have not hi ng. W have no sacrifice."

Tony Gatenman crouched against the wall, |ooking al nost fetal

Mark turned away, not wanting to see his friend like this.

As he did so his hand brushed the wall

He stopped and stared at the wall. A buzzing filled his ears. He reached
out and pressed his palmto the stone bl ocks.

They felt warm

As if, inpossibly, hot-water pipes ran beneath this two-hundred-year-old
fortress wall. He took his hand away.

It left a pal mprint.
Not dirt or sweat. The pressure of his hand had actually deforned the
wall. As if he had pressed his hand agai nst a bl ock of soft plasticine.

The print stayed.

Instinctively, shotgun in hand, he noved back to the nother and child.
Instinct, yes. Back to the tribal pack. Ml es protect females and children

Ruth | ooked up at him trustingly. David stirred briefly to touch his
grazed forehead with his little fingers.

But who are you protecting themfrom Mark? he asked hinsel f.

Who?

The Saf Dar? They were still beyond the | ocked gates. But for how | ong?
From the Reverend Horace Reed? An old man, a
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drunk, unarmed. Hardly. But as Mark | ooked across the courtyard at him
sitting on the caravan steps, his broken dog-collar sticking out, he

noti ced seven or eight villagers standing around him an inpronptu
congregation listening carefully to the words peeling fromthose dry

lips. After all, the nan had been parish priest for thirteen years. He
still carried some authority. Even now he might be telling themthat the
easy way out was to make the sacrifice. Kill David.

The villagers were dividing into two canps. If the Hodgsons chose to go
under the black wing of the Reverend Reed, then |life would get very
difficult very quickly.

O was he protecting nother and child from Tony's god of this little
i sl and, the boundary post between ocean and prehistoric swanp? What
could he do? Wthout his trying, the inmage oozed into his mnd of that



ancient tine-bleached spirit or god or whatever you wanted to call it
stepping into this world as easily as a psychotic killer steps into a
bedroom ful | of sleeping children

O -the thought sneaked into his mnd-or was he really protecting the
child fromChris Stainforth? The man's face had suddenly becone
terrible-and terrifying-before he had wal ked determ nedly toward the
bui I di ng and di sappeared i nsi de.

What was he pl anni ng?

Stainforth's face had conpletely altered. Was he gripped by the sane
cont agi ous madness that infected Tony? Now that madness seened to be

i nfecting Mark. Because he could believe that Chris had been possessed
by the spirit of an old man. No, not an old man, but a man from Il ong
ago, so long ago that the eyes that blazed fromthe face occupi ed sone
pl ace between hunman bei ng and beast.

Tony had told Chris about the old ways-fathers sacrificing their
children. The nost potent sacrifice of all
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Rel easing a torrent of enotion for the god to feed on

Wul d he have to protect the son fromhis father? He | ooked up into the sky.
It had changed.

The col or was pink, |ike blood-flushed skin.

He wi shed he could believe in a benevol ent god, who woul d gat her them up
and take them away fromthis.

He hated seeing this skin of civilization torn fromevery man and wonan
here. It was ugly. Even nore ugly was knowi ng that the primtive

man- beast had been there all along, inside themall. That as soon as the
civilising forces were renoved it rose up through the depths, like an
ugly ape energing fromthe undergrowth-to take control again.

"Mim.. I'mcold."

Davi d was | ooking up at his mother, shivering. She w apped the towel
around hi m nore snugly and whi spered sonething to him David nodded.
Rut h | ooked up at Mark.

"I need to get David sone dry clothes. And a warm drink."

Mark | ooked across at the Vicar and his flock congregating around the
car avan.

"I"ll get himsonme. It mght be best if we went into the sea-fort,
t hough. Can you manage wi th Davi d?"

"Il manage, Mark. If you could just-"
Bang.

The sea-fort doors crashed open and Chris strode out.



Mar k wat ched hi m stride purposefully across the courtyard toward Ruth
and David. In his hands he held the huge hanmer.

He did not like the ook in the man's eye.

He | ooked as if he had nmade the nost difficult decision of his life. One
that he was determ ned to see through to the bl oody end.

Mark thunbed the safety catch of the shotgun and,
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holding it at hip height, raised the barrels until they pointed at Chris
Stainforth's knees.

This was shit. Mark hoped the feeling he was getting from Chris was
wrong. He liked the man. Christ, if it came to blasting his legs ..

Chris approached them his eyes frozen into an om nous stare, the face
set, a rigid mask of tensed mnuscle.

Mar k Faust put hinself between Chris and Ruth.
"Rut h."

Mark heard the icy calmin Chris's voice.
"Ruth. Bring David."

Chris held the hammer with two hands across his chest as if he were
hol di ng an executioner's sword.

"Chris ..." Ruth began, but Chris turned and wal ked purposefully to the
gates. Wth the hammer he knocked away all but two of the tinber props.

Then he turned and sai d:

"Come on. Bring David. W're |eaving."
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Chapter Fifty

"Come on. Bring David. W're |eaving."

It felt as if the words that spilt fromhis |ips had been spoken by
anot her person.

He hamered away the two renai ning props. Even though the force of the
hamrer bl ows was enough to expl ode yell ow wood splinters fromthe
tinber, he felt in control. No. More than that. He felt over-controll ed;
the kind of deadly cal mbefore the vol cano erupts.

He slid back the gate bolts.

Then he turned and spoke to everyone in the courtyard. Not a shout. H's
voi ce was calm even, anplified by the explosive force growi ng inside him

"Everybody out."



