
        
            
                
            
        

    
  


  


  


  IN SPACE the Russians and Americans squander billions on pointless projects.


  ON EARTH there is anarchy. Civilisation is breaking down.


  Gangs of killers roam the rubbish-strewn streets. Fuel and food shortages have made the population desperate. Through the countryside bands of mystics calling themselves the Planet People chant their crazed beliefs.


  Professor Bernard Quatermass, once a space pioneer himself, is an old man now. Disgusted and appalled by the state of the world, he has one final mission—to find and save his young granddaughter. She may have joined the Planet People. He follows as thousands of them converge on the ancient stone circle of Ringstone Round.


  It is there that he witnesses an event that defies all sanity. For Quatermass it is the beginning of a long horror—a terrifying paranormal power has begun to afflict the Earth.


  


  


  


  QUATERMASS


  “Hello, grandpa.”


  Quatermass felt his heart rate rising. He tried to speak firmly.


  “Get out of my way.”


  His upper arms were suddenly gripped from behind. He managed to get a look at another grinning face. Then a third came at him from the side and wrenched the case from his grip.


  “We’ve got you, mate,” said the first youth. His accent was still unplaceably correct. Public school or an imitation of it. The “mate” jarred.


  Quatermass saw his case open on the pavement, clothes being pulled out of it. He had brought everything with him, having no intention of going back to that filthy hotel.


  “What’s he worth?”


  Quatermass chilled. He was not being robbed but evaluated. “I’m not worth kidnapping if that’s what you . . .”


  Something hit him in the face. “That’s for us to say!”


  Such pain as he had not felt for years. But he knew, through it, that he had only been hit lightly. He saw brass knuckles, but there had been no sound of cracking.


  “Get his teeth out.”


  “Grandpa’s still got his own. Haven’t you?”


  “So get ’em out!”


  This time he saw the knuckles flash. He twisted and the blow grazed his temple. He cried out. He felt himself being swung round, held ready. He knew what came next: the pummelling and kicking that he would not survive.


  Now it was time to plead. He said, “Please . . . please don’t!”


  They were making him wait. Tormenting.


  “PLEASE!”
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  “That was a body!” Quatermass shouted. He leaned forward to rap on the armour-glass and put his mouth as close as he dared to the crude speaking tube. “We ought to go back.”


  The driver pretended not to hear. He was obviously pretending because Quatermass could hear engine noise through the tube. He rapped on the glass again until arthritic pain stabbed his knuckles.


  He peered through the steel mesh on the taxi’s rear window. The body, if it really had been one, was almost out of sight. There were only a couple of street lamps alight in the road and one was feebly intermittent. No help to an old man’s night vision. But it had been a human shape and even in the moment of passing it he had known it was not just drugged or drunk. Now why was that? The limbs, of course, the way they stuck out. Inside the ragged clothes it must have been swollen, probably lying there for days.


  “You don’t go back.” The driver leaned to the speaking tube. So he had heard.


  “I thought it was a human duty,” said Quatermass.


  The taxi’s worn engine roared and they bumped faster over the pot-holes. Perhaps the man had seen immediately what Quatermass was slower to do, that the body was far past aid. He was younger. Better sight, quicker grasp.


  Just the same, a corpse lying at the side of a suburban main road, left to decay—!


  The breath jolted out of Quatermass’s lungs. The taxi thumped across scattered rubble. He managed to hold on to a grab-handle. He glanced out and in the reflected light from their headlamps saw the remains of yet another street barricade.


  Burned-out cars. One had evidently been something expensive, a Lagonda or Lamborghini or the like, that Quatermass had never aspired to.


  “I did not indulge myself,” he had written in his memoirs, “because I simply had no time. In a larger sense my whole life has been indulgence. I did what I wanted to do.”


  Memoirs were an indulgence as well. Sitting there writing in the manse, facing south over the loch where the sun, when it happened to shine, beat up refreshingly off the water. Picking over the past, re-running it all. Recriminations, proofs, apologies. Up at dawn after the brief sleep one needed, to set down what one had just remembered or dreamed: exhilarating moments of insight and invention, the old swamping horrors.


  As one scribbled one slid into fierce arguments with people from another time. There they were making their long-gone technical points about fuel lines or gimbals, and one was always tempted to let oneself win because, bluntly, one had the pen.


  It would go on until somebody looked into the room with a message, or perhaps a bowl of soup, and one found oneself staring at them blankly because they belonged to the present. Sour-tempered Maire. And then, sometimes, Hettie. He should have talked to Hettie—


  “Hold on!” shouted the taxi driver.


  More scattered rubble in the headlights. Oil drums. The taxi jarred against one and the thing barely moved. It must have been full of earth. That was the way they used oil drums in barricades, he had heard.


  “How much further?”


  The driver ignored him and he clung as they rolled round another corner. They seemed to be on an elaborate route. The man must know where the worst barricades were. The no-go areas.


  LONDON IS DEAD! The words flashed in huge streaky letters on a wall.


  So why come here?


  That appalling journey from Scotland, was it only last week?


  People clinging to the train everywhere, actually hanging on to the outside in hundreds. Sitting on the roofs. He remembered ancient film, newsreels before the war, of trains like that in India. But this was his own country. God alone knew why they were making for London. They had passed another train, also smothered with refugees, heading back. As they limped by each other some people fell off. It was said men had jumped from one train to the other, or had tried.


  WHO DONE IT? screamed more paint, WHO BURNED ST. PAUL’S? But it was old paint from a time when somebody might have cared. St. Paul’s had gone long ago, he knew that much.


  No street lamps here, none at all. And the houses were wholly dark. But that was only to be expected at this hour of the night.


  They swung round another corner.


  The driver stamped on his brakes, sending the taxi skidding with locked wheels. Perhaps it was the rubble that saved them, jolting them to a halt a few feet from a barricade. This one looked solid. A pile of bedsteads, crates, railings, a wrecked van.


  After a shaken moment the driver said: “That’s it. Out!”


  “Leave me here?”


  Quatermass felt anger rising. He had struck so much irrational behaviour in the last few days.


  “I can’t get no further,” said the man. “The studio’s just down the street. You can walk it.”


  Quatermass opened the door. Somewhere beyond the barricade there was a glow of lights. That could be the place. Unless the taximan was just setting him adrift.


  “I done me best. Hurry up.”


  “And you want your fare?”


  “No!” The man was pleading. “Where you been, guv? It’s all paid for.”


  Quatermass found his battered leather case and got out. “No Cash Carried” said the notice on the driver’s door.


  “Just get going, guv.”


  He slammed his gears into reverse and the taxi went screaming backwards along the street. Quatermass waited, half expecting to see it crash, but in a moment more it had turned and gone.


  It was a mean street. Small Victorian houses, typical outer London. Nearly all the windows were covered with boards or corrugated iron. Once that would have been to keep squatters out. Now it was probably for protection. There might still be people inside.


  A single street lamp picked out writing on the window boards. The remains of an official poster: CURFEW in huge black letters, followed by a joking couplet to take the taste away: LISTEN FOR THE SIREN SOUND! DO NOT RISK A NASTY WOUND!


  Savage paint streaks, BADDER-MINDOFF RULE OK. Even that looked old. Baader-Meinhof, Badder-Mindoff, the attempt to anglicize the name of the German gangs. Borrowed plumage.


  His feet crunched in the rubble and he tried to pick his way more carefully, to make less noise.


  BADDERS RULE LONDON. That looked more recent. And then KILL! Just that, just kill. Anybody would do.


  He tightened his grip on the case. Don’t hurry, he told himself, keep calm.


  Shots. Three or four of them. But they were distant. Another one. Yes, very far away. Silence after that. No rumble or throb of a living city.


  “Hello, there.”


  The voice was polite, well-spoken. As Quatermass jerked round it flashed into his mind that this was a helper, a vigilante perhaps, somebody concerned for law and order.


  Then he noticed the young man’s deliberately ragged garments, hair woven into a shock of stringlike dreadlocks. But this was a white youth.


  “Hello, grandpa.”


  Quatermass felt his heart rate rising. He tried to speak firmly.


  “Get out of my way.”


  His upper arms were suddenly gripped from behind. He managed to get a look at another grinning face. Then a third came at him from the side and wrenched the case out of his grip.


  Give in, that was the advice, let them take whatever they want. Papers, money, clothes.


  “All right, you’ve got it,” he said.


  They all smiled at that, as if he had made a joke and they were showing themselves politely amused.


  “We’ve got you, mate,” said the first youth. His accent was still unplaceably correct. Public school or an imitation of it. The “mate” jarred.


  Quatermass saw his case open on the pavement, clothes being pulled out of it. He had brought everything with him, having no intention of going back to that filthy hotel.


  “What’s he worth?”


  Quatermass chilled. He was not being robbed but evaluated. “I’m not worth kidnapping if that’s what you—”


  Something hit him in the face. “That’s for us to say!”


  Such pain as he had not felt for years. But he knew, through it, that he had only been hit lightly. He saw brass knuckles, but there had been no sound of cracking. Cool intelligence somewhere was reminding him that an old man’s bones are brittle, that if nothing had shattered it wasn’t so bad. Not yet.


  “Get his teeth out.”


  “Grandpa’s still got his own. Haven’t you?”


  “So get ’em out!”


  This time he saw the knuckles flash. He twisted and the blow grazed his temple. He cried out. His eyes were squeezed shut. He felt himself being swung round, held ready. He knew what came next: the pummelling and kicking that he would not survive.


  Now it was time to plead. He said: “Please—please don’t—”


  He waited for the blows. They were making him wait. Tormenting.


  “Please!”


  A screech filled the street. Light flashed across his lids.


  The hands changed their grip.


  Headlamps. A car horn blaring continuously. Some kind of heavy vehicle crashing through the barricade.


  Quatermass found himself on the pavement. Moments of complete confusion before he realized his attackers were running. A big dog was barking.


  Hands again. Friendly hands, supporting.


  “Easy now.”


  He tried to speak but the words came out as an unintelligble whisper. He had to say it again: “Have they gone?”


  “My dog’s seeing them off.”


  “They were enjoying it,” whispered Quatermass.


  “Of course they were.”


  Quatermass peered at him, feeling blood run into one eye. A quick, intelligent face that he seemed to have seen before.


  “Can you stand up?”


  Quatermass took the proffered hand. No bones cracked.


  “That’s better. Where d’you live?”


  The question was incomprehensible. What was he supposed to say? His address in Scotland?


  “Eh?”


  “D’you live round here?”


  Of course. Natural to think he was a local victim. He looked down and saw his filthy hands, a sleeve ripped and hanging. He found his voice.


  “I . . . I’m looking for the television studios. I’m supposed to be in a programme.”


  “So am I.”


  The young man smiled. And that face was puzzlingly more familiar.


  “Oh?”


  “It could just be the same one. What’s your name?”


  “Quatermass.”


  “I’m Joe Kapp.”


  Of course. They’d told him. Dr. Joseph Kapp. And he’d remembered and been pleased. Quatermass found himself curiously self-conscious. He tried to wipe the blood out of his eye.


  “What a way to meet,” he said.


  Kapp started gathering his scattered possessions from the pavement. Quatermass told him about the taxi.


  “Setting you up for them?”


  “Oh. I don’t think so. I think he was frightened.”


  Kapp whistled, harsh to the old man’s crawling nerves, and the dog came bounding out of the darkness. A huge brute, an Alsatian with a wolf’s mane. Saliva dripped and hung as it investigated him.


  “Good puppy,” Kapp was saying. “This is a friend, puppy.” Quatermass wondered foggily why he addressed it like that, a creature bigger than a Highland calf. It scrambled ahead of them into the waggon, which looked like something strayed from an armoured column. It might once have been built as a delivery van, but it was now smothered under steel mesh and crash bars and deflector plates. Inside it was just as rough.


  They had not far to go.


  Floodlamps switched on as they approached the massive ram-proof gate. BTV said the sign above it, and all round were threats: HALT! PRODUCE IDENTITY! DO NOT PROCEED WITHOUT PERMISSION! GUARDS AUTHORISED TO SHOOT!


  One of the guards came ambling out of the gatehouse munching a sandwich. The carbine hung across his chest lent little conviction.


  “What d’you want?”


  “You’re expecting us. Professor Quatermass, Dr. Kapp.” Kapp passed their plastic identity cards across.


  The guard peered in. “Had trouble?”


  “Yes, so please get on with it.”


  “Badder gang?”


  “Muggers.”


  “Oh, muggers. Them’re just hangers on.” There was a curious pride in his voice as he added: “We got some big Badder gangs round here. They’d’a shot you up.”


  “What about you? Don’t you do anything?”


  The guard grinned. “We don’t go out.”


  He signalled. The gate swung open. Kapp drove into the almost empty car park.


  The studio Quatermass found himself in was a cramped mess. He became aware of it as the shock began to wear off and returning circulation made his wits tingle.


  Squalor.


  British Television. BTV. The result of a shrinkage of all networks into one, a stellar collapse of red giant into white dwarf.


  They had sat him alone in a dark corner and given him a glass of water to sip. The blood was drying on his face. It tickled. He saw dust, split cables, overflowing bags of rubbish. An engineer was probing into a camera that hung tilted on its tripod, hissing and muttering at it. A second camera seemed to be in use, its red lamp on and its lens pointed up at a large painted backdrop. Quatermass twisted his aching neck to look at this. It was of black sky studded with stars, against which two huge unconvincing hands were clasped in friendship. One hand had red stars round it, the other white ones, with attendant Stripes and Hammer-and-Sickle.


  All it conveyed to him was its own crudeness, that it had been drawn by someone who could not draw hands. Only slowly did the intended symbolism dawn. The Hands-in-Space Project, of course. That’s what he was here for.


  “How d’you feel now, Mr. Quatermass?”


  A big balding, soft man.


  “I’m Toby Gough. I’m leading the chat.”


  Quatermass nodded. “I’ll manage.”


  There was a woman with Gough, clutching a little tray of bottles and sponges. But makeup girls ought to be young and bright. This was a down-at-heel sloven.


  She frowned. “Is he meant to be like that?”


  “He’s been mugged,” said Gough.


  “Oh.” She started rummaging in her tray.


  “Happens to all of us,” said Gough.


  “You too?”


  “Broken jaw last time.” He touched it reminiscently, as the makeup woman dabbed at Quatermass’s bloodstains. “Just lean on me. Talk if you feel like it but frankly if you don’t . . . well, nobody’s going to . . . I mean . . .”


  Quatermass felt a surge of irritation. “Care? Notice? Give a damn?”


  Gough took no offence. He seemed relieved at this show of life. He smiled. He said: “You’ll be just fine.”


  Kapp had found his way to the control gallery. The producer was a thin, nerve-shattered woman it seemed unfair to tax with anything.


  “A doctor? At this hour?” She grimaced. “I can never find one even in the daytime.”


  She looked in need of one. From the way her eyes bulged her thyroid was all wrong.


  “How bad is he?” she asked.


  “He was hit on the head,” said Kapp.


  The eyes swelled at him and she was off: “I’m sorry, I’m sorry, I’m sorry! It’s not my choice putting on a programme in the middle of the night! It’s the Americans, their show, their peak hour. Peak hour! Imagine having one, imagine having an audience!”


  “Don’t you have any?”


  “Oh, yes! For two or three hours a day, between power cuts! If their sets haven’t been stolen, and if they haven’t been terrorized out of their houses, then oh, yes, we have an audience!”


  “You keep going.”


  “God knows why! D’you know why they let us go on? Why they insist on us going on? Make-believe! To pretend this is still a civilized country, everything quite normal, etcetera, etcetera!” She sniffed. “Well, we were the best. The best in the whole world.”


  “Television?”


  “Of course television, what else did you think I meant?” Another sniff. “But now . . . peak hour three a.m. And the Russians go along with it because for them it’ll be dawn and it’ll get the bloody masses up early!”


  Toby Gough came in.


  “He’ll survive,” he said. “Tough as an old boot.”


  Kapp disliked the big soft face. He asked: “How did you get him into this?”


  The producer shrugged. “Somebody remembered his name.”


  “He seemed quite willing,” said Gough.


  “Glad of a few pence, the usual thing.” Suddenly conscious of tactlessness. “Oh, sorry dear—”


  “Don’t talk like that,” said Kapp.


  “Present company excepted, of course—”


  Kapp was angry. “I mean about him! Do you know who he was?”


  “Well, we’d hardly have asked him on this—”


  “D’you know what he did?”


  In the offended voice of one who had done his homework and wasn’t being given credit for it, Gough said: “Quite enough, I think. Grand old space boffin, to use a term current in his time.”


  “He was the original.”


  “All right—pioneer, then.”


  More anger would do no good, Kapp knew. “That’s what he was. And some of the real firsts should have been down to him. He earned them in his BRG days.”


  “BRG?” She raised her eyebrows.


  “British Rocket Group.”


  She giggled at that. “Christ, I don’t believe it.”


  Gough nodded. “Yes, there was.”


  “Oh dear, I can imagine—all strikes and subsidies.”


  “No,” Kapp said. “He practically made it with his own hands.”


  “It was a long time ago,” said Gough.


  “All the harder.”


  Gough said with a surprising touch of acuteness: “P’raps he was too soon. You can be and I think he was. His nuclear-powered rocket, for instance—that was way ahead of existing technology. There were far too many things he didn’t know. The thing hadn’t a hope.”


  “What happened to it?” she asked.


  “It blew up. In the Australian desert. Just as well, all things considered.”


  “And that finished him?”


  “No, it didn’t,” said Kapp. “What finished him was politics. The government took his outfit over to make missiles, simple stuff, ground-to-air. Handed it to the military.”


  “But that wasn’t all,” said Gough, “was it?” He looked at Kapp as if expecting him to pick this up. When Kapp didn’t he went on himself: “There were some much odder items on file.”


  “Setbacks of a pioneer?” said the producer. “Well, if you’re always trying to be first—”


  “Not just setbacks. Horrors.”