"What!" Mark stared at him
"Get out. You. Everyone. Mve."
"Chris ..." Holding David wapped in the towel, Ruth grabbed his arm

"Chris! You can't send everyone out there."
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"You're mad," cracked Reed, linping forward. "Those things out there
will kill us."

"He's right,"” said Ruth. "It's nurder, Chris."

"You can't Reed t ook another step forward.

Chris raised the hamtmmer to head height. "Get any closer, Reed, and |'lI
crack your skull." He heaved open the gate. "Now ... \Wal k. That goes for
everyone," he called. "Everyone out. No ..."

"Chris," pleaded Ruth, "you can't do this. You can't!"

He smiled grimy. "If they don't run, then they will burn."

"Chris, what have you done? Wat-"

A muffled roar rolled fromthe direction of the sea-fort building. Snoke
spurted from a broken wi ndow on an upper floor.

"Ch, CGod, Chris ... Don't tell ne you've done this."

He turned to the crowd. "Get out. Now. There are six gas bottles in

there. They're full. Wen they go this place will be blown to kingdom cone."

"Chris, you' re out of your mnd
go?"

Mark's eyes bul ged. "Where will we

"Up to the dunes.™
"Why? They can still reach us."

"Why?" Chris | ooked up at the bul k of the sea-fort, snoke bl eeding from

the windows in white streamers. "Wiy? ... Because | want to see this
pl ace burn. | want to see everything |I've worked for, everything |'ve
sweat ed over, cut my hands to shreds for, | want to see it go up in

snmoke and turn to rubble and shit."

A violent hissing was foll owed by a sharp crack and a yel |l ow gl ow t hat
shone through the w ndows.

Feeling that unnatural calmfreeze himinside, he said, "Mve."

He stood by the gate, the hamrer in his hands, watching the villagers
file by; the Hodgsons led the way w thout protest.
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There were no Saf Dar on the causeway now, but six forned a line to the
beach in the sea, their heads above the water |ike blood-red islands set



with two glittering eyes that watched the ragged procession of
frightened villagers. There were nore Saf Dar in the dunes. Four stood
across the coast road.

They were massing. The hunted were wal king as nmeekly as lanbs to the
hunt ers.

M and Ms Smith pushed Ms Jarvis in her wheel chair.

The rest followed.

No one | ooked himin the eye. They all stared zonbielike in front of
them Not running, just wal king. They crossed the causeway, the sea
swirling around their feet, while on either side of themthe bigger
breakers rumnbl ed shorewards, splashing over the watchful heads of the

things in the ocean.

The Reverend Horace Reed passed out through the gates, dog-collar
spl ayed outward. The man was afraid.

Chris | ooked up at the sky. The mist gl owed a hot red.

It was nearly here.

Soon man and god would neet. On this spur of sand and rock. It had been
si x hundred years since the |ast encounter. Along time for flesh and
bone to wait. How long for the thing that |ived before the existence of
life itself?

It didn't have a nane now. Chris breathed deeply. It just was. It was
everything. Everything you could see, feel, breathe, taste, hear. It was
everything you could be and do. Chris knew it had al ways been there. It
was part of him It was nerely stepping fromshadow to |ight.

A mental image flowed into Chris's mnd. Two dancers. Dancing close. So
cl ose you think they are one person, nmoving in a perfect synchronised
rhythm Now they begin to separate.
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Two dancers ... nmoving slowy apart. Now you can see their faces.

One has your face.

The other's face-you see it clearly for the first tine. You feel the
cold points of spider |egs running down your back

The ot her dancer has a face that is shockingly famliar.
It has your face. But your face is altered sonehow
Mar k hel ped Tony past Chris.

The big man's face expressed reproach. Tony's eyes belonged to the m nd
of a man that was [ ost and mad somewhere inside his head.

They passed by.

Then came the idiot girl with her mother. Then the Major carrying Mac.
He patted its head, his eyes staring straight ahead. He went outside.



Last of all, Ruth, still carrying David. She'd hooded the blue-striped
towel over his head as if it would protect himfromwhat waited
patiently outside.

"Wy, Chris?"

He | ooked into her eyes. Even though they were frightened they were
strong. She would fight for her son's survival until her heart beat no nore.

He wanted to answer her, but a barrier forned between his nmnd and his
voi ce. He | ooked back at the sea-fort.

The scene left a photographic image in his mnd as he turned and wal ked
out through the gates one |ast tine.

Even as he followed his wife and child across the causeway, oblivious to
the cold water sucking at his ankles, he held that inage. The car they
had bought just the nonth before; the caravan they had noved into as
happy as children going on holiday; the cannon he had bought from
Reverend Reed", which would have formed an i npressive entrance to the
sea-fort; the sea-fort itself, built frombutter-colored stone. Inits

t wo- hundr ed-year history, it had never had to weather a siege. Until | ast
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week. Its builders would have been proud that it had fulfilled its purpose.
Now its destruction woul d come frominside-not outside.

Chris's feet were sure across the causeway stones. He followed Ruth and
the others by the rusting mass of nmetal that had been WAi nwright's car

Waves rocked it back and forth.

He passed the Saf Dar. Five yards away in the sea, their heads turned
snoot hly to watch hi m pass.

The Stainforths joined the rest of the villagers on the beach above the
high-tide mark. They clustered there |ooking like an O d Testanment tribe
waiting for the end of the world.

Ahead stood a line of Saf Dar, like statues. No hurry for themnow The
villagers were helpless. It would be as easy as harvesting pluns froma
tree.

Bet ween them they had three shotguns with barely a dozen shells, the
Maj or his revolver with two rounds.

There were now fifteen Saf Dar either in the dunes, on the beach, or in
t he sea.

Ruth sat on the beach with David in her arnms. Qther villagers sat down
too. They were waiting for this cold, cold dreamto finish.

"What now, Chris?" hissed Mark. "W can't get any further. In God' s nane
what do you propose we do?"

"I know what |'mgoing to do. I'mgoing to watch nmy property burn."

He wal ked to the edge of the group as the Saf Dar slowy forned a w dely



spaced ring around them Fromthe dunes wal ked anot her procession

Wai nwright, the Fox twins, the drowned little boy. The dead fi shernan.
The pilot. They were noving in for the kill, their mnds cruelly

dom nated by the Saf Dar.

The sea-fort stood in the surf. Fromit snoke streaned
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up, making the thing look like the cooling tower of a power station
Sacrifice.

This was Chris's sacrifice.

After entering the sea-fort building, he had first collected his hanmer;
then he found the jerry can of petrol. A petrol bonb renmained fromthe
earlier attack on the Saf Dar. He took that too. Wth the jerry can
slowy swinging in one hand, the bottle of petrol in the other, and the
hamrer tucked beneath one arm he noved purposefully to the roomin
which were stored the liquid petroleumgas bottles, standing there in a
line |ike blue soldiers. Against one side of the roomwas a stack of
wooden boards. On the wi ndow David's goldfish continued its manic
circling of the bow .

Wth alien calm he renoved the top fromthe jerry can and tipped petro
over the wooden boards, then the gas bottles. Above, the ceiling was
ti mber. Two hundred years old and dry as a wafer

The stench of petrol bit into his nostrils. He retraced his steps to the
corridor; rested the hanmer against the wall; lit the rag w ck around
the neck of the bottle then tossed it into the roomw th the gas
bottles. The flare of heat scorched his face.

Still calm he had picked up the hammer and wal ked out si de. The gas
bottl es woul d have to heat up inside the inferno for a good five to ten
m nutes before they burst. Then they would go up like a bonb.

Now he wat ched the sea-fort fromthe beach. The vill agers watched too.

This was his sacrifice; his dream about to erupt into flane. He had
| oved the place. Nothing in his Iife had ever been so inmportant to him
Now he was giving it up. He was sacrificing his nmost precious possession

Tony and Reed had been right. The ancient god had a contract with
everyone who cane to live on this stretch
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of coast. Even though the inhabitants m ght not know it, that contract
was still valid.

This old god expected it to be fulfilled. It demanded the sacrifice. In
return it would trade sonething of its own.

And this was no gentle god, meek and mld, it was a god of nuscle,
sinew, blood, life and death. If the deal wasn't fulfilled, then there
woul d be only the full force of its fury. He knew the Saf Dar woul d
becorme the vehicle of that fury. The human race woul d have nore than
just its fingers burned.



In the sea-fort he had realized that their survival depended on hi m now.
No one el se could help. He had to act.

This was his trade, then. The grief he would feel at the destruction of
the sea-fort. His dreamfor the future

He knew that in a few hours the Saf Dar woul d have been inside the
sea-fort. They would hound the villagers through the building, breaking
them apart with their bare hands. He saw hinself frantically trying to
barricade Ruth, David and hinmself into a room the red things swelling

t hrough the passages to rip down the flinmsy doors. Then what woul d those
nonsters subject themto? He imagi ned them snat ching David, crying, from
his mother's hands and dragging himaway to the beach ... playing with
himfor a while first.

What woul d they do to Ruth? Those things had been nmen once. Now they
were inflated with a supernatural life force that m ght have inflated
their other appetites too.

Then later they would be |ike Wai nwight and Fox. They woul d becone the
Saf Dar's puppets, marching across the countryside to the next town,
their bodies driven on by the sheer power of the life force that would
bloat themwi th its cancerous vitality.

He wat ched the sea-fort.
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Concentrated everything on it. This was his dream All the

stomach-tw sting endeavour to buy the place. The work; all the noney
they had poured into it. This place was going to be his future. H's
fam |y would grow up there

Then, as he watched, the white snoke streaming fromthe building turned
yellow. A flash swelled up fromthe well of the courtyard in a burst of
flane.

Later cane the thunder runmble. Fire poured upward through the rising snoke.
He wait ed.

This was it. H s hone, his business, his future had just become a bonfire.
What did he feel ?

Cone on, Chris, what do you feel?

Everyt hi ng you' ve worked for is burning.

Where's the bitter grief at losing it all?

What do you feel ?

| feel nothing.

The realisation thudded hone.

Not hi ng. | feel nothing.



He rocked on his feet.

The sacrifice had not worked. He was supposed to feel the pain of the
loss. He didn't. The sea-fort had been just a pile of stone. The | oss
just wasn't that inportant. He had no outburst of enption to give to the
god. He would receive nothing in return. Now t here was nothing he could
do to save his famly or neighbors.

Above, the sky was turning a brighter red; the sand beneath his feet
began to steam

In the sea-fort the bottled gas nmust have burned itself out. The
buil ding, still intact, was just pouring out snoke to that living red sky.

Feeling a cold enptiness, Chris turned to the villagers who were
wat chi ng him
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"Sorry ... | thought..." The enptiness inside robbed himof speech

Mark and the Hodgson brothers had raised their shotguns. They turned to
face the red nmen as they took another step toward the vill agers.

Confused, the Major took a shaking step away fromthe group. "I want to
go home," he muttered, bew ldered. One of the red nen noved toward him
its long arnms swinging by its side in a way that seenmed so relaxed it

was sinister. Like a professional rmugger strolling toward another victim

Snarling, the old man's dog | eapt at the man-shaped nonster. It tore at
the thing's shins with its small teeth. For a second the thing did not
react. Then one of its long arns swept down.