  “What?”


  “I wanted you to read those reports.”


  “Sorry, no time,” she said.


  “I think you should have.”


  “He wasn’t to blame,” said Kapp. “Nobody can possibly pin any blame—”


  “He took appalling risks: he must have done. The very first crew he sent up—when they returned to Earth they’d all been, well, they were completely—according to those reports they’d ceased to be—” It stuck in Gough’s throat.


  Human, that was what he meant.


  Gough turned to the producer. “You remember. You must remember . . . well, hearing about it?”


  “Christ!” She was remembering all right now. She looked through the thick glass out into the studio. “Christ, that was him? That was his fault?” Her hands started to tremble. She turned to Gough and said: “Toby, you’re not going to . . . I mean, tonight . . . ?”


  “No, I shan’t bring any of that up.”


  “I mean,” she said, “this is supposed to be a jolly celebration. Jolly for somebody, anyway. Oh, look, it’s nearly time, I’ve got to check the satellite link—”


  Kapp left them to it.


  Before his time, too, all that. Or almost. He did remember a happening that might have been it. When he was very, very small, three or four years old, a day of great panic. Being snatched away from radio and television by his weeping mother, as if that would make him safe. His father in a rage that must really have been helpless fear, swearing in furious Yiddish, which he had never done. Yes, that must have been it. The time would have been right, he had worked it out once. About a week after the rocket returned and the world nearly caught a fatal cold. Her crew become monstrous, turned to a spreading blight.


  It was after that they must have changed the rules, tightened controls, enforced quarantine. They had got away with it once. Everybody had.


  Except Quatermass. The stigma stayed on his name.


  He found the old man still in his chair in the corner of the studio. He looked better. The makeup woman had stuck a patch on the cut and was powdering his head. Her treatment made him look unreal but healthier. “There now, love, won’t hardly show,” she said, and shuffled away.


  Quatermass turned solemnly.


  “Dr. Kapp, you saved my life.”


  “Did I?”


  “I think you did.” As if he had been picking it over and had made up his mind clearly. Then he shook his head. “I simply had no idea—”


  “Things are bad,” agreed Kapp.


  “They don’t tell you. You have to see it for yourself, hear and smell—”


  They’re just bland about it,” said Kapp. “Call it the Urban Collapse—then it’s nobody’s fault, it’s just a phenomenon.”


  “But the savagery—!”


  “You ought to see Paris. Or Rotterdam. Or New York or Moscow for that matter—I believe they’re just as bad but there’s no way to go and look. It’s everywhere, not just us.”


  Quatermass kept on shaking his head. “Suburban streets with dead bodies! I’d never have believed—till I came down here last week—”


  “Where do you live?”


  “Eh?” The old man seemed to be having a struggle to recapture the reality of the place he had left. “Oh, quite out of all this. It’s possible, you see, not to be aware—if you’re old enough, and selfish enough. I mean, if you’re content to cut yourself off from everything, and not listen or read—” He broke off. “I live by a loch in the west of Scotland.”


  “Go back there,” said Kapp.


  “As soon as I can.”


  “Go now if you like,” Kapp said. “I’ll help you. I’ll try and get you on a train north. If you’ve got some bribe money—”


  “A train?” Quatermass stared at him. “You know, there were people hanging on the outside. Perhaps I’ll be one of them next time, eh?” Then Kapp’s meaning got through to him and he stared harder. “You mean—now? Walk out on all this?”


  “They don’t care. Why should you?”


  “Oh, no!” The old man sounded unexpectedly emphatic. After a moment he said: “I’m looking for my grand-daughter.”


  The non sequitur was enough to make Kapp wonder. Perhaps, after all, that blow on the head—


  “Your grand-daughter?”


  Quatermass was delving in a side pocket of his heavy tweed suit. The pocket was a big one and bulged full of something. He pulled out a handful of photographs, all identical. He offered one to Kapp.


  “That’s her.”


  A girl in her mid-teens. She looked pretty but more than that she showed character. Something of the old man himself in her eyes. Through the change of male to female, and two generations, it still plainly came out.


  “My daughter’s daughter,” said Quatermass, “Both parents killed on an autobahn. She came to stay with me in Scotland but—” His eyes took on an expression like anger, snapping with it, but it was anger turned inwards. “She—she ran away. Have you any children, Dr. Kapp?”


  “Two, a lot younger.”


  “She’s only sixteen,” said Quatermass. “Do you know, they won’t list them, they gave up years ago. So many gone without trace, and the way things are—” He drifted through a little pause. “I went to Edinburgh first. No help there and—the Assembly Building had just been bombed so, so then I thought if I could get to London, just find some effective person, the right one—”


  “You’re talking about the past.”


  Quatermass nodded. “I’ve found that out.”


  Empty buildings, burned buses, the dreadful shanty town in Hyde Park with its swarms of aggressive beggars. The reek of blocked sewers.


  “Even the hotel I got into. It wasn’t just the phones going dead, and the rubbish. It was what went on there. All night you could hear it. I don’t mean brothel activity, that’s only to be expected. This was, well, fear. Up above the tenth floor, they said—” But he had not wanted to know. Up there, it seemed, the place was no longer a hotel. It was reserved. Express lifts ran from the basement and they worked well. He had heard them busy in the night, and he had heard the screams, high above. He had pulled the patched blankets over his head and shivered.


  “Then I went to Scotland Yard.”


  Kapp knew what would come next. “And you found the pay cops?”


  “Pay—?”


  “Contract Police. They took it over.”


  “They weren’t very helpful.”


  Kapp could imagine, since they included the most vicious bunch of mercenaries ever to come out of South Africa. But of course there were the better ones, who were merely shiftless, venal and thick. The old man might have encountered some of those.


  “So you got nowhere?”


  Quatermass sighed. “They put me on to an agency. But it turned out to be only a man in a cellar. He made the photographs but that was all.” He pointed to the one in Kapp’s hand. “Please keep it. I’ve written her name on the back, see? Hettie. Hester, but she was always Hettie to us. Hettie Carlson. If you should ever happen to—I mean, you might see her somewhere, pure chance, anything’s possible.”


  “I’ll remember,” Kapp promised.


  “Thank you. I’m afraid it’s become an obsession. Forgive me, Dr. Kapp.”


  “I’d feel the same,” said Kapp.


  There was some activity in the studio now. Lamps had been switched on and the disordered camera seemed to have been kicked back into life.


  “I did meet one or two people in the end,” said Quatermass. “People I’d known. Of course they couldn’t help me but they did suggest . . . well, that’s how I come to be here.”


  Two scene hands approached carrying a large model between them. It was a geometrical assembly of spindly girders and docking sections, with winglike solar panels. They set it down on a table without much regard. One of them knocked a fragile panel off. He picked it up and flicked it into a corner with other rubbish.


  “So that’s Spacelab Ten.” Kapp crouched beside the shiny model.


  Everything about it looked disappointingly familiar. Simplifications of previous enterprises, short cuts, lopped development. It was already old-fashioned. It smacked of compromise.


  “Political fakery,” said Quatermass.


  “Of course,” Kapp agreed. “Shop window stuff.”


  “It was out of date before they started,” Quatermass said. “But the amount they’ve wasted on it, the resources!” He turned to Kapp with suddenly sharpened interest. “What about you? Your radio telescope? Did you ever get it set up?”


  Kapp nodded. “And working.”


  The old man was genuinely, hugely pleased at that. “It’s good to hear of something that is. Where?”


  “Out in the wilds, the only possible. I just come to London to sing for my supper. Like tonight.”


  “You get government help? Still?”


  Kapp smiled. “A few pennies. Well, pounds, but they’ve turned into pennies anyway. I don’t need much. Just as well. Why don’t you come to see it?”


  “I might. Some day when—”


  He jumped. A grotesquely amplified voice was shaking the studio. An American voice calling him by name.


  “Bernard Quatermass!”


  He looked about in quick confusion, saw a camera pointing at him with its red lamp on. And now a monitor screen flashed up the image of an athletic man running to fat. He was grinning.


  “Chuck!” the old man cried. “Chuck Marshall, where are you?”


  “New York,” said the image. “I’ve got to link you into the big show tonight.”


  Quatermass turned to Kapp. “Chuck was an astronaut. The Apollo missions—”


  Marshall chuckled. “That really dates me. Say, who’s there with you? Joe Kapp, isn’t it? I’ve met Joe. Hi, Joe.”


  Kapp nodded and smiled as he found the camera on him. This man had been good once. Old astronauts never die, but just the same—the Big Show, said with capitals. Did he really believe it?


  “Five minutes, gentlemen,” called Toby Gough as he came towards them.


  The man on the monitor screen frowned. “Bernard, what have they been doing to you? What happened to your face?”


  Gough saw the annoyance spring into the old man’s eyes, that it should have been so noticeable. He cut in lightly: “On his way to the studio tonight—”


  “Mugged? Oh, hell!”


  “The common lot of mankind, Chuck.”


  Marshall played it lightly back. “Over here they’ve run out. The muggers are mugging each other. Oh, I guess we’re ready. Here’s the picture from the satellite camera. Everything looking good—”


  They saw it. The model again, but on the screen now it had no pieces broken off by careless hands. This was the observatory itself . . . Spacelab Ten, bright against the black star-dotted sky of space. The toy shapes of shuttle craft clung to its docking points or lay in orbit as if stationary, oddly angled there. And tiny human figures, tubby pressure-suited clowns, could be picked out here and there as they worked on it. Or more likely made a pretence of working, for the Big Show.


  But the thing was truly gigantic, hundreds of metres across. Even on the jittery, ill-adjusted monitors of the studio it was exciting to see. In spite of himself Quatermass felt the old thrill.


  The Show began. A blare of triumphant music introduced it. Shostakovitch. It might have been Bernstein but evidently the Russians had had their way.


  Then Chuck Marshall, veteran and hero. “. . . So there it is at long last, the Hands-in-Space Project, after all the delays and occasional disagreement, complete! Russian cosmonauts and U.S. astronauts putting final touches to their joint work, twenty-two thousand miles above our heads!”


  Gough moistened his lips and straightened in his chair, waiting for the cue.


  “Just minutes until the joint switch-on by the Chairman of the Soviet Presidium and the U.S. President,” came Marshall’s voice. “Meanwhile, let’s grab a quick reaction from our English friends. Over to Toby Gough in London.”


  Gough took it smoothly.


  “Thank you, Chuck. First I’ll ask Dr. Joseph Kapp, radio astronomer.” He turned expectantly.


  Kapp sang for his supper. “I suppose I’m sad,” he said. “In this country we can only sit and watch.”


  “You’d like to be up there?”


  Kapp could answer that honesdy. “With all that beautiful apparatus? Yes, I would.”


  Gough turned briskly. “And now a father-figure of space research, Professor Bernard Quatermass.” A camera swung to the old man. Its lamp blinked on. With a show of respect Gough said: “Sir, after all the shocks and setbacks of your own career, what are your thoughts now?”


  Something simple required, like amazement or humility.


  “I’m ashamed,” said Quatermass.


  He saw the blink of surprise in Gough’s eyes, not quite sure what to make of this, then instant adjustment. Kindly concern shot into his voice.


  “Oh, I don’t think you’ve any need to—”


  Quatermass drove straight on. “Ashamed to think I might have contributed in any way to this . . . disgusting charade!”


  “Charade?” He saw Gough’s jaw actually drop. Then the lightning recovery again. “An understandable note of bitterness, but I doubt if Dr. Kapp would agree—”


  He turned away and Quatermass addressed his back. “You asked for my thoughts. You’re going to hear them!”


  “Dr. Kapp, if you could just enlarge for a moment on—”


  “Let him talk.”


  Fury in Gough’s eyes, hidden fast. He had met this before, chat show guests ganging up on him. There were ways out. He addressed the camera in concern.


  “I must explain the professor suffered an accident—”


  “Not an accident,” said Kapp.


  “An injury—”


  “Stop it,” said Kapp.


  “What we’re being asked to celebrate is a wedding!” said Quatermass. “The symbolic wedding of a corrupt democracy to a monstrous tyranny! Two super-powers, full of diseases—”


  He’d rehearsed it, of course, thought Kapp. Chosen those words. A bit heavy but it suits him. He found himself nodding encouragement.


  “Professor Quatermass—!” choked Gough.


  “Political diseases, social diseases, economic diseases—they’ve got them all—and their infections are too strong for us, the small countries! When we catch them we die! We’re dying now!”


  Gough was looking appealingly up to the control gallery. No reaction. Perhaps she was enjoying it, thinking it controversial, dear God!


  “And now they mock us with that thing!” cried Quatermass. “Well, their diseases are in that too. It can’t live!”


  Gough spluttered.


  “It’ll come to nothing!”


  “Please—”


  “Sooner than they think!”


  His anger seemed to have expanded itself. Gough made a last effort. He let his anger show now. “Let’s leave it at that. You’re evidently a man of extreme views—and you’ve managed to—”


  Quatermass was on his feet, shouting.


  “I’ll tell you what I am! I’m an old man trying to find a child!”


  Kapp saw him pulling the photographs from his pocket. So that was it, that’s what Quatermass had meant to do all along. He was holding one of them up to the camera.


  “That’s all that matters to me now. A human face. The child of my own child. I want to see her again—and to hell with all this!”


  He stayed a moment more, appealing to the dusty lens. It was the dismissal of an entire technology. A world effort, misspent, misguided.


  “I’m old enough to know.”


  He sank back into his chair. His eyes closed.


  The monitor screens were blank.


  Gough said: “I think we’re off the air. Have they cut us off?” Nobody seemed sure. He turned to Quatermass. “Thank you, sir! In all my career I’ve never known such—!”


  “All right, it’s over,” Kapp said.


  Gough’s raw eyes turned to him. “Did you put him up to it?”


  “No.”


  “From the way you were talking before—”


  “It’s over,” said Kapp.


  He looked across at the exhausted old man in the chair. He’s done what he came for. It won’t get him anywhere but he’s done it. Now he can go back to Scotland. He’s had his go, as he had goes in the past. He’s tried. Kapp pushed his chair back and moved to speak to him.


  But it was not over.


  The monitor screens were lighting up again, spluttering. The American’s face was there. “I, uh, I guess we lost some of that—well, it sounded like controversial comment from the English end but—”


  Something was wrong.


  Now the Project Control Centre showed on the screen. People were standing up in their places looking agitated. There was a buzz of voices.


  “Some kind of transmission fault?”


  “Hell, it’s certainly picked its time—”


  A breakdown in the relay system, apparently, cutting off pictures from the camera-satellite that was covering the scene.


  “We’re doing all we can, sir—”


  “Just give a few seconds—”


  “Better warn the President—”


  Voices that were not meant to be heard, their very audibility marking the extent of the disorder. And somewhere along the line, the complaint of a weary technician who thought he was being blamed. “Listen, Herb, I’m doing my job. Just don’t ride me, okay?”


  Then relief.


  “It’s normalizing—”


  “We’re getting the picture back—”


  “Yes, here it comes—”


  “I guess it was just some momentary kind of—”


  “Hey, look at that!”


  The voices died away into horrified whispers.


  The Spacelab was back on the screen. Something was terribly wrong with it. The whole huge structure was on the move. Its main sections had separated from each other and were slowly, very slowly, twisting about.


  “It’s gone out of control!” said Quatermass.


  The babble of voices swept back. One of them seemed to be coming from the camera-satellite itself. “I don’t know what’s happening over there. I’ve lost contact—it looks serious—”


  Then grinding, over-riding: “Project Control to Spacelab Ten. We no longer read you, Spacelab. Please come in, fast!”


  Pieces were breaking away. Long spindly girders, strong enough in a weightless environment but not built for sudden strain, were snapping. A huge solar panel detached itself and spun solemnly away.


  “My God,” said Kapp.


  The voices burst through again.


  “Project Control to Spacelab—are you able to locate the malfunction? Come in, Spacelab!”


  “Tell the President—oh, hell!”


  “Herb, this means checking section by section, so just let me get on with it, will you? I know what I’m doing—just let me do it, Herb—”


  Then a cry, hoarse with horror, that must be from the camera-satellite: “It’s cracking open! I can see the inside—there’s stuff coming out of the inside! The seals must have gone! It’s coming to pieces, the whole thing’s coming to bits! All breaking up—everything—oh, my Christ, those guys—those poor guys! Oh, Christ!”


  Those inside would be dead, thought Quatermass. They would have no protection. They were the lucky ones, dead in an instant. Like sailors in a shipwreck who drowned quickly and got it over. But those working outside in pressure suits—he could see some of them clearly on the screen, tiny plump figures now drifting helplessly—it might be worst of all to have an efficient life-support system. Flung out into space alone, till the oxygen finally ran out or one exhausted it in despair.


  One pressure-suited man sailed, helplessly spread-eagled, past the satellite-camera. He was only yards away from it.


  “That’s a cosmonaut, one of the Russians,” whispered Gough. Incurably professional.


  To have to watch this and be able to do nothing! Quatermass wanted to shut his eyes, turn away. Yet it was impossible.


  They were feeling the same thing at Project Control.


  “Recovery procedure—what’s the status—?”


  “We have initiated—”


  “It’s too late—”


  “Project Control to. Spacelab. Do you read me?”


  “You got who, the President? So get him off the line!”


  “Herb, as I see the problem—”


  “Christ, those poor, poor guys!”


  A sudden dazzle from the main section of the observatory, and then it seemed to shatter into fragments. It was like watching the final moments of a great ship.


  The satellite picture shook violently. It broke up into wild zigzags and whited out.


  Quatermass felt weak.


  The screen kept on flickering. There were shots of stunned faces in the Control Centre, meaningless flashes of machinery and clocks. Then it was Marshall again, his face turned away, arguing hotly with unseen colleagues in the New York studio. It sounded as if he didn’t know what had happened. Perhaps the frantic work on the relays had cut him off.


  “We lost them, what d’you mean we lost them? I know that! Something blew!” Then it seemed to get through to him at last. “You mean . . . lost? You mean dead? All of them?”


  It was over and off the public air now.


  The Big Show.


  Quatermass turned to the others. There seemed to be nothing to say.


  He detected a strange atmosphere in the studio. Shock, of course, but something else besides. People were looking at each other, cameramen, Gough, the makeup woman. There was a kind of embarrassment, as if they had been some somehow responsible.


  Gough said: “Well, I think we—might as well wrap up—”


  But the screens were flashing again. Marshall’s image burst upon them, raging.


  “Are we still linked through to London? Are we?”


  “Yes, Chuck,” Gough said into the nearest microphone.


  “Who’s that talking?”


  “Toby Gough.”


  “Give me Quatermass!”


  A camera panned to him. He faced the lens, hardly knowing what to say. “Chuck—this is the most appalling—”


  He was given no chance to fumble on.


  “Just what did you mean?” cried Marshall. “You said ‘It’ll come to nothing, sooner than they think’. That’s what you said, those exact words! We just ran them back!”


  “Chuck, I wish now I hadn’t—”


  “Come on, come on!”


  “My personal feelings—”


  “Was that all?”


  “Of course.”


  “Quatermass, did you know something?”


  “I don’t think I—understand—”


  The furious voice blasted at him from the loudspeakers. “That somebody was going to do it? Out there in that Third World you’re so busy joining?”


  He could hardly take it in. He licked his lips.


  “You mean—cause that?”


  “Right, you got it. Well?”


  He could only stand there shaking his head. It was possible, of course it was. There were half a dozen ways it might be attempted . . . on-board sabotage . . . beam radiation . . . but whoever would? And that he should be thought to have to known about it and said nothing?


  The anger in Marshall’s voice was fractionally less. Perhaps he had burned some of it up, or perhaps it was the sight of Quatermass’s obvious stupefaction. But his words were still unforgiving.


  “You dropped some big hints, my friend. Now you better have answers!”


  He turned his head and muttered: “Okay, cut it.”


  The screen went dark.


  Nobody spoke after that. With the huge infuriated face gone, the studio felt suddenly empty. But the accusation seemed to linger and hang.


  Cameras were switched off in silence. Lamps faded. Toby Gough murmured an inaudible excuse and went hurrying off towards the gallery. The makeup woman sidled out, along with the technicians. It was as if everyone wanted to get clear of Quatermass’s presence.


  It was almost dark, but he could tell Kapp was still there.


  “I didn’t mean anything, how could I?”


  In a daze he started gathering up the spilled photographs from the table. It was hard to see. Kapp came to help.


  “It was only about her,” Quatermass said.


  “I know.”


  “I wanted to show her picture. You see . . . she could be in any country by now . . . another continent, even. That’s why I—”


  “Where’s your coat?” said Kapp.


  He grabbed it from a chair and wrapped it round Quatermass’s shoulders.


  “I’m getting you out of here,” he said.


  He had to push the old man ahead of him. In the rubbish-clogged passage Quatermass resisted, turning confusedly round. “I really ought to go back and try to explain—”


  “Listen,” said Kapp, “that hot line between the U.S. and Moscow is going to be white hot.”


  “I expect it will—”


  “A situation like this, stones get flung. So don’t be a nebbech.”


  “A what?”


  “Nebbech. Good old Yiddish word,” said Kapp. “For the one they can all fling stones at!”
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  In the dawn light two ragged figures were trying to prise open the rear door of Kapp’s waggon. The Alsatian was snarling and barking, but they did not seem discouraged.


  “Looters!” A voice rang out with metallic clangour, echoing round the buildings. It sounded as if it came from an armoured car. Clipped and military. “Sergeant, take the one on the left! Fire at will!”


  The figures did not hesitate. With oddly shrill squeals of fright they turned and ran, scrambling through gaps in the wire fence.


  Kapp looked carefully round a corner. In his hand was a small box-shaped instrument. He raised it to his lips and again the stentorian voice clapped across the car park. “Sergeant, I want those two! Cut them off quick!”


  He waited till he was sure. Then he switched off and turned to Quatermass. “All clear.”


  “What is that thing?”


  “Home-made,” Kapp said. “A bit heavy on batteries. You have to keep recharging them. It works, though.” They started towards the waggon. “Did you notice—those two were girls. They can be the worst.”


  He unlocked the car. The great dog bounded forward to lick his face.


  “Good Puppy. Meet our friend again.” He helped Quatermass aboard. “They were lucky not to get in. He’d have had their throats.”


  “Why do you call him Puppy?”


  Kapp smiled. “My kids, when he was young. I like it—the idea that he could still be growing.”


  The back of the waggon, Quatermass saw now, was full. Crates, ropes, tools, lamps, towing gear. And half a dozen jerricans.


  “Petrol,” said Kapp. “My meagre allocation. It’s like carrying gold.”


  The waggon thumped into gear.


  It would be bumpy, Kapp warned, on the back-lane route. But main roads too often turned out to have been used as recent battlegrounds, blocked by barricades and with their surfaces all torn up. The small streets were a better bet. It took longer but you usually got clear in the end.


  Quatermass held on tight. Bounced out of his seat as the van thudded over broken ground, flung sideways as they skidded in rubble and lurched round shattered corners, he saw suburban London in startling flashes. Painted slogans threatened from one wall after another: KILL H.M. THE KING! PAY COPS ARE PIG CRAPS! LONDON IS DEAD! KILL BADDERS!


  Kill Badders? That one had been painted in bright blue streaks.


  “Blue Brigades,” said Kapp. “Haven’t you come across them? The Badders’ natural enemies.”


  “Vigilantes?”


  Kapp snorted. “They’re even worse. They shoot children to prove it.”


  Some streets were still lined with cars. But for the heavy coating of grime on them and the rust breaking through everywhere on their bodies, they might have been waiting for their owners to jump in and drive off.


  “They wouldn’t go now,” said Kapp, “even if you filled ’em up.”


  All that carefully fashioned metal . . . the bitter labour disputes that had been fought over the fashioning of it . . . in another age.


  “Remember the oil—”


  “What oil?” said Kapp.


  “The oil from under the North Sea that was going to make us rich and put everything right for us—”


  Kapp swung the heavy waggon round another corner. Strong wrists, Quatermass had noticed. You could take a chance on being an intellectual but you had to be toughened up.


  “Oil and water don’t mix,” said Kapp. “Who said that? They mix all right when you smash the pipelines. The gangs proved it.”


  “What’s that ahead?”


  Smoke or gas. A white cloud belching at the far end of the street. Quatermass instinctively covered his face. But as they got nearer he saw people moving about in it unperturbed.


  “Flour,” Kapp said. “They’re looters.”


  Men and women dragging sacks out through the smashed windows of a Food Dispensary and heaving them up on their shoulders. As the waggon passed them it was the target of instant abuse. The looters yelled and shook their fists.


  The dog growled fiercely. “Quiet, Pup,” said Kapp. “They think we’re cops. Anything with petrol in it. Watch out when we hit the barter market.”


  They drove right through it.


  It was like a scene from Central America or Africa, an up-country village market. Marshall had been right in his sneer about joining the Third World.


  Even at this early hour goods were being laid out. Sale or barter. Prized possessions brought in the hope of a swap for food, to keep alive. Frightened faces turned to them.


  Kapp slowed down, picking his way between the ground-carpets and the rickety stalls. Now they were among the pros. A cat-fur seller, clad in his wares, screaming his slogan: “Genuine catskin, put it on yer chest!” A medicine-man waving colourful bottles: “When yer kids’ll catch the cough, you’ll bless my name to ’ave this stuff!” A charm stall with its grisly exhibit, a mummified corpse in a leather jacket and a German helmet with a bullet-hole in it. The charm seller screeched: “Hell’s Angels they called ’em! This one was Gutsucker, killed in the battle of Catterick Camp—and ’is power ’as never left ’im! Every envelope carries the magic of Gutsucker! Never known to fail!”


  A huge stack of old books. “Guaranteed to burn! Keep warm this winter!” Quatermass jerked his head back as one of them thudded against the window mesh.


  Resentful howls were following them.


  Kapp put his foot down.


  “Now we steer clear of Hounslow. Very nasty. One of the biggest no-go areas of the lot.”


  In the distance Quatermass saw towers, round-topped towers that looked somehow familiar.


  “Yes, that’s Wembley Stadium. Once upon a time the home of innocent sport!”


  It eluded Quatermass. “Now what did I read—?”


  “They call it the killing ground.”


  That was it! “They actually encourage—!”


  “Contain it, that was the notion. What the hell, they said, for the price of a few bodies!”


  “It didn’t work.”


  Kapp grinned. “What works?”


  Passing through Ealing they struck a road block. A squat figure waddled into view and held up a gauntleted hand. The mass of plastic armour, helmet, visor, riot shield dehumanized it completely. It also had a gun.


  “Pay cop,” said Kapp. “Got your ID?” He slipped a banknote under their cards and lowered the window.


  “Let us through, officer?”


  The pay cop lowered his gun, palmed the note. “We got a sniper here giving us trouble.”


  Quatermass recognized the clipped nasal accent. South African. He knew enough about them. He hoped Kapp had slipped him enough. The bit about a sniper sounded like a demand for more.


  But confirmation came with the sound of a shot.


  The pay cop grinned at them. “You want to risk it, hey?”


  “Yes.”


  “That way then, man. Make it fast.”


  Kapp swung the waggon. Glancing back, Quatermass saw more pay cops trundling clumsily between abandoned cars their guns at the ready. As their man ran to join them he jerked, then stood quite still.


  Why doesn’t he get under cover, fool, get down! But the pay cop sat down in the road like a toddler whose feet had gone from under him. Then he rolled over. His plastic mask was full of blood and it spilled out.


  Always death.


  The crow-picked skeleton of some animal, a sheep perhaps, lay in the middle of the motorway. Kapp swerved gently to avoid it.


  The road surface was rough and crumbling for long stretches. Speed was out of the question even though there was no sign of other traffic. The road stretched empty for miles ahead.


  “Like the Romans,” whispered Quatermass.


  “What?”


  “The roads the Romans made for their system. Their empire. And then . . . they went.”


  A motorway signboard, all its directions obliterated, covered with graffiti, WHO DONE IT? THE SANE ARE MAD, THE MAD ARE SANE! FEEL NOT THINK!


  Badders? Blue Brigade? These struck a different note.


  “Planet People,” said Kapp. Quatermass nodded. He had guessed as much.


  Kapp switched his radio on for a news bulletin. You always knew what to expect, not so much lies as a kind of twisted truth. At the end of it you would feel falsely cheered up, persuaded that things were worse in other countries. Like this one now. There was a reported promise that a serious attempt would be made to restore the North Sea pipelines by the end of the year. A robust official denial that four bodies found in Birmingham City Centre were those of kidnapped councillors. There had been a severe explosion with hundred of lives lost . . . but that was in Brazil.


  Then a late item on the space disaster. “The Government has firmly dissociated itself from the unauthorized statements made by a British scientist last night”—Quatermass looked quickly at Kapp—“which have led to a Soviet demand for a sabotage probe.”


  “I knew it!” shouted Kapp. He snapped the radio off in the middle of the power-cut rota.


  “They may not have meant—”


  “It’s you! They’re dropping you right in it!”


  A scapegoat. The ritual offering a pitifully weak country could make to a powerful, angry one. He would fill the bill. He should never have said those things he did, fatuous posturing. Days spent in indignant preparation, ridiculous now. Senile. If they said that about him, they would be right.


  “We’ll find out what really happened last night,” Kapp said. It was a promise, made with a young man’s vigour. “We’ll keep the stones off you.”


  Quatermass nodded. Soon he dozed.


  It was a deep pot-hole that woke him by sending him six inches up off his seat.


  Kapp was cursing, concerned for his tyres. The waggon was on a minor road now, winding and undulating. Along a wall of a burned and roofless transport café he saw the painted words: TO THE PLANET!


  So they were here too.


  The first of them came in sight a few miles further on.


  Half a dozen young people hurrying in a ragged file. Men and girls were dressed alike in long garments they must have made themselves, as simple as ponchos but of every colour and pattern, and often trimmed with scraps of fur or feathers. They drew aside for the waggon to pass. Quatermass glimpsed resentful faces, oddly modified by a large letter P each had painted on both cheeks, producing the effect of cartoon grins. What was strangest about them, though, was their movement . . . an angular jerking and twitching of their legs and arms, a rolling of eyes. A sort of tense, shambling run. The youth in the lead swung a curious device as he went, shining metal at the end of a string.


  Quatermass peered round in his seat. “It’s a kind of plumb-bob.”


  “To bring on the magic, what else!”


  “Magic?”


  “That’s what they believe in, isn’t it?”


  Quatermass squinted through the mesh. Another party was straggling along the skyline, ponchos flying. The leader was swinging something.


  “At least these don’t seem violent.”


  “They’re violent a different way,” said Kapp. “To human thought!”


  Caraway was the leader of a big group. More and more had added on in the past days, appearing in twos and threes from the tracks or across the neglected fields. Or drifting in at night when the People rested. Now there were about sixty, including a few young kids. Caraway resented the kids. They distracted and they slowed up the march, but their parents could never be persuaded to set them adrift. They would have made out all right, Caraway was sure of it. Kids did. It wouldn’t have been cruel.


  Babies were the worst of all. Fat Sal’s was a couple of months old and she always had it hung about her, suckling it from her big breasts or slung across her shoulder as she ran with it, trying to keep up.


  Caraway himself might have given her that baby. He wasn’t sure. It could have been a lot of people’s. Sal was a natural ewe. She’d given birth on the Glastonbury trek, before things really got started. Sometimes they lost her but she always turned up again. Sal had a feeling for the earth-lines.


  Caraway was eighteen. His own talent for earth-lines was exceptional. That’s why he was the leader.


  He stood swinging his plumb-bob round and round in a lazy circle, waiting for it to settle. You didn’t really need the bob. The tingling in your nerves and bones was enough, you could always tell by that alone. But it helped. It concentrated you.


  Bee stood watching. Funny, she felt nothing at all, ever. She thought it was magic and it worried her. It fiercened her. She would scratch and claw at you to get at the magic and that made her something special. Not like Sal, the ewe. Bee was frantic.


  All good Planet People were frantic, getting more so. You had to get the feeling. He could always help them there.


  He lifted the shining bob high in the sunlight.


  The girls first, as always. Sal’s jaw dropped and her eyes went wide as if she’d got some personal message from it. She dropped the baby in her lap where she sat. Her fat shoulders twitched. She breathed: “Hah! Hah! Hah!”


  Bee spun. She turned about and about. Another girl was doing the same, and now a boy too. The stone weights fastened to the bottom edges of their ponchos tugged and spread them out. They whirled and whirled. “Hoh! Hoh! Hoh!”


  When after a while they came to a panting, dizzy halt, others picked it up. Their ponchos made wheels round them, all the different colours. Sal, too, with her baby squealing across her shoulder as she lumbered round and round.


  Caraway’s plumb-bob settled into an ellipse, and then to a firm swing back and forth. As if it was telling them which way to go.


  But it was only confirming. Caraway knew which way.


  He led off, lips parted beneath the painted P-grin. Bee ran beside him. The rest broke off their gyrations to follow. Most of them were staggering and dazed from the forced breathing. They were high on it already. Practice did that. They were getting so they could send themselves fast, with only a few wild breaths. If there was time, they could go on and on for hours, and then the high was incredible. It was like acid and speed and all that old-days junk thrown in together. You could break right through and pull your mind inside out. It was like going to the Planet. Once Caraway had thought he was there, that he had really made it. Bee had talked him back that time. And it had all been done with his own self, just the natural molecules of his mind. And breath.


  Soon they had stretched into a long hurrying line. Those who had children dragged them along by the hand. They crossed a rough meadow. Caraway flung a gate open and they poured through behind him. Tension soon rose in them again. They blinked. Their mouths twitched. Hands clenched and shoulders jerked as if a nervous illness had taken them all. Some People ran aside, and spun for a little and then ran again.


  They were on a road now.


  An unusual thing happened. They were overtaken by a motor van. It was so rare that some of the People jumped in the ditch. An ugly machine with steel mesh all over its windows, and an old man peering out.


  It came to a stop not far ahead.


  Uneasiness spread down the column, which drifted to a halt. Any vehicle on the road was liable to be official and that was bad.


  The old man got out. He started trotting towards them and as he came he was pulling something out of his pocket.


  “I just wanted to ask you,” said the old man. “Has anybody seen her?”


  He held a photograph out to Caraway.


  “Why?”


  “I’m her grandfather. I don’t know where she is.”


  Bee giggled at that, as if she had hardly ever heard anything so funny. Her mad streak. The plumb-bob in Caraway’s hand swung in silence for a moment. Then he raised it like a signal and they all started to move again. The old man stood helplessly holding out his pictures as they passed him by.


  He was like a beggar.


  “Please help me! I’ve got to find her. Take them and look at them—you might have seen her. Her name’s on the back. Hettie. And my name too. Will you please—?”


  He managed to push three or four of them into a child’s hand but the young mother struck them scattering away. He picked them up and hurried alongside the column.


  “She talked about Planet People. I think she wanted to—to belong. I only want to meet her, that’s all—” He was running now. “I want to talk to her and tell her—I’ve so much to tell her—” He thrust prints at Bee. “You’re about her age. Take some of these, I’ve got plenty more. Pass them on, you never know—”


  Caraway halted. He was angry. A few yards away was the waggon with the other man and a big guard dog inside it.


  “What are you?” Caraway wanted to know. “Cops?”


  “No.”


  “What then? What kind of old man are you?”


  Truth now. Quatermass knew it was necessary to speak to them honestly if one were to gain any trust. “I’m . . . I was a scientist.”


  He said it quietly enough but it seemed to be the wrong thing. There was dead silence. The Planet People were crowding round him. Even those who had shunned him were pushing forward. Joe Kapp called uneasily across from the waggon: “Leave them.”