Mac screaned |ike a child.

H s spine broken, the dog dragged itself frantically along the beach by
its forelegs, its back |legs dragging a nmoist furrow through the sand.

"Mac, come here, boy. Come back, boy. Come back..." From somewhere in
the mi st came a sudden crack. The dog stopped squealing.

The Saf Dar took another slow step forward. The circle tightened around
the vill agers.

Davi d opened his eyes and pulled the towel fromhis head. The graze
above his forehead tingled. For a while he had been frightened. He had
cl osed his eyes. Everything had seenmed dark and cl oudy inside his head.
Then in his nmind he had seen two peopl e dancing. Very, very, very,
close. In fact he thought at first it had been one person. A boy, Ilike
him Then they had noved apart. There were two peopl e.

Then the dark clouds inside his head had broken apart and a brightness
i ke sunshine had cone flooding down. The ot her dancer spoke to him
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Davi d | ooked around at the people on the beach: Tony Gateman sitting
down, | ooking sad; Mark with the gun to his shoul der. The nasty red nen
were there. Hs numwas |ooking at his dad in a funny way, her eyes
watery and silvery.



Tears.

"Don't cry, Mum | know what to do. To nake it all better.”

She shushed himgently. She had not understood.

But he understood what had to be done. He knew a secret grown-ups didn't.
"I want to stand up, Mum"

She |l et him go.

The towel slipped onto the sand. He knew what to do. And he had to do it
NOW.

It was tine.

H s dad was not |ooking his way. He was staring at the red nen. David
waited until his nmum | ooked the other way.

Then he ran.
"Chris!" Ruth's voice pierced his ears. "Get him"
Chris | ooked round.

David had run down the beach in the direction of the causeway. He ran
between two Saf Dar who nade no effort to catch him

Plenty of tinme for that.

Plenty of time to play with the little boy in our own special way.

Chris bounded down the beach, the hamrer gripped tightly in his hand.

By the time he reached the causeway, David was a third of the way across.
"Davi d! Cone back... You can't go back there."

David didn't, or pretended not to, hear him He ran
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on; a small blond-haired figure in a red sweatshirt and jeans, bare feet
spl ashi ng through the surf.

Chris struggled through the waves. Now they were above knee-deep, naking
runni ng nearly inpossible.

By sone fluke, David must have been runni ng between waves. He ran easily
and fast.

He prayed that a wave woul d not knock David into the sea. Flanking the
causeway were Saf Dar. Witing.

He noved as quickly as he could, not knowi ng what he woul d do when he
caught up with David. The seafort was alight. Maybe not all the gas
bottl es had expl oded. The snpoke woul d be choking. How coul d they return
to the shore?



If they did, they would only nmeet the Saf Dar. Tine ... life was running
out .

Sonet hing tw sted around his ankle. He pitched forward, sliding along
the cobbles on the palns of his hands and knees. Picking up the hamrer,
he kicked free the Iong strand of seaweed that had bound itself around
hi s ankl e.

Then on his knees he suddenly stopped.

He knew he woul d chase after David no | onger

He watched his little boy | eave the causeway and run through the open
gates of the sea-fort. Smoke rolled through themand up into the

fl ame- col ored sky.

He should save his son. Hi s inner voice begged himto go on, to bring
his son out of the burning building.

But anot her voice, the voice of the other dancer, said No.

The voice, clear and overpowering his, rang through his mnd: It's tinme
to | eave David now.

As Chris Stainforth knelt there, the water curling around his |egs, the
final blast cane.

This time the expl osion was titanic.

The sound tore open the sky with a trenendous crack. A fountain of flane
shot up fromthe courtyard, turning
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the sea the color of liquid gold. He screwed his eyes to slits.

But he had to keep watching. He knew he had to.

The top half of the buil ding-the wi ndows, the bal cony-split fromthe
rest. In a single piece it rose into the sky, flames spurting fromthe

bottom cracking |ike thunder

Li ke some stone rocket it rose higher and higher toward the rose-col ored
sky.

Then, with horrible slowness, it tore itself in tw. Bleeding fire and
snoke, it dropped piece by piece into the sea.

Chris's eyes opened wi de. Fragments of burning wood were raining down
fromthe sky all around him to fall into the sea with a sharp sizzling
sound. A burning tire fromthe car dropped like a meteor onto the
causeway ten feet in front of himand rolled into the sea.

The sea-fort was a nmound of bl azing rubble.

Davi d.

Chris, the father, had knelt there and let his son run into the
bui | ding. Now David |lay crushed beneath that inferno.



As if a handful of skin had been torn fromhis face, he how ed.
Hs only son

An aval anche of nenories swept everything fromhis mnd

It was nore than grief; it knocked the breath from his body.

Davi d. He remenbered how t hree days after he was born they had brought
hi m home from hospital wapped in a white shawl. The time he had fallen
fromhis bike and cut his chin. He was three years old; Chris had been
nearly mndless with worry. Driving himto hospital, David in Ruth's
arms in the back. And two years ago, when David had woken in the mddle
of the night crying and
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hol di ng his head, saying it hurt him Chris had convinced hinself it was
nmeningitis.

When David had first started school a bigger boy began bullying him How
can someone punch a four-yearold child? David, his eyes |arge, had

cal My catal ogued how the boy had hurt him punches, kicks, bending
fingers back, jabbing a thumb into his spine. All the times Chris had
taken his son to school then wal ked away. David had watched himw th
those big frightened eyes, giving hima little wave and a forced snile
knowi ng that the bully would be waiting for himaround the corner

God ... You try to protect your children. There are so many cruel things
waiting to hurt them a car traveling too fast; a dormant cancer waki ng
in their bones to kill them by inches; or choking to death on a piece of
appl e.

You're afraid some pervert's going to snatch your son or daughter off

t he paverment. Even fromthe garden. You see it over and over in your

m nd. Sone facel ess man, gripping your child by the hand, pulling them
al ong crying and frightened. Then doi ng what to thenf?

You' ve read enough newspaper reports to know. The renmenbered fragnents
of text, odd sentences, streamup in a poisonous flow through your m nd
little girls, little boys, abducted, tortured, killed.

The little details haunt you. The little girl nurdered and left in a
deep-freeze. Police find a single tear, frozen to her cheek. Perverts
forcing whi skey down the throat of the five-year-old boy. They hold him
by the throat too hard. He is asphyxiated. The little boy had only gone
to the canal to watch the swans.

For years and years he had read these reports. He had wi shed over and
over that he could have surprised one of these perverts just as they
abducted a child. He woul d have broken every bastard bone in their body.
Those thoughts had sifted through his mind for years.
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He had tried as hard as humanly possible to keep David safe from harm

He had fail ed.



A change took place inside him

The icy calmbroke. A fury began to run through him bitter, and burning
like fire.

"Bast ards!"

Chris stood up, the huge hamer gripped in his two hands.

"Bast ards!"

Those red men had caused this. The Saf Dar. They had destroyed Chris's
life. They had taken away his son. They had robbed himof the reason to
live.

Bast ar ds.

Fucki ng bast ards.

What have | done to you?

He wal ked back toward the beach, fury punping his legs, forcing him
t hrough the surf |ike a man-of -war.

The hamrer seened to quiver in his hand.

The Saf Dar's circle was tightening around the people on the beach
Chris didn't give a shit now

He wasn't wal king away fromthis one.

Those bastards killed my son

Revenge.

The word had a beautiful power. Revenge. It resonated inside his skull
REVENGE

The nonsters would pull himapart |ike roast chicken, but he woul dn't
run away fromthis. No. This was where he stood and fought.

Fury thundered through him bursting inside, lighting UP his arms and
legs in a rush of blazing power.

The first red man turned to face him glass-splinter eyes gl eam ng
hungrily. The lips parted in a vicious grin. It lifted its gorilla arns,
nmuscl es bunching, distorting the skin and veins.
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"Bastard!"

Fury ripped a screamfromhis throat; he swung the hamer at the fl at
red face.

He had not expected it.

The i npossi bl e happened.



The massive iron head of the hamrer swung down into the face-dead
center. And it kept on going, the fury-driven swing sending it down

t hrough the spade-li ke forehead, down between the eyes, splitting open
the nose to weck the jaw, driving out teeth to punch through the skin.

The red man crashed back onto the sand, flat out, arns and |egs
outstretched as if he had fallen froma tower bl ock

One to Chris's left lurched forward furiously, its arnms reaching out,
the fingers flexing to snap his neck

The anger bl azing through Chris powered himinto something nore than
human. Arnms straight out, he swng the hammer toward the side of the
nonster's head.

The head exploded like a paint-filled balloon; splinters of bone,
cancered brain, and a gobful of black shit hung through the gaping hole
the hammer had nade.

The thing' s knees bent and it fol ded dead on the sand.

Shouting, he twi sted around to face the next one. He was how i ng,
swearing, the fury blasting through his whole being Iike a high-pressure
hose; its intensity hurt, but there was a sweetness too, a sweet pain
like pulling a deeply enbedded thorn from your finger

"Kill me!" he roared at the red man. "Do it. Do it!"

He wanted the thing to rip himapart and end his life. He didn't want to
live knowing he had failed his son

"Come on! \What are you waiting for? Kill me!" he bellowed furiously. The
fire blazed in him fromhis balls to his brain; it torched the core of
hi s bei ng.

"Kill me! Cone on, | want you to kill nel™
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He wal ked forward, body burning, the hammer above his head.

Then he saw it.

The realization stopped hi mdead.

He had | ooked into the nonster's face and seen for the first tinme an
expression of the enmotion it felt.

On that great flat face there was ... fear

This lunmp of man-shaped shit was actually frightened of him
He noved forward, hamrer sw nging over his head.

The creature groaned.

Fear. He scared that great bul ging bl ock of nuscle.

The know edge uplifted him He felt strength flow ng through him He



felt a new power. H's fury met with it; fused with it and-

The hanmer tore off the nonster's face.

Facel ess, terrified, it turned and tried to run

The next hamrer bl ow snapped its spine. It fell to the sand, face down.

He didn't stop to finish it off. He wal ked over it, his feet stanping
down, cracking the ribs |ike w shbones, rupturing its internal organs.

The remai ni ng Saf Dar were backi ng away now, | ooking fromone to the other

They didn't | ook so big now. Their arnms | ooked thinner. The | ook of evil
had been replaced by one of fear

This shouldn't be happening ... Chris knew what they were thinking. This
wasn't what was supposed to happen. These people fromthe sea-fort were
sheep.

Wl |, one sheep had turned into their nenesis. The avengi ng angel

He noved anong them He noved fast. The hammer becane an extension of
his arms; it had no weight, it sliced through the air like a bl ade,
poundi ng a skull to red nush here, separating an armfroma torso there.
The Saf Dar howl ed and ran in terror.
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And he exulted in their destruction.

For a few days the Saf Dar had soaked up the power fromthis chunk of
coast. That force had animated them driving themonto fulfil their own
war ped passions. But now the power was |eaving them No, not quite that.
Sonet hi ng was taking away that power-and redirecting it through Chris
Stai nforth.