  “What kind of scientist?” asked Caraway. “Some are worse.”


  Say it. “Space research,” said Quatermass.


  “Yes, that’s worse.”


  An angry whisper ran down the column. Caraway bellowed shockingly into the old man’s face: “Rockets make holes in the skin of the world! Did you know that? They tear it open!”


  Quatermass fell back.


  Kapp was at his side, grabbing him by the arm to get him back to the waggon. But he resisted. He had to talk to them.


  “Is that what you believe?”


  “Come on!” Kapp whispered.


  “No, wait. What does it mean to be Planet People? What do you really believe?”


  Caraway swung the plumb-bob for a moment. He might have been consulting it. “You wouldn’t understand.”


  “I might.”


  It was Bee who thrust herself forward and cried: “We’re going there! We’re going to one!”


  Quatermass could only stare at her. “To another planet, is that what you mean?”


  Caraway turned on him and shrieked in a voice that frightened even some of his followers: “We are not mad!”


  Kapp waited for the twitching angry face to recover itself. “Then tell me,” he said, sounding gently reasonable, “where in the whole solar system? Where you wouldn’t be frozen solid or fried alive?”


  “Not there,” said Caraway.


  Kapp looked disgustedly along the line of closed faces. “I give you up,” he said.


  “Among the stars!” Bee again.


  Kapp glanced at Quatermass. The look he got from the old man had a kind of appeal in it: you can demolish them all too easily, don’t do it.


  He spoke quietly.


  “Okay, the stars. A good place to look. You might find a planet going round one of them. Only catch is this—it’ll take you a hundred thousand years to get there.”


  “By his rocket?” said Caraway.


  Kapp nodded. Not quite so stupid, and in a way that annoyed him even more. “How else?” he demanded. “Come on, let’s hear it. By meditation? Occult transference out of the body? I want to know—where’s the launch pad? This is one lift-off I want see!”


  No reply.


  Caraway’s plumb-bob was pointing the way again. He started walking and the Planet People were off, too, the whole line of them. Passing close to the two men but quite oblivious, as if they had become invisible. The concentration was returning. Mouths gave a soft, sighing: “Hah! Hah! Hah!” Eyes rolled and jittered in their sockets, blurring vision and causing stumbles that seemed only welcome.


  The faces of the small children were different, pinched and uncomprehending as they were towed along. They were the only ones to give Quatermass a glance.


  The file was changing direction again, scrambling over a rough stone wall and off across another field.


  “But why—?”


  Kapp gave a snort of disgust. “Don’t be sorry for them.”


  “I don’t understand why—”


  “They can’t explain because they don’t know either. Their mystery is a zero.”


  “So many of them—”


  “They infest the land. Like bloody lemmings in search of a sea!” Kapp started towards the waggon.


  Quatermass followed. “I thought you’d understand them.”


  “Oh, I do!”


  “You’re not so much older than they are.”


  “It’s enough,” said Kapp. “I want a generation gap between me and them. I hate them. Because they’ve given up!”


  He swung the door open. The dog stuck its eager muzzle out, growling.


  “No, Puppy, they’ve gone. Sit.”


  They got aboard.


  “It’s not a world to be young in,” said Quatermass.


  “Was it ever?”


  “Perhaps not. But it couldn’t often have been like this.” Quatermass peered through the mesh. The file was making its way up a slope now. Fragmenting and wandering as if weariness were setting in again. And there had been babies. Well, one at least, belonging to that fat young woman. He could see her now. She had fallen back to the tail of the column.


  Kapp started the engine.


  “Bernard,” he said, “I’m last in two hundred generations of learned Jews. I mean, not all so perfectly learned but by God they tried! They knew it was the only way.” He added after a moment: “To beat the dark.”
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  Quatermass caught his first glimpse of the antennas through the trees. The trunks parted and there was a great silver bowl angled at the sky. A chalice, he thought, a chalice with a bent stem. The drinking cup of some enormous, careless creature that had dropped it there. Shining, transparent. Then he saw its twin standing a short distance aside from it.


  “Aren’t they beautiful?” More than pride in Kapp’s voice, a kind of husky relish, as if he were moved by the sight of them again.


  But as they approached closer it was what stood between the huge dishes that caught the eye. A comically ugly building with tall twisting chimneys and wrought-iron decoration. A tiny Victorian railway station, a relic of the great steam days, a scrap of flotsam washed up by a long-gone tide. A sign read: GRATTON HALT.


  Kapp pulled in beside the entrance, as gothically ornate as the doorway of a church. A blank noticeboard for train times. A paling fence kept neatly painted.


  Quatermass got out. Beyond the little station and the antennas there was nothing. Only a few rough shanties of tin and scrap a short way off.


  Kapp despatched the dog. “Home, Pup. Tell her I’m back.” The huge creature bounded off, Quatermass was surprised to note, in the direction of the shanties.


  “This way to the trains,” said Kapp. Quatermass followed him past an ancient ticket grille on to the platform.


  There was a single railway line. On it were mounted the massive bogeys that supported the two antennas. One stood each side of the little station, dwarfing it. Fifty feet in diameter, with the breeze humming through their lattices and fine mesh covering.


  “I can take them two miles apart,” said Kapp. “The line was almost dead straight. It wasn’t hard to make it exact.” He pointed. “That way up to Castle Compton. This way down to Frowminster.”


  “You go farther now.”


  “About seven hundred and fifty million light-years.” Kapp smiled. “Come and meet the station staff.”


  He turned across the platform. A faded sign read STATION MASTER, PRIVATE. As they passed through the doorway Quatermass noticed it was an air-lock.


  The whole inside had been cleared.


  Now it was a dust-free computer room. Gothic windows had been covered, the walls entirely clad with plastic screening material. Along one wall stood a row of tall correlation receivers. Monitor screens hung suspended.


  A hugely fat man was working at the control desk, his glasses perched on his forehead while he frowned at the small read-out screens in front of him. His head jerked up irritably. “That door again! Look, I distinctly said nobody—” He pulled his glasses down. “Oh, Joe. Already. I didn’t expect you—”


  “This is Tommy Roach,” said Kapp, “who runs us all as you notice.”


  “Professor Quatermass—” The fat man rose.


  He had seen the programme during the night, had realigned one of the dishes on the satellite link in order to eavesdrop. He had done it before. His two assistants had watched with him. He called them forward now. Alison Sharpe, a plain heavy girl in her twenties, and a young man who looked at least half Chinese and whose name confirmed it, Frank Chen.


  “You were right to say what you did,” the girl said.


  “Was I?” Quatermass felt less sure about it.


  “They were just playing politics up there! All these years, bidding each other up to waste resources, just for show. I agreed with every word.”


  “Nevertheless—”


  “Your timing was bad, that’s all,” Kapp said. “In the circumstances.”


  Trying to make him feel better.


  “How many died?” he asked.


  “Twenty-seven,” said Chen.


  The cause of the disaster was still unknown, it appeared. At least nothing was being admitted.


  Roach said cannily: “So until they stop yelling sabotage and looking for scapegoats, this gentleman is our guest?”


  Kapp grinned at Quatermass. He nodded at the fat man and said: “He’s my double. You wouldn’t think so but he is. In essentials.”


  “I think just possibly we can help,” said Roach. “We found something that . . . well, it’s not much but . . . Frank?”


  Chen was already busying himself with sliders and knobs.


  “It was between the two dishes,” Roach explained.


  “An anomaly?”


  “Don’t think so, Joe. Anomalies always make me itch and I didn’t itch. Now, we had one of them lined up on your show.”


  “Dog Dish,” said Chen.


  “That’s right.” Roach turned to Quatermass. “We call them Dog Dish and Cat Dish—got to call them something. So, while we were sitting there being an attentive audience for you, Cat Dish was on duty elsewhere, watching that black hole in Cygnus Z. Oh, there we are—”


  Quatermass saw his own face flash up on a monitor screen. Impassioned, pop-eyed, ridiculous it looked to him now. He hated the recorded voice that came with it, foolishly shrill:


  “. . . diseases . . . and their infections are too strong for us, the small countries . . . !”


  “On a bit, Frank,” said Roach.


  Then they were further along the tape. As it had done last night, the image came back flickering, then holding the space observatory as it began its first stately movements into disintegration.


  “Any guesses?” asked Kapp.


  Roach seemed to have made up his mind. “Simple gross malfunction, too fast for the safety cutouts.”


  “That’s fast, Tommy.”


  Think small, think in picoseconds, in millionths of a millionth of a second. Or even minuter fractions, depending on the technology of the Spacelab, which they didn’t know, and what speed might beat it.


  “. . . It’s out of control! . . .” Quatermass heard his own horror again on the recording. And Kapp’s and Gough’s, overlaid on the tide of faint helpless distress from Houston. And the unseen cameraman jabbering into incoherence.


  “Oh, look at them! Look!” Alison peered closer at the drifting, spinning figures in pressure-suits. “Every time I watch it I wonder . . . were they still capable of . . . knowing?”


  “It wouldn’t take long,” said Kapp.


  “It might, Joe.” The girl seemed to be trying to make herself suffer on their behalf.


  The picture began to break up.


  “That’ll do, Frank,” said Roach. “Now, during the first twenty seconds or so—”


  “Twenty point two,” Chen said.


  “As he says. During that time we got indications of some heavy disturbance. Alison found it later, making routine checks. Show them, Alison.”


  Like a lot of the apparatus here, the oscillograph was old fashioned. Alison pointed out the inked track that went suddenly into a burst of wild scribbling.


  “A strong trace,” Kapp said. “Violent. I suppose that could be it.”


  “That is it, Joe. Think we haven’t checked times?”


  “All right,” said Kapp. “I’m not arguing. You’ve picked up a record of the worst stage of it, the primary bust, whatever it was. After that the thing just went on disintegrating. But I don’t see—okay, Tommy, it’s interesting, a lot stronger trace than I’d have thought, but in itself it doesn’t help to—”


  Roach’s hand was on his arm.


  “Joe, bear with me.”


  Kapp was impatient. “If there’s anything more, hurry it up. This man needs some rest. He’s just about out on his feet—”


  “Joe. No problem so far?”


  “No, none.”


  “Here it is, then. While Dog Dish was gathering all that faithfully in, Cat Dish—facing in a totally different direction, got the same trace. Identical!”


  Kapp was first to examine the other inked track.


  “I mean, we often get discrepancies,” said Roach. “But this time there should have been one and there isn’t!”


  Kapp’s face had sharpened.


  “Nasty, Joe,” Roach went on. “A thing like this, I don’t itch, I wheeze. It’s just not acceptable.”


  “Then we don’t accept it,” said Kapp. “It’s a fault. It must be.”


  He looked at Quatermass as if he needed confirmation.


  “Your apparatus,” said Quatermass. “A lot of it’s . . . far from new.”


  Kapp nodded. “Junk.”


  Tommy Roach worried on. “It’s not just the timing, it’s the sheer spread. If you study the arc the dishes were covering between them—”


  Kapp waved at the battered racks that surrounded them. “If you study the cracked PCBs and dud relays in there, Tommy! That’s what you’re getting—spurious signals, feedback, you name it.”


  He threw his car keys across to Chen. “I picked up those modules, Frank. I got five. Not new, but what’s new? They’re the best I could get and if you do some work on them—well, unload ’em and see.”


  Chen hurried off.


  Of course, Quatermass remembered, those crates in the back. They must have been the main reason for Kapp’s going to London.


  It would probably turn out as Kapp said: when the replacement units were in, some electronic fault would declare itself. He had seen it happen so many times in his own work at the Rocket Group. Days of bafflement and then an infuriatingly simple answer, the treacherous diode or defective microcircuit.


  Not always, of course. Not quite always . . .


  There had been the other times when all rules snapped. Men in a spacecraft crew who had been invaded and made over, to return as a single, obscene carrier of alien disease. That had been the worst because it was totally unexpected. No one had been ready for it. Perhaps no one could ever really be. One guarded against a future eventuality, only to be struck in the back by the past. That other time . . . an organic machine dormant in the ground since the Pliocene, warmed back to its purpose and activity of nightmarish irrelevance . . .


  Those things had happened. When one tried to recall the events clearly to write about them one suffered too much. One took to one’s bed for a day or two and, going back to it, one abandoned that whole section, knowing that one would never complete it because one could never bear to.


  Yet in the thousand other cases it was the humdrum fault, the defective item that started alarms through the system—


  “All right?” Kapp asked.


  “I was remembering,” said Quatermass. He wondered how much Kapp knew about him. “I remember too much.”


  “Let’s go.”


  As they started towards the door the girl called: “Joe, did you get her anything?”


  “What?”


  “Debbie.”


  “Oh, my God, I’d no chance.”


  There was a comical expression on Kapp’s face. It pulled things back to a sane level.


  “Anyway, what the hell is there? No toys any more.” He turned to Quatermass. “Debbie’s four. Very acquisitive.”


  “Here, Joe.” Alison extracted something from a drawer. “Give her this—it’s for her, anyway.”


  A small straw figure. Kapp took it gratefully. “But she’ll guess you made it,” he said.


  “Let her.”


  Through another air-lock was the old ticket office, which Kapp had evidently taken pleasure in preserving. Gothic windows . . . racks for left luggage . . . a high narrow desk against one wall, its sloping top scored with blackened initials. There were printed rail regulations nailed up, and even tattered posters urging the excitements of London, the beauty of its palaces. One declared: Skegness Is So Bracing! and showed a stout boatman dancing on the sands. Quatermass remembered that from a very long time ago.


  There was also a rack with shotguns in it.


  “Tommy Roach had his own outfit once,” said Kapp. “It got vandalized to hell.”


  Outside they found the young Chinese carefully unloading and checking the crates.


  “Okay, Frank?”


  “So far. You must be driving better.”


  “So don’t drop them.”


  Chen smiled: “The last of the wine.”


  As they went on Kapp said: “His father was Chen Teh.”


  “The physicist?”


  “Genius. So is Frank.”


  They passed a hugh old water tank, high on brick pillars. It must have replenished many a steam locomotive. Then outbuildings with liberal defences of barbed wire. A heavy generator thudded somewhere.


  Kapp said: “Am I fiddling while Rome burns?”


  “No.” Quatermass had no doubt.


  “Not even a fiddle, just a couple of tin trumpets,” said Kapp. “But, my God, they make lovely music.”


  The shanties were just ahead.


  Until now Quatermass had not fully absorbed the fact that Kapp lived in one. A tar-blackened hut that appeared to be made of odds and ends of corrugated iron and clapboard. Creepers had been trained over it to take off some of its ugliness, but had not managed to cover the square, slitted gun-emplacement at one end. There was a healthy vegetable patch. Flowers grew there, too.


  A woman appeared. She wore a scarf round her head. Her body was shapeless in clumsy garments and boots.


  She halted as she saw them.


  She called through the doorway and the two little girls came running out. The Alsatian was with them. The smaller girl made straight for Kapp, squealing as he picked her up.


  “This is Debbie,” said Kapp.


  A bright, determined little face. He pulled the straw figure from his pocket and gave it to the child. The gift was clearly expected. She held it up to show her mother and sister as they approached. Kapp set her down to run again.


  Clare Kapp’s eyes suddenly flooded. She clutched her husband in relief.


  “Sorry, I didn’t mean—!” She was fighting her breath so that the weeping would not actually happen in front of this stranger and the children. “Oh, Joe!”


  Kapp kissed her. “It wasn’t so bad there,” he said.


  “What happened last night—”


  She had watched with the others. He looked at Quatermass. “Then you know who this is.”


  “Yes.”


  She was that sort of beauty, Quatermass decided, whose intelligence seemed the most striking feature at first. Then the warmth came through, and the physical presence that had been overshone by the eyes.


  “You’re welcome,” Clare said.


  Inside, the hut gave him a shock.


  It was alive with colour and invention. Bright rugs had been knotted out of cloth scraps. There were vivid curtains, one of them still on its loom. Home-made pots, paintings, jars of jam, books, improvized toys, a wooden rocking-horse they must have made themselves, too. There was something personal in every item, a kind of fondness.


  “You’ve made so much,” said Quatermass.


  “Had to, what else?” Kapp said. He smiled at his wife. “Clare’s a real baleboosteh.”


  She had got rid of the padded things and the muddied boots. She was slim. Only the tanned face confirmed hard work out of doors. That and her scratched, thickened hands.


  “I like your home,” Quatermass said. She nodded. If he had not, he knew, he was the one who would have been found wanting.


  “I’ll make supper,” she said.


  “I’m sorry to tell you, Puppy, he’s going to eat you up!”


  A child’s voice. For some seconds Quatermass was quite lost. He was in his study—his bedroom—by the loch—in a hotel—in his first house. A child’s voice. A girl. But which?


  Then it came together.


  He was deep in a chair and he had been asleep. One of the swift naps that came upon him so easily.


  Little Debbie was lying almost between the great dog’s paws, pushing the straw figure at its face. Her other hand clutched deep into the animal’s fur. Quatermass watched uneasily. Alsatians could be undependable. She looked sure of herself but—


  “This is a fierce London man. Daddy got him.” The straw shape was jabbed into Puppy’s eye. He shut it calmly.


  Kapp was watching with the older child, Sarah, on his knee. She must be about seven, judged Quatermass, and already growing to resemble her mother. The little one took after Joe.


  Debbie was frowning at her present. “It’s like the ones Alison makes.”


  “Yes,” agreed Kapp. “Quite a lot like.”


  Sarah gave him a secret smile. He smoothed her head for not telling.


  Quatermass found Kapp’s wife beside him.


  “What’s her name—your girl?”


  “Eh?” He was not quite awake yet.


  “You showed her picture last night. Have you got any more of them?”


  No more prompting needed. Quatermass was delving in his pocket. Clare studied the young face in the photograph.


  “Yes, I thought so. She does take after you.”


  “Her name’s Hettie.”


  The children came to look. Little Debbie asked: “Who’s that?”


  “My grand-daughter.”


  Debbie was puzzled. “That’s a lady!”


  Yes, a lady, but a very young lady. She’s here to stay with me now, he had said to himself. A responsibility I didn’t ask for, didn’t want, at my age stuck with a mere child. Give it time, we’ll get to know each other, she’ll have to fit in with my ways. He felt little in common with her. “She’s a close one, young lassie,” Maire had said, and he had agreed. She appeared not to grieve for her parents. Callous, he had thought. Only afterwards he recognized doing the same himself. Long years before when his wife died, Hettie’s mother’s mother. He had hidden himself in his work. But Hettie had no work to hide in so she turned stony. Perhaps she had cried on her own. Then one day she came to his room. She dawdled. She must have wanted to talk but he did not. He was in the middle of an argument. On paper. A fascinating dialogue with old colleagues. He couldn’t break off. He was impatient with her. Next morning she had gone.


  “She looks nice,” said Sarah.


  Debbie grabbed the photograph. “Can I have it?” she asked.


  Quatermass nodded.


  “Does she live in your house?”


  “Sometimes,” he said.


  Quatermass discovered a ravenous appetite. It was a long time since he had eaten.


  Barley bread and soup, potatoes and cabbage, some stewed fruit that Clare served from a rough pipkin. Probably she had made the pipkin too.


  Little Debbie was staring at him.


  “You eat a lot.”


  “Well, I’m hungry,” he said, “and it’s good.” He passed his bowl for another helping.


  “Are old men always greedy?” Debbie asked.


  He did not look at her parents’ faces, only at hers. Round eyes, wanting to know.


  “Always,” he said. “They’ve tasted so many things in their lives they know which are best.”


  Debbie nodded. She thought that was reasonable.


  A jar in the middle of the table kept catching his eye. There were flowers in it but there was something alien about it that the flowers could not overcome. It was a squat earthenware thing with an impressed pattern of zigzag lines.


  “That jar,” he said to Clare at last. “You didn’t make it?”


  “No,” she said, and smiled.


  “Mummy dug it up,” said Sarah.


  Then he knew. “It’s a beaker, isn’t it?”


  Clare nodded. “A beaker made by the Beaker Folk. Five thousand years old, give or take a few.”


  He stroked the ribbed surface. “It’s perfect.”


  “Not bad. Whoever made it must have been pleased,” she said. “It should have gone to a museum but they burned the museum down.”


  “Where did you find it?”


  “In the field behind here.” Then she laughed. “Oh, I wasn’t digging potatoes, not that time. I’m trained, you see. It was going to be my work but . . . the way things are.”


  The gone days.


  “I’m lucky,” she said. “I can keep my hand in. There’s a Neolithic burial ground out there. And our stone circle. Shall I show you?”


  Afterwards Kapp went back to the observatory for the equipment check. It might take many hours but it would have to be done. Quatermass could not help. Not yet.


  He went with Clare to the mound.


  The two little girls ran ahead with Puppy, playing a version of hide-and-seek round the standing stones. It seemed to be the dog’s invention as much as the squealing children’s.


  The stones were not large. There were less than a dozen altogether, and the biggest was not five feet high. They were tilted like crooked teeth in a mouth. One lay flat. Beneath the crusts of lichen most showed signs of ancient handiwork, some shaping and smoothing. A few had a touch of grotesquely human form, the merest suggestion of a head on a crooked body.


  “The locals used to call them the Stumpy Men,” said Clare.


  That was usual. Dancing Men, Seven Sleepers, knights, ladies, giants. The megalith legends nearly always credited them with having once been magically mobile.


  “They don’t look very athletic,” he said.


  “They go incredibly deep,” said Clare. “I made a test on one.”


  “Find anything?”


  She shook her head. “Some day I’ll do it properly. Some day.” She pointed down the slope. “All I’ve done was down there. A Beaker grave. There were a dozen pots like the one you saw, mostly broken. Some arrow heads. Buttons. They had buttons.” Her voice changed, shy and private. “One day I put some fruit wine in that pot. And I drank it, and I thought, somebody else was drinking like this, out of this, five thousand years ago. And—it was as if they were standing right next to me, waiting for me to pass the cup. Perhaps they even had fruit wine.” She smiled. “I’m Jewish. My mother used to say, if you’re Jewish you think old.”


  Think old, yes, but nothing to do with being Jewish. A place like this always dragged at one’s mind, demanding it imagine what manner of people had raised the stones, and by what strained means, and why. Why, most of all. There had been so many ingenious theories, speculations about megalithic yards and ley lines. That a certain set of stones, if viewed from certain angles at certain times, that those half-hewn things could provide observational data on eclipses and equinoxes of the same order as Joe Kapp’s shining antennas. Computers had been used to prove it, and that was the catch. Those pretty mathematical fantasies depended on the megalith men having had computers too. And they hadn’t. QED.


  What then? Crude open-air temples? Perhaps not even that. Perhaps the stones were put up by people who were good at shifting heavy weights and enjoyed it for its own sake. Neolithic self-expression. Why not?


  “I don’t believe it was magic.”


  It startled him. The coincidence was so exact he could hardly believe she had said it.


  “Maybe they just thought in an entirely different way from us,” Clare added. “A kind of . . . sensuous thinking.”


  “And we can’t grasp it.”


  “No.”


  “Somebody may.”


  “Who?”


  “Our descendants. If things get bad enough, and they hit the same pressures. They might grasp the meaning.”


  “Our descendants—” Her breath seemed to catch.


  “On the other hand it may have gone for ever.” Quatermass felt the familiar tickle of speculation. “When everything we’ve made has rusted or rotted or crumbled away, the stones will still be here. And in a million years’ time the boys from Alpha Centauri drop by and find them and put them down to us.”


  Tears on her face. Her eyes on the children.


  They had tired of their game now and had sat down to pick flowers. The dog was sniffing about on its own.


  He cursed himself. Stupid, tactless old man, unaware. Dotage. Babbling Polonius.


  “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean—”


  She wasn’t listening, perhaps hadn’t heard, so no harm done.


  “Sometimes when we’ve made love, lying by Joe in the bed and it’s so good and I think . . . all this is going to go. We’ve been the lucky ones, we’ve had this. Our home, his work, a richness. And then I think, what’s for my kids, what’s for Sarah and Debbie? I can’t wish them what I’d like for them, full lives, seeing their world, love, achievement. None of that.”


  Why tell this to a stranger? Of course, just because he was.


  Hard as stone, her eyes.


  “D’you know what I wish for them?” Whispering. He had to cup his ear. “Just that . . . whatever happens to them . . . and it may be terrible, I know that . . . just that they live long enough to have babies. And pass it on.”


  Not hard, fine. No trace of tears now. He knew what she meant, what was to be passed on.


  “My dear—!” But he mustn’t insult her with sympathy.


  “I’m going to teach them,” she said. “If I can. It’s up to me. Teach them to survive. When the time comes.”


  Quatermass felt cold.


  She turned quickly because the two children were coming now, scampering in excitement. “Mummy, look! It’s Puppy—he’s all funny! Come quick!”


  Clare ran with them.


  The Alsatian was standing by one of the stones, its hackles on end and its great teeth bared. It was giving frightening growls. Its eyes were on the trees a short distance away.


  There was a curious sound.


  A kind of bubbling exhalation, as if some vast dying creature were in there, fighting for breath.


  Figures began to come out of the trees. Their leader swung a shining ball on a string. His limbs jerked, angular as a beetle’s. Behind him the ponchoed marchers followed in irregular groups, threes and fours at a time. Their knees were buckling. Eyes were as glazed as marathon runners’, nearing the limit of exhaustion. But they were managing to keep up a ghostly, panting chant, forcing the last breaths out of themselves.


  “Planet People,” said Quatermass.


  “Are they? I’ve never seen any before. They’ve never come here. Joe’s talked about them. He hates them.” She clutched the dog by its collar as it snarled again.


  “Puppy doesn’t like them, too,” said Sarah.


  There would be over a hundred in the straggling procession, Quatermass judged. They were clear of the trees now. There were children among them, tottering along like little blind things. One was being carried on his father’s shoulders, slumped forward over the young man’s head.


  It was like a trail of ants. Almost undeviating, it was heading straight towards the observatory.


  “Joe!”


  Kapp had appeared in the station doorway with young Chen. Tommy Roach followed a moment later, holding something.


  “Oh God, he’s got a gun!”


  She started running, holding on to the dog’s collar. It bounded along with her. Quatermass grabbed the frightened children.


  The line of Planet People did not seem to be making for the station entrance, he thought. They were moving as if to cross the railway track in the gap between it and the outbuildings. Their panting cry came back at him, half voiced, guttural. An ugly, wordless sound.


  “Leh-leh-leheheh! Leh-leh-leheh!”


  “Stop!” yelled Kapp. “You can’t come through here! Get back!”


  Roach fired the shotgun over their heads. Then he swung it down.


  “No!” screamed Clare.


  She was running beside the column.


  “Clare, keep back!”


  “Joe, they’ve got kids!” She turned to the marchers. “He won’t let you through! Go round—another way!” She was up with the leader of them now, pointing aside. The young man seemed dazed, unable to comprehend, but at least he was slowing. The other Planet People bunched behind. Clare looked for any response from the haggard, painted faces.


  “Turn back!” Kapp was shouting. “All of you, go back! You’re not coming in here!”


  “Joe, wait!” Now she turned to their leader and asked: “Where are you trying to get to?”


  He looked as if he was trying to retrieve it from the depths of memory. His lips formed it.


  “Ringstone Round.”


  Other voices agreed. The name ran among them. “Ringstone Round . . . Ringstone Round . . .” They were gasping for breath, many of them. Weary bodies sank to the ground. The chant died away.


  Clare pushed through them to join her husband.


  “Did you hear?”


  Kapp nodded. He shouted: “You’ve come the wrong way! Go back! Turn round and go!”


  None of them stirred. The pendulum was swinging backwards and forwards. Roach discreetly loaded one smoking barrel.


  “You could get to it this way,” Clare said.


  “Ringstone Round?”


  She looked towards the hills out beyond the railway track. “I’m sure you could.”


  “There’s no road.”


  “But if you went straight across. It’s the right direction. Oh God, look at them!”


  Swaying or slumped, lips twitching, they were unreachable. Their eyes rolled. A child whimpered, clinging to its mother. Dust had caked the blood on bare feet.


  Clare called out: “Do you need anything? D’you want food? I might find some for you. Water?”


  No response. They knew what they wanted. It lay ahead.


  “Let them through, Joe.”


  “It must be twenty miles,” said Kapp.


  “It’ll be further if you send them back.” She dropped her voice. “For the sake of those kids at least.”


  Kapp hesitated. He turned to Roach, standing with the reloaded gun. He knew what response he would get there.


  “They won’t touch anything.” It was Quatermass who had come up. “They’re not even interested.”


  True. They seemed too spent even to look up at the shining dishes above. Not a head was raised.


  “All right.” Kapp called out: “Straight through, then! Don’t go near anything—don’t touch anything! Just get going!”


  The Planet People obeyed.


  In silence now, as if the halt had shaken them out of the rhythm of their breathing as well as their stride, they started to shuffle along. Even the weariest managed to pick themselves up from the ground. The line re-formed. It passed between the old waiting room and the water tank and crossed the platform. Some of the Planet People went sprawling as they jumped down on to the track. Now and then a precious bundle of food or clothing was dropped and forgotten as they ploughed on up the hill.


  “Termites!” said Kapp.


  The tail of the column disappeared across the further platform. It was over. A small crisis averted.


  “Till next time,” said Tommy Roach. He applied his safety catch. That was the way it went. If something happened once it would certainly happen again. And the next time was always worse. They would have to do something about defences—


  Kapp cried out: “Oh, no!”


  He went running. The two little girls were squatting on the ground, absorbed in something. It was Debbie who had it, a crude pendulum consisting of a rusty iron nut on the end of a dirty string. He snatched it from her.


  “Where did you get this? From them?”


  He was shaking the child. She snivelled. Her sister pointed after the Planet People and said: “A boy gave it to her.”


  Kapp hurled the thing away. He gripped Debbie’s little body tight.


  “Those are mad people! They believe in mad things. You must never take anything from them—never! Never!”


  Debbie screamed, not understanding, frightened of her angry father. When Clare picked her up she had wet herself.


  Kapp walked over to where the rusty nut had fallen and kicked it out of sight. He looked sick.


  “They made me do that,” he said.
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  Alison Sharpe had not been in the observatory at the time. She was about a mile away, gathering acorns for coffee. There was a particular tree she favoured. The acorns it dropped were smaller but they tasted better. She always went to it.


  While she filled her rush basket she heard a kind of singing.


  She saw half a dozen young people dressed in loose ponchos, running lightly. It was not a song, she realized as they came closer, but a breathy chant.


  “Hah! Hah! Hah! Hah!”


  The boy leading them was swinging a plumb-bob. As he caught sight of Alison he called out to her: “Come with us!”


  She did not know what he meant. “Where?” she asked.


  “Ringstone Round! We’re going to Ringstone Round!” He caught her by the wrist to pull her along with them.


  Alison was frightened.


  She managed to jerk free. She ran. The basket fell and she lost the acorns as she made off.


  She got back to the huts.


  It was an hour before Clare could get the truth out of her. What had frightened Alison was not so much the Planet People as herself, the sudden urge to give in and run with them. Her mind had seemed to switch off, to go blank. Clever Alison succumbing to the sort of mindlessness she had always despised. It must have been hysteria. She despised that too.


  Now she sat recovering. Sipping from a cup and trembling.


  Clare left her and turned to the others.


  “Why there?”


  Joe almost spat. “Looking for magic! It used to be Stonehenge or Glastonbury Tor where the slobs went to wait for the end of the world! Now it’s the turn of Ringstone Round! They don’t use maps, of course—they’ve got to discover it for themselves with earth-trails and bobs! As if nobody had ever been there!”


  “I went to see it once,” said Quatermass. “It was swarming with tourists.”


  How long ago? Thirty years? Forty? He was with his wife and little . . . who, Hettie? Not Hettie, of course not. Hettie was still an undeveloped egg in the little child’s womb of her mother, who held her father’s hand, his hand, and licked at the ice-cream cornet he had bought her near the ticket office. The admission tickets were sixpence each and she had wanted them, to hold them, to possess something. He suddenly saw the small face looking up at him, the sticky fair hair. It was very hot that summer. The grass was brown, trodden flat by the tourists crowding the Round. The child had felt uneasy among so many bodies. She had run for a little among the great stones, but then wanted to go. A quick look at the megaliths . . . the two trilithons . . . the great hanging sarsen stone in the middle of the group . . . and they left. The little girl ran ahead of her parent waving thin arms, pretending to be some imaginary creature. A long way in time from the autobahn that was going to kill her. Not long enough.


  “I know a rhyme about Ringstone Round,” said Sarah. She had been listening.


  Clare nodded. “The nursery rhyme.”


  “Do you know it?” Sarah asked Quatermass.


  “Of course,” he said. “I remember teaching it to”—he hesitated—“to other little girls. How does it go? ‘Huffity, puffity, Ringstone Round—’ ”


  
    “Huffity, puffity, Ringstone Round,


    If you lose your hat it will never be found . . .”

  


  She clapped her hand on her head to hold the imaginary hat in place. She said: “You have to do the things.”


  “That’s right.” It came back to him with almost physical clarity. Another small figure was capering there in front of him and biting its tongue in concentration. Who was it, Hettie? Hettie’s infant mother? Hettie, he decided, when she was aged about five.


  Sarah was tugging at her waist band.


  
    “So pull up your britches right up to your chin,


    And fasten your—your—”

  


  “Cloak,” he said. He knew.


  
    “. . . your cloak with a bright new pin—”

  


  They finished the words together:


  
    “And when you are ready, then we can begin,


    Huffity, puffity, puff!”

  


  Sarah sat back, pleased. She evidently felt she had made a point. In some obscure way, Quatermass felt he had, too, but was not sure what it was. He sat frowning.


  “It must be windy there,” said Sarah.


  “Yes,” he agreed, and looked across at Clare. He met an expression that puzzled him for a moment, until he remembered he had seen it before. It was when she had talked about her discoveries. A kind of hunger.


  “It’s curious about nursery rhymes,” he said. “What else they may be telling us.”


  Clare nodded. “Politics, I suppose. Wars, invasions. When, oh when, does little Boney come? P’raps he’ll come in August, p’raps he’ll stay at home . . . Sometimes he was just the Bone Man. That made him more sinister.”


  Sarah was out of her depth. “What bone man, mummy?”


  “Napoleon. I told you about him, didn’t I? Well, I will. And there was the brave old Duke of York, who had ten thousand men and marched them up to the top of the hill and didn’t know what to do next. And little Jack Horner, who hid valuable documents in a pie, he really did. And pulled out quite a plum. And King Georgy Porgy. And most of all there were the . . . sickness ones.”


  She meant plague, of course, but she wouldn’t say it in front of the quick child. Memories of the Black Death and later visitations, transformed into pretty harmlessness. The chain of rising pustules . . . Ring o’ Roses. A pocket full of posies . . . attempted prophylaxis. A-tishoo! A-tishoo! We all fall down . . . onset of pneumonic plague by droplet infection, followed by rapid collapse. It was all compressed there, symptoms and action taken, softened and rendered fit to be preserved as a memory, transmitted through the centuries of infants’ singing. Like nuclear waste set harmlessly in blocks of glass.


  “Sometimes they were far older,” said Clare. “Eena, meena, mina, mo—”


  “I know that one!” Sarah was sure of herself again.


  “Of course you do.”


  “It’s for counting.”


  “Yes.”


  “To make Debbie go out of a game. I mean—if she’s been bad or something. I mean, if it’s time for her rest. I mean, you can trick it.”


  “Try it on the Stumpy Men,” Clare said. “It was theirs.”


  “Eena, meena—?”