Even as he cracked open another face he saw that they were weakeni ng.
Their skin was winkling, like a tomato left too long on a shelf. Inside
they were wthering, muscles shrinking. Their skin was turning
gray- bl oodl ess. They stunbl ed across the beach and died as the nassive
bl ock of iron hammered themto nush.

Wthin mnutes he faced the last one. It trenbled.

He | ooked into that gray face. The eyes were sticky white drops, weak,
barely focused. The face twisted into an expression of utter, bottonl ess
fear.

It raised its thin white hands to its face.

He rai sed the hamrer high, ready to swing it down on top of its hairless
gray head.

But he did not bring the hamer down.

Vel ling up fromdeep inside himwas a huge swelling of absolute power;
it rocketed up through the core of his body, up through his throat, to



hi s nout h.

Then he roared out an ear-bruising cry. The sound rolled over the beach
and away, to reverberate down and down and down to another sea, which
bel onged to a different world.

For ever and ever, world wthout end.

Anmen.

Before him the |last Saf Dar crunbled without being touched. Its skin
peel ed away fromits head, exposing shriveled eyes that |ooked bl eakly
back at Chris. As if nolded fromice-cream the body nelted, dribbling
down to form pools of gray on the beach
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Seconds later it flopped onto the sand with a wet smacki ng sound.

As he wal ked slowy back to Ruth and the villagers, the sea slid in to
wi pe away the nelting remains of the dead men.

He knew. They woul d not come back this tine.

The villagers watched himin silence.

Chris | ooked down toward the surf. A line of figures- Wi nwight, the
Fox twi ns, Hodgson, the drowned boy and the others-was filing into the
sea. They wal ked calmy, like sleepwal kers. Now a greater voice was

calling. They obeyed. Their nightmare was over too.

He dropped the hamer to the sand, put his armaround his wife, and they
crossed the causeway together, back to the sea-fort.

They stood together in what was left of the courtyard, the car a
crunpl ed netal box beneath the nmasonry. What was |eft of the caravan bl azed.

Hardly one stone stood above another; there was just a heap of rubble
rising fromthe sea. Here and there, like a scattering of yell ow
daffodils, small flames flickered through the rubble.

| killed our son. Chris wanted to say the words, but nothing cane.

He had his armaround Ruth. She said nothing. She seemed sonehow inert,
as if part of her life had left her

A car tire hissed as air escaped fromthe burning rubber.

He felt enmpty now. The huge reservoir of bitterness, frustration, rage
had been spent.

Ruth. | sacrificed our son. The words woul d have to cone out soon. | let
himrun in here. | waited. Knowing it would blow and that our only son
woul d be kill ed.

| sacrificed our six-year-old boy.

The contract is fulfill ed.
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That ol d god that resides behind our shadows mil ked ne dry of the grief
and rage | felt. And took them away to use for its own purposes,
what ever they are.

And it gave me the strength in return to destroy the Saf Dar utterly and
conpl etely.

Sonet hi ng touched his foot. Something soft. For a second he was afraid
to | ook down, guessing it m ght be-

He forced his eyes to travel downward, down fromthe sky now cl earing,

the blue of early evening show ng through, down over the nounds of

rubble with their scattering of fires, past the wecked car, the

caravan, with its scorched curtains trailing across the ground, and down to-

-a flattened, scorched ball. The one David had played with that norning.
He noved it with his foot.

The feeling that came over himnow was one of enornpus sadness. David
woul d never leap onto their bed in the norning, |aughing, pulling him
out of bed. Asking if he could go and watch a Superman video as they ate
their cornfl akes together.

Al'l that had gone.

He stared down at the punctured ball. Its edges blurred as Chris felt

his eyes prickle, as if little needle-points were touching the skin
around hi s eyes.

"Dad..."

No ... He wanted to shut off the mind video now No nore.
"Dad ... | want to go now.'

" Davi d?"

Ruth's voi ce.

Chris | ooked up. On a mound of stones a figure stood, |ooking snoky and
i ndi stinct agai nst the sun now pushing through the nist.

"David!" Ruth's voice rose into a piercing squeal
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The snoky figure junped down into the courtyard. And becane solid.
David flew toward them

"I hidin the cellar, Mum | went down inside ... and bang! Then | got
out again."

Chris crouched down and threw his arnms around his son, hugging him
tightly. Ruth wapped her arns around both of them

Chris whispered, "David, I... I'msorry ... I"'mcrying ... I'mactually
crying. I'msorry ... stupid ..."



"It's not stupid,"” said Ruth, kissing her husband and son. "It's not
stupid to cry."

He held onto his wife and son and wept. The sound that cane fromhis

t hroat was not sobbing. He felt it rather than heard it, as it flowed
fromhimin sweet notes, |ike the sound of sone delicate, mystic nusic.
Sonet hi ng i nsi de him had been nmade new agai n.

He held his wife and son close, feeling the animal warnth of their bodies.
Meanwhi | e, the sound of the ocean gradually changed.

The tide had turned.
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Chapter Fifty-one

"Afternoon, Chris. Running to schedul e?"

Chris | ooked down fromthe top of the |adder to where the Mjor stood
with two West Highland terrier puppies which pulled enthusiastically at
their | eads. The Major shielded his eyes against the brilliant Cctober
sunshi ne.

"Just about."

"When you openi ng?"

"A week on Friday."

He chatted to the Major who watched himat work with his keen bl ue eyes
whil e the white puppies nipped at the laces of his highly polished brogues.

He found it hard to picture the Major as he had first seen himsix
nmont hs before. Then the old sol dier had wandered around the village in
crunpl ed clothes, his eyes sliding out of focus as senility ate at his
m nd. The old Major had vani shed |i ke an exorcised ghost.