  “The people who made them, anyway. That’s how they counted, or we think they did. Their words.” She turned to Quatermass again. “It’s true. Prehistoric numeration, a remnant.”


  “You couldn’t do it on the Stumpy Men,” objected Sarah.


  “Mm?”


  “They wouldn’t go out of the game.”


  “No, of course they wouldn’t, I wasn’t thinking.”


  “Silly Mummy!”


  Clare’s eyes were still on Quatermass. He was puzzled by the strange excitement behind them. Expectancy, that was it. There was something she wanted of him. If he had been young, young woman to young man, he would have known what it was. But young to old—


  “Clare,” he said, “how far is it to Ringstone Round?”


  He saw instantly that he had got it right. For some reason she had wanted the suggestion to come from him.


  “Oh, it’s about half an hour, I think,” she said.


  Now he had to go on with it. He crossed to where Kapp was frowning over technical diagrams. “Joe, would you mind—could we take a look at this place?”


  “What?”


  “Ringstone Round.”


  Kapp muttered: “You mean now? I’m right in the middle of—look, Tommy’s over there waiting for me to—” He turned to Clare. “For God’s sake, why?”


  So in spite of the diagrams, he had been listening to every word.


  “It was the sight of those kids, wasn’t it?”


  “Not just that, Joe—”


  Quatermass said: “I’d like to see what’s going on. If you can spare the petrol. I don’t know, it just might be important.”


  “How?”


  “It’s possible.”


  Kapp looked at Clare and she nodded. He glanced down at the diagrams again. They were going to go there, of course. There was no choice and he knew it.


  “Okay.”


  It was agreed that Alison should stay with the children. She was still too shaken to be able to perform much effective work on the correlation receivers.


  The waggon had gone when Debbie got up, fat-eyed, from her afternoon sleep.


  She felt cheated out of a ride when she heard about it, and became very disagreeable. She had chewed the photograph of Hettie almost to pieces—“That old man give it me”—and she waved the little straw figure challengingly at Alison. “My daddy give me this, it’s from London. It’s nicer than your kind!”


  Sarah was subtler. She ran to find the old Kate Greenaway book that had been her mummy’s when she was little. And snuggled up to Alison.


  They found the rhyme. It was accompanied by a pallid illustration of two Victorian children in trouble with a breeze in front of some staid standing-stones.


  “That’s what it looks like,” said Sarah.


  “I expect so,” Alison said. She read out: “ ‘Huffity, puffity, Ringstone Round—’ ”


  Debbie grizzled: “I don’t like this book.”


  Quatermass sat in the back seat of the waggon and listened.


  “It’s even older than Stonehenge,” Clare was saying. “Three or four hundred years older, by radiocarbon dating. Cruder, of course, and not so big. It might have been the prototype.”


  “For Stonehenge?” Quatermass kept trying to picture it but all that came to mind was the sticky face with ice-cream round its lips.


  “That was one theory. It’d have been them again, the Beaker Folk.”


  “Five thousand years.”


  A meaningless number, too far outside human span. Plus or minus so many hundreds, bristle-cone corrected. Symbolism, the attempt to extend the brain beyond its own life. He suddenly remembered clearly what his wife had worn that hot day. A New Look dress, that’s what it was called. Long, almost to the ankles, and she was ridiculously pleased with it, so full and lavish after the war years. A flash of total recall. It was June 1948. Plus or minus a week, bristle-cone corrected.


  And the sticky little person who had clutched his hand . . . it would be another twenty-five years before a tiny egg would descend her Fallopian tube and turn into Hettie . . .


  “Oh, look!” cried Clare.


  Planet People on the road just ahead, marching fast, their ponchos swinging. Quatermass looked out as the waggon passed them. He saw no faces he recognized. They were not the weary creatures who had stumbled through Kapp’s station. Those could not have come so far in the time. And they looked fresher. Even moving uphill they kept to a jerky, swift jog.


  Then he saw what had made Clare cry out.


  There were half a dozen other troops of Planet People in the distance, some of only a few running figures, others in columns so long that whole sections were lost in dips or clumps of trees. But whether running or faltering, they all moved in the same direction.


  “Talk about lemmings!” Kapp swung the wheel to avoid a wandering group.


  “It’s like the old pop festivals,” Clare said. “Remember all the thousands jamming the roads?”


  “I remember pictures on television.”


  “You never went to one, did you?”


  “Not my scene, as they used to say.”


  “I did, twice,” she said. “I don’t really know why.”


  Round the next bend Kapp braked suddenly. Planet People were streaming obliquely across in front of him, reckless as deer. They knew the way better than the road did. They tore at the hedge to drag themselves over. Hundreds of them, milling and shoving.


  Soon the waggon was down to short bursts of speed between the trotting columns. It was no better behind. Kapp’s temper rose. He was sure there was a track leading off to the right, and he would take it, get clear away out of all this. It had been a mistake. Just to satisfy their curiosity about lunatics behaving like lunatics.


  There was no sign of the track. Soon Kapp was no longer sure there was one. He was down to walking pace.


  Then the hedges fell away and the road was running across open ground. Flat moorland with the long strings of scudding figures weaving across it, closing.


  “Hold on now!”


  He bounced the waggon off the road. Holding the horn button down, he accelerated across the turf, cutting through the panting columns and scattering them. They were on rising ground now. From the low hill ahead, he judged, they would be able to take in the whole idiotic scene and then get out.


  “There it is!” Clare cried.


  Ringstone Round. The great cluster of standing stones was only a few hundred yards away. Quatermass had forgotten the impact they made. He felt it again now. It was like encountering huge grey beasts that had momentarily frozen in their tracks.


  But it was different this time. The entire area round them was crammed with swaying figures.


  “They’ve swarmed,” said Kapp.


  That was it. No longer lemmings running blind. The very form of their excitement had changed. A cluster of bees Quatermass had once seen—where could it have been, on a lamp post or a telephone pole?—like a single pulsating organism, a crawling, concentrated multitude. A man had come to remove the swarm. He had heavy gloves and a net over his face that made him look like a veiled woman. Watching, little Bernard Quatermass had marvelled at the bees’ fierce energy and purpose.


  “We’ve seen it,” Kap said. “Let’s go.”


  “Not yet!” Quatermass was surprised at his own certainty.


  “What d’you want to do—show them your photographs?”


  Cheap. Kapp knew it. He was worried. “I’m going to try and break back. If I can. I saw another track—”


  “Wait!”


  Something was going on among the tall stones. Waves of ponchoed figures were sweeping forward and back, leaping so frenziedly that it was impossible to see. Now and again the swirling eddies seemed to break.


  Quatermass saw a clear space opening. He thumped Kapp on the shoulder.


  “Quick! Go through!”


  There was no time to argue. Kapp drove.


  The crowd parted. Excited painted faces leapt up to peer in at them. Hands pattered on the metal sides. The huge panting exhalation closed all round.


  “Hah! . . . hah! . . . hah!”


  Kapp jabbed at the pedals. “Under the bloody wheels! They don’t see!” It would have been impossible to keep direction but for the towering stones. They were close now. They passed a wooden ticket office, boarded up and swaying under the weight of Planet People on its roof. (“No charge for the little girl, sir.” “Daddy, can I have the tickets?”)


  All in a moment they were through.


  Kapp swerved the waggon past a clifflike trilith with its lintel slab looming above them. Skidded into clear space and managed to pull up just short of another stone monster.


  “Pay cops!”


  A squad of them in full riot gear, with carbines and heavy machine guns, were crowded there in the middle, in the shadow of the great hanging sarsen. There was a black truck, too, half hidden.


  One of them came running. He had the rank flashes of a captain painted on his helmet. He flung the door of the waggon open.


  “Where is it?” he yelled. “The gas?”


  “What gas?”


  “Haven’t you got it, domkop?” Again the clipped twang. “Who the bloody hell are you? Come on out of it—quick!”


  He was waving his gun at them. As they tumbled out Kapp found himself saying: “Captain, I—let me explain—we just wanted to see—”


  “We thought we could help,” said Quatermass.


  “Shut up, man!”


  He turned and yelled back to his squad: “They’re nothing! No gas!” Behind his visor his face was streaming with sweat. He waved his gun at the Planet People who had pushed through after the waggon. “Get back there! I warned you, verdomde opstokers!” And to his men: “Knock ’em back—they’re busting through! Quick!”


  A clumsy rush and the cops were hitting out with their gun butts. There were yells of pain.


  “Oh, stop!” It was Clare. “They’re doing no harm!” She grabbed at the captain’s arm. A side-swipe from his studded gauntlet sent her spinning into Kapp.


  “Take care, mevrou!”


  “Don’t hurt them—”


  The cop’s eyes bulged at her behind the plastic. “Listen, I got a riot here! I got a contract to stop riots! Finish and klaar!”


  “He’s making it happen—Joe!”


  She was frightened now, clinging to Kapp. Frightened too, as she had not expected, by the Planet People. These must have been the early arrivals. Their eyes were completely glazed from hours of breathy chanting. The P-marks showed bright against ghastly pallor.


  Many of them were shaking. Heavy tremors, visible yards away, shook all their flesh.


  There was a huge, rolling pressure from behind. Some of those in the front were being pushed to their knees. Over them all hung an uneasy, bubbling quiet.


  “Kickalong!”


  The word, if it was a real word, ran suddenly among them. Excitement came back.


  “Kickalong . . . Kickalong!”


  It was a name.


  Attention was shifting, rippling. A huge man came pushing his way through.


  “Look out, he’s back!” shouted the captain.


  The man was swinging a plumb-bob, but it was like no other Quatermass had seen. It was contoured, worked in brass, circling at the end of a leather thong. He wore leather garments, and his patchworked poncho was thrown back like a cloak. He was close enough to see that the letter P on his face had been elaborately tattooed there, not merely painted. His hair was wild.


  “Lah! Hahah! Lah! Hahah!”


  He roared out the chant from the bottom of his throat. All those round him picked up the rhythm, driving hoarse, cracked voices in the same barks.


  The captain lifted his visor and yelled to his men: “Get set up now!” His words were drowned. He grabbed a loudhailer and bellowed through it: “Get set with the big stuff! Hold your positions! Ready to fire!”


  A scramble round the great hanging stone. Gun barrels glinted. The captain swung round to Kapp. “You too, man, get yours under cover! You want ’em killed, hey?”


  “Killed—?”


  “Can’t you see, domkop? They going to rush us!”


  No doubt about it, he was going to provoke it. He was spoiling for a slaughter, and with those guns, it would be.


  “Can I talk to them?” asked Quatermass.


  The captain turned quickly, and he caught the flash of contempt. “You? Talk to them?”


  “With that thing.” He pointed at the loudhailer.


  The cop was annoyed. But they were witnesses. With them here he had to make some show of conciliation.


  “You some kind of guru? They’d listen to you? Okay, I give you one minute.”


  Quatermass took the loudhailer.


  He looked at the faces round him. It was the centre of the insect swarm. Hardly one that seemed rational or responsive. The chant seemed to thump in the air, led by the big man Kickalong.


  He raised the loudhailer. The mouthpiece was wet, he saw, blobbed with the pay cop captain’s spittle. He shouted into it.


  “I’m on your side!”


  The words seemed to clatter among the stones. The captain was at his side, objecting, but he went on.


  “I agree with you!” The loudhailer snatched the words from his lips and sent them echoing away. “I say what you do about the state of the world! It’s poisoned and it’s sick! You want out of it!” He paused and listened. The chanting had quietened. “You want to go to another planet.”


  Almost dead silence.


  They were waiting. He could feel the force of their expectation, the faces all round him, blank as the sucker-pads of some great encircling creature, pulling at him. It was an orator’s moment. From the distance, as if his own words were bouncing back, came faint ecstatic cries: “We’re going! Now! The Planet!”


  “No!”


  He yelled the word into the microphone, and it echoed from the standing stones.


  “It can’t happen! Not now, not any time! There is no such planet!”


  A shuddering wail burst out.


  For an instant he thought he had them, that he had broken the spell and got through to them and that it was shock. Then he heard the shrillness in it and he saw the heads shaking.


  He tried again. “I’ll tell you what’s going to happen! You’re going to be disappointed—and then you’ll get angry and you’ll get hurt!” He pointed at the crouching pay cops. “By them!”


  But the moment had gone, he knew it. He shouted: “There is no planet! Go away from here! Go!”


  He had lost them. The chanting rose at him like a solid wave. He could feel the aggression in it, feel it hitting, hurting.


  The loudhailer was suddenly torn from his hand.


  It was the big man Kickalong. He ran, waving the thing, and leapt up like a giant spider. And there he was on the flat top of the hanging sarsen.


  He raised the horn to his mouth.


  “We go!” howled Kickalong. “We go to the Planet!”


  Frantic screaming from the crowd. It was what they wanted, all they wanted. A shock wave of energy passed through them like the movements in a tide, spreading back and driving forwards at the same time. Those in front were hit by the surge. Some fell on their knees.


  The pay cops ducked behind their riot shields. The captain was waving his arms, spluttering some order. Guns swung up.


  Quatermass felt acutely sick. It was going to happen just as he said, but sooner, any second now. He could see Joe Kapp pushing Clare aboard the waggon.


  “Soon!” screeched the black-clad figure from the stone. “We’re going to leave them in the muck they made! They bust it all so they’ve got it!” They—they—they—the ancient blame-word, hammering. “We don’t want it, they can have it! We’re getting out! Soon!”


  It was a promise.


  “Soon!” they screamed. “Soon! Soon! Soon!”


  A plastic bullet hit Kickalong in the face.


  Quatermass saw the captain do it, aim a short thick barrel and fire. The heavy slug struck the loudhailer and sent it spinning. The man was flung down off the sarsen.


  Pay cops grabbed him instantly. His mouth was a bloody mess. A couple of Planet People who ran forward to help him were clubbed down and dragged with him over to the black truck.


  “Got him!” The captain was almost jubilant. He slammed the truck doors and yelled at the driver. “Get him out of it! Maak gou! Maak gou!”


  He turned to Kapp. “You too, man! While you got the chance!”


  Quatermass found himself bundled into the waggon beside Clare. He could feel her shivering. Then Kapp slammed the door, fired the engine, swung the wheel, all in the same movement. The pay cop truck was already on its way and they would have to keep close behind.


  Clare moaned: “I didn’t know—I didn’t—”


  Yammering, chanting faces on both sides of them, pressing close. The chant seemed sharper now, more fast and feverish, like the sound of some gigantic pack of dogs that had learnt to bark in rhythm. Fists thumped the metal body.


  “I had to try,” said Quatermass.


  Kapp nodded. “You did your best. But what the hell, they’re mad.”


  The black truck ahead was moving faster. Kapp speeded to catch up, before its wake could close up and cut them off. But the mob seemed to be thinning. He drew a slow breath. “I think . . . yes, I think we’re out of it.”


  All in a moment they drew clear, and the only Planet People about were a few stragglers.


  The black truck was drawing away but it no longer mattered.


  Kapp slowed. He was glad to. The ground was uneven, full of treacherous twists. His waggon’s suspension was having a bad time.


  Clare peered back. “What d’you think’ll happen?”


  “That boss cop!” Kapp’s disgust showed. “He’s scared out of his skull.”


  “But he’s got all those guns—”


  “You saw his eyes,” said Quatermass. “Yes, he’ll start shooting.”


  “He may not,” Kapp said. “He may just decide his contract time is up and quit. That’s your pay cop. You get what you pay for, or a bit less—”


  They lurched up and over a crooked rise.


  There was the black truck. It was lying on its side with wheels in the air, still spinning. Right in their path.


  “God!”


  Kapp swerved violently and they nearly went over in the same way. They were flung out of their seats as the waggon bounced and skidded and plunged. He managed to get control of it before it cut straight through a trotting line of ponchoed figures. Planet People, still arriving. They scattered in panic. The waggon jolted about and came to a stop.


  Caraway stood glaring in fury.


  That waggon could have killed them all. He had a mind to swing up his plumb-bob at the driver’s window and smash it. No good, though, there was all that protective mesh. Bits of iron all over the waggon. In fact there was something nasty and familiar about it altogether. It was exactly like the one they had met on the road where the old man talked crazy. And in fact when you looked it had the same old man inside it, too, so it was the same one.


  It had nearly hit Sal. Being fat, she couldn’t dodge out of the way of things so fast, and it had come close to getting her. She was crying with fright and clutching her old baby so hard she made it squeal.


  Bee had got over it.


  She was running straight on towards the other truck, the black one that had crashed. They had heard it, thump-bang-thump! No doubt about what it was, with those big yellow letters on its side. They were a bit hard to see at the moment but when you made them out they spelt CONTRACT POLICE. The driver was a pay cop, or had been. He was a bit of a mess now because he was half out of the truck and it was on him. He was just squirming a bit.


  Inside the truck somebody was banging and thumping about. Shouting like mad. “Help me! Get me out!”


  His face showed through the bars on the back window. A lot of blood on it and mixed in his hair too. But when Caraway got near he saw the most remarkable thing about him was the P-marks on his cheeks. They were tattooed there. It was the first time Caraway had seen it done like that. It was something really special.


  “Hurry up!” yelled the bloody man. “Bust the lock!”


  Nobody wanted to stop. Ringstone Round was so close you could see the big stones, and even a bit of the crowd that was all round them, jumping and chanting. It sounded like millions and it drove you crazy to listen, just wanting to get there and join in.


  “Come on!” shouted the locked-up man. “Bust it!”


  They flung themselves at the cop truck. They rocked it and they kicked at it. Bee hit the door with a stone but that didn’t do much good, so Caraway found a far bigger one and battered the lock till it gave. The door flew open. The bloody tattooed man jumped out and he was truly enormous. There were two other People in there with him, two men, and they got out too. They just hadn’t been saying much.


  When the tattooed man saw the other waggon he sort of growled. The old science man was standing there looking bothered, as if he had half a notion to come over, maybe to try and help the squashed driver-cop. But if he had, he was the one who would have got the next squashing, Caraway could tell that from the way the tattooed man was shaking with hate.