Li ke everyone el se who returned fromthe sea-fort, he
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had changed. The Major could pass for a man in his fifties.

He | aughed. "These two are a handful. Nearly called them Donner and
Blitzen. You know, Thunder and Lightning. But we're al npst
house-trai ned, aren't we, boys?" the Mjor waved an enthusiastic cheerio
and allowed hinmself to be pulled on down the street by the dogs.
Ginning, Chris returned to the job.

"Want me to hold the | adder for you, Dad?"

Davi d stood astride his new bi ke, one foot resting on the bottom rung.

"No thanks, kidda. Nearly done."



The | adder juddered again as David used it to push hinself off,
pedal I ing hard along the curving drive in the direction of the village
street.

Chris's dreamwas conming true at last. The insurance conpany had paid up
wi thout a murmur for the loss of their car, the caravan, and the
sea-fort itself.

Wth the noney they had bought the redundant vicarage in Qut-Butterw ck.
The buil ders had carried out the conversion work superbly. Soon the
Vi carage Hotel would be open for business.

"Magic, isn't it?" he'd say to Ruth.

"Magic it is."

But then |ife had been nothing short of magic these |ast six nonths.
The awkward questions they had expected fromthe police-two people

m ssing, an old fortress torn apart by a col ossal expl osi on-never arose.
They took phot ographs of the wecked buil di ngs, made notes, and
swal | owed everything he told them Not that they were stupid. It was
somet hi ng about CQut-Butterw ck and Manshead which altered the way they
t hought .

Davi d cane pedal ling down the gravel drive

"When are we going down to the beach?"
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"I'n about twenty mnutes. Wen |I've finished this."

"I's Mum com ng?"

"If she feels up to it."

"I"'mup to it." Ruth | eaned out of the wi ndow at his side, smling
"This doesn't make you an invalid, you know. "

"Mum ... How did you get that baby in your stomach?"

"Your dad'll explain later.'
you, Dad?"

She grinned at Chris mschievously. "Wn't

"Alot later."

" Cof f ee?"

"Love one, thanks."

Rut h shut the wi ndow.

They had not planned anot her baby just yet, but... it had happened.

The nenory of the day he had set fire to the sea-fort was now oddly
flattened. Al nost dreamlike. After they had stood on the beach to watch
the sticky nmess, what was left of the Saf Dar, being washed cl ean away

fromthe beach by the surf, they had wal ked back to the village. There
someone had suggested a beach barbecue. But it was nore than that. A



wi | d cel ebration-euphoric; an ancient exultation.

Qdd images flitted through his mnd. The feasting on nounds of steak
The bl azing tinber on the beach. People had even burnt their furniture.

And he remenbered running with Ruth through the dunes, their bare feet
flicking across grass and sand. They were running and | aughi ng. The next
i mge: both naked, rolling over and over in the rough grass. They had
never nmade | ove |ike that before. Their bodies had collided Ilike

expl odi ng stars.

Then it was over.

He had been conscious of a |ong period of peace, and a sense of quiet
satisfaction, which remained with him
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And when they learnt that Ruth was pregnant they both accepted it as a
natural part of the sequence of events.

A sequence, a mmgi cal sequence, that was continuing.

He | ooked to his left. The trees that screened off the church were
turning gold, those in the orchard bent under the massive wei ght of apples.

The vill age | ooked a nore affluent place than it had done for years,
with new cars in the drives. Beyond the cottages the sea, as blue as the
sky it mrrored, rolled in over the sandy beach

Qdd fragments of recent menory ran through his m nd. John Hodgson
smling proudly, leaning over his farmgate, plunp fingers knitted
toget her, saying: "Bleeding mlk yield s gone through the roof. W're
going to do our own cheese with it. Y can't pour the stuff away, can
you? It's not right."

Rosi e Tamworth, the retarded girl, had always called Chris Mfter
Th-tainfer. Yesterday, she had sung out, "Hello, Chris," her voice as
bright as a silver bell.

Mark Faust had tal ked a | ot about the Mary-Anne and the |loss of his
crewmates. Chris guessed that the big Anerican was going through a
peri od of healing. Recently, Mark had been prom sing to take a boat out,
for the first time, to where the ship and crew he | oved lay on the
sea-bed. It was tinme to say goodbye to them

Ms. Jarvis, who should have been crippled with spinal cancer, wal ked
along the street in the direction of Mark's shop, a basket over her arm
She gave a cheerful wave. Chris waved back

"I"ve never seen a whole comunity like this,"” Ruth had said. "I can't
believe it. Everyone's so happy."

"Don't knock it. That's because we live in an enchanted village." Chris
had said it lightly. But he believed it. Magical. Enchanted. Yes. A
happy enchant nment .

He found it hard to describe. The nearest he could get to putting it
into words was to suggest that these couple
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of miles or so of coast had become sexy. Like the sexy girl who works in
t he newsagent's. You find yourself going to buy a nagazine you don't
really want because you know she'll be there. Wen you see her you get a
war m buzz of sexual electricity goosing through you. Compared with the
rest of the world the very nol ecul es of the place seened to dance to a
ri cher rhythm

Davi d pedal | ed down the drive as Tony Gateman strolled toward the house.
"Hi, David. How s school ?"

"Fi ne, thanks. How s the pub?"

Tony | aughed heartily.

Chris came down the | adder. He'd slipped into this rel axed cust om of
chatting to neighbors. Time was a plentiful commopdity in Qut-Butterw ck.

They chatted for a while. Then he began to suspect that Tony had cone
for nore than small-tal k. There was something on the man's mnind

After five mnutes it canme out.

"Chris, | haven't told you this, but for the | ast few weeks |I've been
attenpting to put down on paper what happened to us at Manshead over
t hose few days in April."

"You' re not going public?"

"No, perish the thought. Everyone in the village agreed to keep it
secret. I'mcertainly going to abide by that. No, it's ... it's just
that | want to get this thing straight in my mind. Call it intellectua
conceit, but | want to work out what happened up there."

"Perhaps there's no need. Any nore than you really need to know why the
sun rises each nmorning. It happens. It's beautiful. That's all we need
to know. "

Tony smled. "Hunor ne, Chris. \Wat happened on that final day?"
"I'n a nutshell, sone kind of sacrifice took place.
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What ever cane here-god, cosmic spirit-took what was offered and paid us
inreturn.”

"And the result was that the Saf Dar were destroyed forever. And there
was enough left of that paynent, that burst of supernatural power, to
heal everyone that was sick in the village and | eave us with an
uncanni |y happy and prosperous comrunity."

"True."

"But what was sacrificed?" Tony smiled. "You know | keep recalling what
| read in nmy history books. That in ancient tines the greatest, nost
val uabl e sacrifice was self-sacrifice. In some cultures, the nmen and
worren who sacrificed thenselves in times of acute danger becane gods



t hensel ves. O so the | egends ran." Tony | ooked hard at Chris. "Chris,
what happened to David that afternoon, when he ran back to the burning
sea-fort?"

"Tony, | don't want to think about it. Really | don't."

"Hurmor ne, Chris. Let me put this into words for you. Then stick it in

t he back of your mind and get on with your life." Tony Gateman pressed
his hands together. "David did this. He knew what he had to do. Even if
he wasn't conpletely aware of it consciously. He had to nake you believe
he had died. So that it would release within you that tremendous outfl ow
of enotion-not just grief, hatred, anger, but an enotion so deep
probably so primal, that it has no nane. He knew he had to break that
barri er between your higher mnd and that reservoir of enotion that
burned deep down inside you."

"So ... out it all came,"” Chris whispered. "This eruption of pure
enotion. Whatever it was took it. And paid us with sone of its own
power." He stood up, rolling the words around his mnd. He | ooked out to
sea. Moving away fromthe jetty across the ocean, shining in the Cctober
sunlight, was a rowi ng boat. Chris knew who the giant figure at the oars
was. Wth each slow pull of the oars, Mark Faust noved further away from
the shore.
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"But how could David know all this? He was only six years old."

"David's special. You know that. The things he tells you. Tell ne this,
Chris. Do you ever go out to Manshead?"

"Sonetines. "

"Not i ce anyt hi ng?"

"Yes. And | think I know what you're going to say."

"David told us that when he ran into the burning building he hid in the
cellar. And that the cellar protected himfromthe expl osion that
denol i shed the sea-fort."

"Yes."

"But you know that's not possible, Chris. It wasn't expl odi ng gas
bottl es which destroyed the sea-fort. The detonation came fromwithin
the cellar itself. Perhaps a natural build-up of nethane gas-who knows.
Anyway ... The building collapsed into the hole created by the
detonation. The cellar is full of rubble. No one could have survived in

there."

Chris nodded slowy, trying not to allow his imagination to show him
pi ctures of what might |lie beneath that nound of butter-col ored stone.

As they tal ked, David cane pedalling toward them
"You know what happened now, Chris, don't you? To David?"
"Yes."

"Right. I'mready, Chris. Ch ... hello, Tony."



Rut h wal ked as quickly as the new bulge in her stomach would let her.
She smled. "Soneone tells nme they saw you out wal king with Elizabeth
again."

For the first tine ever, Chris saw Tony blush. "Ah ... That'll be Mark
The old gossip ... Yes. It's true."

Chris grinned. "Sonething you're not telling us, Tony?"

"Time for the beach, Dad? called David, catching hold of Chris's leg to
steady hinself on the bike.
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"Sure is, kidda. Com ng, Tony?"

Tony | aughed. "Love to. But | have ... er
"An appointrment with Elizabeth?" Ruth's smle broadened.

Tony colored again. "I'Il, er, walk part of the way with you."
"Can | go down on ny bike, MinP"

"I expect so. Come on." In the warm sunshi ne, nother and son wal ked
ahead, Ruth waddling slightly, David on the bike wobbling a |ot.

Chris did not bother to | ock the door. There was no need to be
security-conscious in Qut-Butterw ck.

"So ... Chris." Tony spoke in a | ow voice as they foll owed. "You know
what happened to David, don't you?"

"Yes, | do, Tony."

| do know. | know that on that afternoon in April ny six-year-old son
returned fromthat place to which we all ultimately travel. And now
know he will growinto a man the world has not seen in centuries, if not

t housands of years.
"chris?"

They had reached the crossroads.

"Yes, | know what happened, Tony." Chris sniled. "And | know things are
going to happen to David in the future-wonderful things. But that's in
the future. For now, |'ve made up my mind not to think about it too

closely."

Tony sm | ed back, understanding. "You're right. Enjoy your |ovely
famly, Chris. You're a lucky man." Tony straightened his tie.
"Present abl e?"

"Presentable, old son."

"Right ... Wsh nme luck. Cheerio."

Tony wal ked qui ckly away al ong the street.



At the crossroads, Chris paused for a nonent, |ooking around at the
village he called home, the handful of
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cottages, Mark Faust's store, the pea-green village hall, the tip of the
church tower al npbst hidden by autumm trees. He nodded with a quiet
sati sfaction-then he followed his fanily down to the sea.
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