  “Let’s go!” shouted Caraway. They were wasting time.


  Bee and the others turned to run on with him—and then, right at their eyes, it happened.


  The light.


  It was so blinding Caraway thought the truck had exploded.


  Bee shrieked.


  A column of fire coming down out of the sky.


  Like a huge slow spark as thick as a tree and then thick as a tower. It kept fattening all the time, throbbing and quivering blue.


  Its sound hit them then. A kind of crackle so loud it pushed eardrums in and seemed to shake bones loose in the body.


  Caraway fell down flat. So did others. And the noise came up through the ground at them, too. It shook every bit of thought out of their heads except one, that this was it, this was what they had been running all the way to find. It was really happening but they weren’t in it.


  They screwed up their eyes to peer at Ringstone Round.


  The dazzling beam had fixed there. It seemed to wash over the standing stones, and for an instant their big shapes could be made out in it, before the brightness became too much and blurred out everything. It was never still. It quivered and probed like the searching fingers of an enormous hand.


  All the time the sound of it came rolling down. The steady, massive crackle of untold power.


  Quatermass clung to the car door. He covered his watering eyes, unable to look. The reflected brightness beat up at him from the very ground. It grew fiercer, as if about to spread out and engulf them all.


  He cringed.


  Then it was dimming, he could tell, and the sound of it slackened.


  He could bear to look.


  The beam was still there. It extended upwards, he saw, into the sky and out of sight. A slash of brilliance like a bolt of lightning that had somehow stuck and stayed burning.


  Now it changed again.


  The base of it shifted, shrank. It rolled upwards. Fast, too fast for human eyes, which still thought they saw it after it had gone.


  The sky was empty. Shredded clouds boiled about.


  Little winds came, gusting all ways without direction, tugging at the trees and bushes, whirling up dust. The watchers rubbed at their eyes as the dazzle-spots faded from them.


  On Ringstone Round the great megaliths had been pushed asunder. Some had fallen from the places they had kept through millennia. Some had split, riven like old trees.


  A thin discoloured mist shifted about them. The ground beneath sparkled with a curious dusky glitter.


  All the people had gone.
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  Every instrument in the radio-observatory had gone to its peak reading. Needles vibrated at the top of their scales, as if to force a way past. All indicator lamps burned brightly, regardless of function.


  Roach sat horrified.


  “We’re being swamped! The cutouts, the safety cutouts—!”


  But you couldn’t rely on them. They had never been put to a test like this—


  “We’ll lose the lot!”


  Instruments designed to distinguish between the faintest radiation sources at the other end of the universe were being sledge-hammered.


  “Frank, screen in quick!”


  Chen, with faster reactions, was already doing it. “Down by ten—”


  It made no difference. A klaxon set to warn of the direst electrical calamity started into grating honks.


  “And ten . . . and ten . . . and ten . . . !”


  At a logarithmic reduction to one millionth of the incoming load, the readings began to sag. Then suddenly everything seemed to collapse. Indicator lamps died. Every needle dropped to zero.


  “Blown!” Roach was panicked into complete confusion. “We’ve lost them! Oh, Christ—!”


  “It’s over,” Chen said.


  “What?”


  “It stopped, it just stopped. I think.” Carefully, coolly, Chen switched out the screening factor stage by stage. Needles and lamps started to respond again.


  Roach wiped messily at the sweat that was streaming down his face. “For a second there I really thought—!”


  “Back to normal.”


  “But what the hell—? Frank, those replacement modules?”


  “I went over every one,” Chen said.


  “Just the same—”


  “I did!” End of argument. He was the most meticulous second Roach had ever worked with.


  Chen said: “This came from outside.”


  Roach stared at him.


  As if unaware of the question he had just raised, the younger man was starting on a rapid routine of apparatus checks.


  “Damage?”


  “None so far.”


  If they’d really got away with it . . . there might be some recorded traces, some that survived that massive dumping into the hardware. They could try to analyse them.


  A team job if ever there was one. It needed Joe, but Joe had unaccountably driven off somewhere. It needed Alison Sharpe, and she was sitting over in the Kapps’ hut looking after their kids. It was bloody lunacy! He grabbed the house phone to summon her.


  He frowned. A thick hiss came from the receiver.


  “Frank, listen—”


  But Chen was busy with his own discoveries. “D’you know how long that lasted?” he said. He looked round for the inked tracks of the Spacelab catastrophe, the blurs in space and time that coincided when they should not have done. “It’s the same,” he said.


  20.2 seconds.


  Alison Sharpe had switched the radio on. She had expected only the usual cracked records, and the bland news flashes that you weren’t really meant to believe, but she thought it would do to distract the children. She felt she was no good to them today. She was still shaken up by her encounter with the Planet People.


  The radio was playing its anti-music when a blast of interference broke in, so loud and harsh that it made the children jump. Debbie clapped her hands to her ears and looked round for sympathy, ready to cry if she got any.


  Alison turned the radio off.


  She went to the window and looked across at the observatory. The trouble could have come from there, some major fault flaring. But everything looked quiet. No running figures.


  “I can read it!” Debbie’s boasting voice.


  She had the battered Kate Greenaway book open on the floor. With a restraint that always surprised Alison, her sister said: “You can’t read.”


  “I can say it!” cried Debbie. “. . . Lose your hat but it won’t be found, so pull up your britches . . . What’s britches?”


  “Pants,” said Sarah.


  Alison was still staring out of the window as if she expected to see something. Looking along the skyline now.


  Kapp drove slowly forward across the turf. Through the waggon’s open window a thin acridity seemed to bite at the nostrils. Clare sat bolt upright beside him. He was aware of her trembling but she did not speak.


  “Better stop,” said Quatermass. “We’re getting close.”


  They could see the line of it now, about fifty yards ahead. It ran irregularly like a broad singed swathe. Everything it enclosed had gone. From there they could make out detail halfway up to the stones, and it was obvious that there were only slight undulations, a few inches high at most, and those seemed to consist of dust. It rippled and shifted here and there, but the movement came from the eddies of wind. It had blown strongly as they first approached, then quickly died away.


  Clare said in the small stubborn voice of a child: “I won’t believe it.” And then: “Let’s go. Let’s get away.”


  It was impossible.


  Kapp looked at Quatermass and found the same obligation in his face. He threw the door of the waggon open and got down. Quatermass followed. After a moment so did Clare, to be with them.


  “Oh God!” she said. “You can hear the earth!”


  The ground was seething with shock, literally singing like a big fruit cake just out of the oven. They moved forward slowly, sensitive to everything about them. Particularly above them.


  Kapp said: “How many do you think were here?”


  “Thousands.” Quatermass had no real idea.


  The dust sparkled strangely. He picked up a handful and was surprised at its weight. It had something crystalline about it, flashing light back from minute facets. It was hard to hold, dribbling between his fingers like quicksilver. Yet on the ground it seemed to bind into a sort of flocculence.


  Metal things showed like islands in a grey sea. A backpack frame, a water bottle, a plumb-bob.


  Quatermass walked along the edge of the terrible place.


  “They did it!”


  The cry came from the great gaunt man they called Kickalong, as he came panting up. The Planet People who had set him free were straggling behind.


  “They got away!” he shouted. Tears were streaming down the bloodstained face. “They’re all gone!”


  Wails from Caraway and the rest. Bee’s thin body was shaking with the bitterness of it.


  “Not quite all of them.”


  Quatermass was staring at something on the singed perimeter line. He had taken it first to be a thicker drift of dust, but it was more solid. A shapeless mess of jellied flesh and bent bone. Teeth were scattered in it, and vertebrae. It still seemed to tremble a little, perhaps from the movement of the ground.


  “There’s another one,” said Bee, and ran to look.


  And then others. Human fragments, all along the edge.


  The Planet People stared at them. Quatermass waited for revulsion and terror. There was neither. Kickalong picked up a plumb-bob, cordless now, from beside one. Then he dropped it again, as if restoring it to the ruined thing’s possession.


  “These didn’t make it,” he said.


  Quatermass could hardly believe it had been said. “They were destroyed!”


  “They were unlucky!”


  Caraway chimed in. “Like an accident—you always get accidents.”


  “What about all the rest?” cried Kickalong. “They got away. They went to the Planet, all of ’em. Nothing you can do to bring ’em back! They’ve gone!”


  He waved triumphantly across the sea of grey dust. The Planet People picked up his words: “They’ve gone! They got away!”


  “Us next,” Kickalong promised. “Soon—it’s going to be soon!”


  “Soon!” they cried. “Yes, soon!” It was the re-affirmation of faith. Kickalong looked up at the sky and howled: “You just went on ahead! We’re coming too! Make the land ready till we get there!”


  “Make ready! Make ready!”


  The little group were staring into the sky as if expecting to be swept up there at any moment. Quatermass shivered.


  He rejoined the Kapps. Clare was holding on to her husband and whispering over and over: “I don’t understand, I don’t want to understand.”


  Kapp said: “They knew it would happen, and it did.”


  The Planet People were stepping one by one across into the blasted area. They moved carefully, respectfully, as if they were on holy ground. Their feet stirred the dust, riffling it and fluffing it aside. There were little personal things among it, adornments and shoe-buckles and the like. But nothing more that had been human.


  The little ticket office was still standing. Or part of it was, and that only until Kickalong touched it. Then the boards flaked as if they had been centuries in a tomb, and scattered round him into crystalline dust.


  Kickalong ran among the great sarsen stones.


  He saw where they had been shivered. A whole section of the hanging stone had been broken off and lay on the ground. Pieces of it lay scattered about, with raw edges. Other megaliths had been displaced, had spilled their lintels down. Some had split, yet still stood.


  Kickalong found the pay cops’ armour. He kicked savagely at an empty helmet, sending it bouncing away like a skull.


  “Cops!”


  “They shouldn’t have been here,” agreed Caraway. “They weren’t meant.”


  Bee glared down the slope behind them. “And them. I know them. On that road, they talked to us. Asking things.”


  “That old science man,” said Caraway.


  “They’re going,” said Bee.


  As Kapp started with Clare towards the waggon she stiffened and pointed. Though the grass was still green here, a drift of dust had formed, and it was moving.


  “Something still alive!” She turned so that she would not see it.


  A thin hand appeared out of the dust, and an arm, then an emaciated face with smudged letters painted. It was the face of a child, Quatermass decided as he went towards it. Boy or girl, it looked as if it was just starting to come back to consciousness. The head fell weakly sideways as he reached it. A whimper as he raised the frail body. The eyes opened wide and blank. The skin was grey with the dust, as if it had been driven in. Most of the clothing had been torn away. He saw small unformed breasts.


  She began to shiver slightly. Brief fits of returning life. But the shock must have been devastating. She felt icy cold.


  He turned to the others. “A blanket? Anything warm?”


  Clare ran to the waggon.


  “You’re all right,” he said to the girl. “You’re safe.”


  “Tom, what happened?” A surge of fright. “Tom?”


  “You’re all right,” he said again.


  “I don’t think she can hear you,” said Kapp.


  The child clutched Quatermass’s hand, finding it strange. She tried to see it, then put up her own hand to her face. A whimper of panic.


  “I can’t see out of me eyes!”


  Clare came with a rug. Between them they wrapped it round the convulsed little creature. Quatermass actually had her in his arms, about to lift her, when the interruption came.


  “What are you doing?”


  It was Kickalong, with the dust scattering in his wake, and the other Planet People panting down from the Round after him.


  “She’s hurt,” said Quatermass.


  “Leave her!”


  “I want to find out how.”


  “For your science?” yelled Caraway. “That what you want her for?”


  And Bee screamed: “Stop trying to know things!”


  “Give her here,” said Kickalong.


  Quatermass glanced at Joe Kapp. They were surrounded and the waggon was too far away. He let Bee crouch beside the stunned little figure and touch its face.


  “Tom? Where’s Tom?”


  “He must have gone,” said Bee.


  “She can’t hear or see you,” said Quatermass. He looked for some reaction to this but there was none. Neither awe nor fear.


  Kickalong put his tattooed face to the girl’s and shouted: “He’s gone! They’ve all gone!”


  That got through to her. “Gone—?”


  “Yes!” yelled Kickalong.


  She moaned. “I got left. It was the lightning. I never meant to be scared.” Kickalong stroked her face, comforting her. “It was lovely, the lightning.”


  They all picked the words up.


  “Lightning . . . lovely lightning.” Hands caressed the wizened little face as if she had suddenly become special to them.


  “You’ll go soon!” promised Bee.


  “I can’t see,” whispered the child, not hearing either.


  “Stay with us!” cried Bee. “We can go together! We’ll take you!”


  “Lovely lighting, lovely lightning!” muttered like a prayer over the maimed creature. Clare was unable to take her eyes off them, fascinated and sickened. Kapp moved quietly towards the waggon.


  “It’ll come again,” promised Kickalong. “It’ll take us too!”


  “Soon! Soon! Soon!” they cried.


  The girl was aware of their hands on her face. She gave a trembling smile. Kickalong looked up and shouted: “We’re waiting! We won’t be long! We’re coming out of the blackness of this world!”


  “Soon! Soon!”


  There was a roar from the waggon as Kapp backed it towards them at full throttle. The tail door was open.


  As the Planet People scattered Quatermass made his effort.


  He grabbed the girl up, grateful for her lightness, and threw himself towards the waggon. Clare moved too, the spell broken. Between them they got her in and slammed the door behind them.


  As the cries of anger rose, Kapp let in the clutch.


  He jerked at his door to shut it and found it jammed. Kickalong was clinging there. As Kapp drove off the big tattooed face was thrust into his and they were fighting for the wheel.


  “Let her go,” yelled Kickalong. “She’s ours!”


  He was stronger as well as bigger. Kapp found himself veering helplessly in a circle. They were well into the blasted area now. Dust belched up round the waggon.


  Kickalong made a grab at the mesh that covered the windscreen. He hauled himself on to the bonnet and clung there, kicking at the mesh until the glass crazed. Kapp swung the wheel desperately, trying to shake him off, trying just to see.


  “The stones!” shouted Quatermass.


  They were plunging into the Round. The wheels thudded and the whole heavy vehicle bucked in the air. They had hit the fallen sarsen.


  Kickalong was flung to the ground. But in a moment he was up, reeling on his feet. He snatched up a stone fragment and hurled it.


  “You took my chance!” he screamed. “You stopped me! I could’a gone to the Planet!”


  He was weeping with rage. He turned to the pay cop wreckage and grabbed a long machine gun. Kapp fought to reverse free of the sarsen. Kickalong aimed. He pulled the trigger but the bolt clicked dead. He hurled the gun with all the strength he had left, shattering a side window and showering glass inside.


  The waggon backed away.


  In another moment it was zigzagging down the slope. Clare was clinging among the rubbish in the back trying to protect the injured girl. As Kapp drove at full speed down the slope a shower of stones hit the side. There were furious screams from the little group of Planet People, in total contrast to their gentle keening minutes before.


  “They want her!” gasped Clare.


  Kapp said: “They want us!”


  He kept his foot hard down. As they thumped over the turf they heard a burst of fire behind them.


  Kickalong had found a gun that worked.


  “Keep down!” yelled Kapp.


  Another distant burst. Bullets slashed a corner off the waggon. They waited for more but none came. Perhaps that gun had jammed too.


  Incredulity, said the cool small voice, is a protective device. When the senses overload a safety cutout says enough is enough. After it operates everything that does not match the norm gets rejected. So now. Those thousands, they were not there, how could they have been? None of it happened, we didn’t see it. The safety cutout is trying to trip but it can’t quite manage it. A bit of grit in the mechanism. It takes the form of a small thin girl lying in the back of this waggon.


  Quatermass looked round.


  Clare had the girl’s head on her lap. She was stroking her face. Now that was a normal thing to see, a woman comforting a sick child. The cutout trembled again towards the safety position. But there was something wrong even in that. Other hands had performed that same service. He had seen them only a few minutes before. To sustain a belief that was totally insane. Was Clare consciously imitating them? She looked stunned. Did she realize?


  The safety cutout failed. Quatermass felt a trembling inside his spinal column.


  He glanced at Kapp, glaring out through the starred glass and mesh of the windscreen. His hands were clamped so hard on the wheel that the veins rose.


  It was a pleasant evening. In another time they might have been driving home after a drink with friends. The hour when wild creatures came out to feed, feeling the safety of dusk. Rabbits, hardly to be distinguished from stands of fat brown thistle.


  The cutout was nearly there . . .


  A screech of brakes as Kapp stamped. The waggon swerved. There was a frightened straggle of figures on the road.


  “Bloody glass, I can’t see a thing!” Kapp raged.


  Quatermass glanced back. More of them, yes, in their ragged ritual ponchos. Running. But they were too late.


  One or two of the Planet People stood staring after the waggon that had nearly hit them. Then they ran to catch up with the others.


  A small party of a dozen or so, they had only come together that day, the joining of two smaller groups. They had hardly spoken to each other, had not felt the need, their sense of purpose had been so strong. It had swelled to a kind of ecstasy, the certainty of a great wonder just ahead.


  Now it had left them.


  The fever had died. They looked in each other’s faces and found nothing.


  The girl who was leading them halted yet again. She swung her plumb-bob. They all stood watching it move in a slow circle, unchanging, offering no direction.


  One of the watchers was a girl of sixteen. Pretty to a degree, it was more a face of quirky determination that would never do what was expected of it, whether those who expected it were young or old.


  Even in her commitment she stayed uncommitted. Beneath her springy poncho she kept a small leather pouch. It hung between her breasts and in it were personal things. There was a lucky stone she had found as a child, a pebble that seemed to have something growing in it. She had kept it not for the luck but to remind her of the holiday when she had found it. There was a tiny photograph of her parents who were dead, killed in a car crash in the days when cars still ran on motorways. It had been in Germany and if she had been with them she would certainly have been killed too, she had been told. There was a ring with a tiger’s eye. It was better not to wear it. And a wadded letter she had kept less from affection than from canny sense that it might be needed some time. She had re-read it once or twice when she looked at the other things. “My dearest Hettie . . .” it began, and went on like that, an old man trying to show concern, choosing simple words in a way she had found patronising and hated him for. But then, in a low time she had cried over it, had taken it as it was meant and had forgiven the clumsiness, right down to “I remain, your loving Grandfather . . .”
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  It was turning full dark when Kapp pulled in by the huts. For a moment nobody spoke. It was as if they had not expected to get back here again, and were surprised.


  Scrambling out, Kapp almost fell. He was so stiff he had to jerk himself free of it. The waggon was in a bad state. The collision with the stones had buckled the whole front, forcing protective bars loose and springing welds. One mudguard was missing.


  Frank Chen came running from the hut.


  “Alison’s gone!”


  It seemed important to Frank but Kapp could hardly focus his mind. “What?”


  “I came over just now. She’s taken off.”


  It got through then.


  “The kids?”


  “They’re inside. They’re okay. But—Joe—”


  Kapp had stopped listening. The quick anxious flash was over. He was moving round to the back of the waggon to help with the injured girl. She gave a little disordered cry as she was lifted out. She clung to Clare.


  “Who’s that?” asked Chen. “Who is she?” But there was no way to begin explanations now. “You go in first,” Kapp said to his wife. “Talk to the kids. Alison’s cleared off, Frank says.”


  They could guess why.


  The children seemed to detect a strangeness in Clare as she approached them. They had been eating, she could see. Debbie’s face was smeared. They must have helped themselves from the pantry.


  The dog came towards her, wagging its tail but not certain of her either. It sniffed. The acrid air of that place must have clung.


  She hugged the children tightly. It felt like breaking a spell.


  “Where did Alison go? Did she say?”


  “She just went,” said Sarah. “She said, Puppy’ll look after you.”


  “And he did!” Debbie turned to the Alsatian and dug her hands into its coat. “I love Puppy. When I’m big I’m going to marry him!”


  Sarah was watching her mother. “Did you see Ringstone Round?”


  “Yes,” said Clare. The strangeness closed in again. “We’ve brought somebody. She’s sick, so . . . I want you to take your plates out to the back now. Sarah, take Debbie.”


  She hurried them away just in time.


  Quatermass appeared in the doorway with the whimpering girl in his arms.


  “Which way?”


  Clare hurried ahead up the few steps. He steadied himself and hefted the frail body in the rug. His breathing came fast, just with carrying her from the waggon. He mustn’t slip on the steps. He jabbed his heels down.


  There were few rooms in the hut. The door that Clare held open must be Debbie’s. A tiny child’s bedroom with a litter of treasures hung on the walls . . . beads, strange twigs, straw figures, knitted toys that had been long in use and were pulling apart.


  He lowered the child into the opened bed. Clare drew the car rug away.


  The saw the leg.


  Elephantiasis was the word that sprang into Quatermass’s mind. The wrong word, memory throwing it up, playing tricks. The word for slow tropical disease. And now that he looked again it was less shocking. He was sure of only one thing—it had not been like that when he found her.


  “So swollen,” Clare said uneasily.


  Distended, that was the word. Swollen was wrong, inaccurate.


  “A lot of pain,” he managed to say.


  But there seemed to be none. No reaction to the touch of the sheet or the weight of bedclothes, or to being moved and settled. She was quiet now.


  “I’ll dress it,” said Clare. “I’ll manage.”


  A confident crispness now.


  “A hospital?”


  “What hospital?” she said. “I’ll just move Debbie in with Sarah. It’ll be all right. I’ll look after her.” Her voice sounded almost bright. “I’ve had a lot of practical experience with my own two. Seeing them through . . . childish illnesses.”


  As if neither of them had seen what was under that sheet. She was reducing it to what she could bear, Quatermass thought.


  He watched her crouch beside the low bed. She stroked the girl’s thin cheek. “You’re safe,” she said, “I know what to do.”


  Quatermass turned to the door.


  Telling it had been almost too much for Kapp. He stood silent while Tommy Roach went to the first-aid cupboard and found the emergency bottle.


  But the glass slipped from Kapp’s hand and the precious whisky was spilt, wasted. He stared at his stiff fingers.


  “Look at that. Bruised right through to the bone. On the wheel.” They were gripping again, as when he was driving.


  “Whatever you saw,” said Roach, “I think we did too.”


  “You?”


  “The dishes picked it up. A massive overload.”


  “It seemed to cheat the fail-safe,” said Chen.


  “We could have lost the lot.”


  Joe Kapp nodded. It tallied. He turned to the familiar apparatus as if it had the power to save sanity. Whatever facts it had managed to hold on to, it would not forget them now. They could retrieve them.


  “All right, we’ll run all it got,” he said. “Heuristic mode, ask it for some guesses.”


  “A lot of data wiped out,” said Roach. “It was the sheer weight—”


  “Something to build on, that’s all we need at the moment.”


  Roach had already been busy. He had processed much of the usable material. Now they could include a new parameter, the direct observations, on site, of Dr. Joe Kapp. There were some elegant ways of translating sense experience to the mathematical.


  When Quatermass appeared they were wholly absorbed.


  “Bernard, they got it even here! A shock wave must have hit the whole area—we’re going to try and analyse—” Kapp’s voice had taken on a bright detachment.


  Quatermass had seen this kind of reaction before.


  “Forget it, Joe,” he said, “for the moment.”


  Kapp stared at him. “You don’t understand, we’ve got some real data now. We’re going to use everything that came into the software in the last twenty-four hours and—”


  Quatermass caught his arm. “I think you ought to get home.”


  Kapp shook his head. His mind was on the control panel. “I’m okay. I can carry on.”


  “I’m not worried about you.” This time Kapp caught the unease in his voice. He stared at the old man. Quatermass repeated: “I think you ought to. I’m worried about Clare, that she—”


  Then Roach cut in.


  “Of course! It’s just come to me!” It was almost a cry of triumph, as if the very sight of Quatermass had jogged some link into place. “Last night, the Spacelab smashup—that could have been the same!”


  Kapp had no time for mystery. “What are you raving about?”


  “Loss of communications, sudden overload, total malfunction. Suppose all that was simply a side-effect? Like ours here today?”


  “More, Tommy. Make it quick.”


  “Suppose the Spacelab had taken—well, call it a sideswipe? From—from whatever this is. And all the time the real target would have been somewhere on the surface of the Earth? Don’t you see?”


  He shouldn’t look so pleased with himself, thought Quatermass. It’s all very well to be right, but—


  “Another Ringstone Round?” said Kapp.


  “Yes! Somewhere—God knows what part of the world—that’s what was being hit!”


  Kapp looked at Quatermass. “Last night.”


  “It could have been, Joe.” Chen was nodding as well.


  “I mean,” Roach went on, “it’s an idea, that’s all it is, but—”


  Quatermass had to cut this short. He said: “Another part of the world? There’d be reports of it by now. Even here, they’d have to say something. The radio?”


  Kapp found an amplifier switch. Tommy Roach shook his head. He knew. He had tried. Kapp punched up channel after channel but the roar of interference was always the same. The earth had sung beneath them at Ringstone Round. It was still in a state of shock.


  In the pitch dark they made their way along the track to the hut.


  As he opened the door Kapp saw the candles. They had been set in the sockets of the seven-branched candelabrum, the menorah.


  It was a delicate, silver piece. An heirloom. The candles were home-made out of tallow. Just two of them.


  “She’s set it out,” said Kapp. “We’re not religious but, just once in a while . . . there are times when you feel . . . yes.”


  “Like tonight.”


  “Clare?” Kapp looked about for her.


  She must be in the bedroom again.


  Kapp rambled on: “The old Jewish thing, it was always concentrated in the home. A bit of cosy ritual to make safe. See there, a candle to stand for each child. And there’s supposed to be wine set ready, bread all covered. That’s if you do it properly. My old man, he was a stickler for the detail.” He turned to a cupboard. “All I’ve got is this. Stuff I made and it’s not so good. Chateau Kapp, blackberry, I think—”


  As he turned with a bottle in his hand his breath caught. “I keep forgetting. Just for a moment, like dropping asleep and then waking. And remembering. Do you find yourself doing that?”


  Quatermass gave him a warning look. The children were coming.


  They had apples and bread in small baskets, evidently a task they had been given to keep them out of the way. As they put these on the table, Sarah was itching with curiosity. “Why won’t mummy say? She always says about things and she won’t.”


  Debbie asked Quatermass: “Did the wind blow?”


  It took him a moment. “Yes,” he said.


  She was pleased to have been right. “Like in the rhyme?”


  “Yes.”


  Then Clare came down the steps. At the bottom she turned quickly as if she had heard some cry. But there was nothing.


  “All right for now, I think.” She went to the table. They took their place, Quatermass opposite the two little girls. Their mother solemnly lit the candles.


  Debbie giggled at the sight of the flames. “ ‘Huffity, puffity, puff—’ ”


  Kapp grasped her by the hand. Then he frowned. Clare had brought out a third candle. She lit it from one of the others and set it, too, in a socket of the silver menorah. And now she passed her hands quickly across the flames, one by one, towards her own body. As if each flame were a child and she were guarding it.


  “Now we eat,” she said.


  The bread was passed round. Kapp poured the wine and sat watching his wife. However vaguely remembered, the ritual was real and important to her now.


  The children were not hungry. They had spoiled their appetites earlier. But Kapp suddenly found himself ravenous. He tore at his bread and choked pieces down, gulping the wine—


  “Daddy!” Sarah screamed.


  She pointed.


  Something was moving in the dimness at the top of the steps. A white face, sharp as a rodent’s, was shaking and twisting about as it tried to find direction. From the lips, as if that would help, came a gulping, breathy attempt at a chant.


  “Leh! Leh! Leh!”


  Feeble as she was, she had dragged herself there. A sheet was still tangled round her, trailing behind.


  In a moment Clare was running up the steps, to turn her and lift her and carry her back to the bedroom.


  Kapp started after them.


  At the top of the steps he heard something that froze him.


  There were two voices. Chanting together.


  “Leh! Leh!”


  The thin mad sound was still going on as he got to the bedroom. Clare was settling the little shuddering thing back, keeping her head close to the girl’s as if to pass the sound to her.


  “Leh! Leh! Leh! Leh!”


  It died away. Clare turned to where he was staring at her. She whispered. “For her sake, I had to.”


  But he could only go on staring at his wife as if he had caught her with blood on her mouth.


  Exhaustion kept Quatermass asleep for several hours. Then he sat up in the uncanny bed and was frightened for his mind because he did not know where he was. The window in his bedroom had moved and shrunk. There were wrong shapes about. A loom . . . a rocking horse. Then he remembered it all.


  The makeshift bed was soft enough but there was no sleep now. From time to time he heard soft mutters and patterings in the hut. He wondered whether he should go to help but decided not. They would call him if they needed him.


  He dozed. The familiar dreads came and went as they always did. A half-mechanical ghost-creature rose up at him out of the deep ground. A man walked by with a pot-plant become part of his forearm. But then he was running among the stones of Ringstone Round, and all his limbs were growing hard as glass so that the joints squeaked with brittleness, and a young mugger came at him with brass knuckles and he knew what would happen—


  He was walking in the country with his wife. It was the time when they had Benjy and he was with them, a terrier of no serious kind. All at once he began to bark. It was troubling because he seemed to be barking at nothing. Also because he was barking much too loudly for so small a dog. It would be bad for his throat. He must be stopped before he did himself an injury—


  Quatermass woke.


  The Alsatian was leaping at the back door of the hut, which seemed to shake with its shattering, raucous barks. Joe Kapp was there. He opened the door and the dog rushed out.


  “Planet People! Go on, boy!”


  Only half a dozen of them this time but too many for Kapp. He watched them scatter and run at the sight of the dog, their ponchos flying.


  “Call him off! Don’t let him hurt them!”


  “What?”


  “Joe, don’t!” Clare was standing there in her night things. “Please!”


  Kapp unwillingly went to whistle the dog back.


  She picked up a hot kettle from the stove and started towards the stairs.


  “The girl?” Quatermass managed a kind of whisper. “How is she?”


  “Alive.” She had not wished to be asked. Clearly, she had not slept. Her face had dark hollows running beneath the pallor. He hardly heard her when she added: “You’d better come and see. It’s in the other leg.”


  He grabbed his coat to pull round him.


  When he saw he was sure.


  Not even whisper it now, breathe it. “I think she’s dying.”


  “No!”


  “Those tremors.”


  “The shock.”


  All right, if she wanted to believe that let her, for a little longer. Quatermass was remembering the half disintegrated beings at Ringstone Round, those curdled ruins over whom the cry had gone up: they didn’t make it!


  He looked at the shuddering little shape in the child’s bed.


  She hadn’t made it either.


  “It’s Annie Morgan!” Kapp shouted.


  An old Land-Rover came bumping along the track. It was not well driven, as it circled and squealed to a halt near the hut, but then it was probably difficult to drive. As usual all windows were covered with mesh and it bore a mass of heavy steel reinforcement. On its front door was the royal crest, and in official script District Commissioner.


  Kapp ran to meet it.


  The woman who got out was in her forties, plainly dressed and sturdy. Her face was kind and dogged, a little desperate now.


  “Dr. Kapp—Joe—these Planet People kids, they’re everywhere! They’re half mad. I’ve been on the road since first light and, oh, a dozen times it’s been get out, get out of the way! And pray to God they will! What’s happening to them?”


  The two Kapp children came running, drawn by the novelty of a strange vehicle.


  “Look who’s here! Hello, my loves!” She embraced them both, rattling on, unwinding her nerves. “You’re not going to be like them when you grow up, are you? You mustn’t turn foolish, promise me! I’ve come to ask your daddy—Joe, the phones! They’re always bad but since yesterday—!”


  “It’s different this time,” said Kapp. He nodded Quatermass over from the doorway.


  “Even the radio, out! And then I got something through on my hot line—that still works, well, as far as anything works—and I came rushing over here. But on the way—”


  Kapp stemmed the tide. “Annie, this is Professor Quatermass.”


  “Well!” She looked hard at him.


  “District Commissioner Anne Morgan.”


  The title was like something from the days of Empire, Quatermass thought. Evening dress in the jungle and putting down the natives. Perhaps that was why they revived it. Regional officers for putting down the natives, looking for arms caches, sniffing out incipient riots and insurrection. The idea had gone wrong somewhere, as usual.


  “So this is him! Oh, what a relief!”


  “Relief?”


  “They wanted me to find you, professor. They thought you might be here.”


  Quatermass recalled it from a distant age. “I’m in trouble?”


  “Eh?” She looked surprised. “Oh, I don’t think—”


  “Yesterday I landed myself in some official hot water.”


  Annie Morgan shook her head. “That hot water . . . must be water under the bridge by now. This is something else, don’t ask me what. They want your help. And they want you too, Joe, that is, your machinery, your antennas. I took down some numbers, they may make sense to you—” She broke off and asked the question she had been aching with: “What’s happened at Ringstone Round?”


  There was a little silence. Kapp turned to the listening children.


  “Sarah, take Debbie and—why don’t you feed Nannie?”


  Sarah looked at the fat brown goat grazing fifty yards away at the end of its tethering rope. “She’s feeding herself.”


  “Pick something she can’t reach,” said Kapp. “Give her a treat. Go on.”


  The children moved away, knowing they were being got rid of.


  “Something did!” said Annie. “I heard one or two rumours—it’s my job to hear, after all—and I drove past there a while ago and it’s all—blasted. You wouldn’t believe it, some of the stones are actually broken! And a sort of rubbish on the ground I’ve never seen before. Have you any idea?”


  “We were there,” said Kapp.


  He turned to make sure the children were out of earshot. He took Annie by the arm and started to talk.


  Debbie was stroking the goat. “Pick something then,” she said to her sister.


  “You pick it.” Sarah was watching the grown-ups.


  “What would you like, Nanny?” She looked into the slatted pupils. “Sarah, you said Nanny could talk.”


  “I was teasing.”


  “You’re horrible. I bet she could. That’d show you.”


  “You teach her, then.”


  “I will! It’s easy to talk!” Debbie clawed up a green handful. “What’s this called, Nanny? It’s called grass. Say grass.”


  Sarah saw Annie Morgan turn away from the others as if she had had a shock. She leaned on the side of the Land-Rover. She covered her face.


  Debbie had lost interest in teaching the goat to talk. It was not really trying. She picked a dandelion clock and demolished it with spitty breaths. “Huff . . . huff . . . huffity . . . puffity . . . huff . . .”


  Annie Morgan, it appeared, had walked up to the Round but had seen no bodies or parts of bodies anywhere. Perhaps Kickalong and the others had buried them before they left, or had even carried them off. There was a still more unsettling possibility.


  Should they go back? Later, perhaps.


  While Kapp hurried off to the observatory, Quatermass took her to see the sole survivor.


  He was even surer now. For the wizened little creature in the bed it was no longer a question of recovery. The tremors had worsened. No sight or hearing, and even touch contact was fading. During the night she had taken sips of water. Now they were refused. It was as if she had surrendered.


  Clare had soaked and applied precious bandages in an attempt to control the swellings, had even persuaded herself it was working. There was still no apparent pain. Her touch on the deformities brought no wince. But one glance at them made Annie cry out: “You can’t treat that!” It was worsening steadily, and the other foot was now as bloated and shapeless as a bladder.


  “I can,” Clare insisted.


  “What have you got, a few family medicines? Things you’ve made out of roots and herbs?”


  “I’m willing her,” said Clare.


  Quatermass got Annie out of the room. “For the others it was quick,” he said. Twenty point two seconds as measured on Roach’s instruments all these miles away. “They wanted something to come and take them. And something did.”


  Frank Chen had been searching for Alison since dawn. He had just returned, nearly out on his feet, his clothes torn and soaked. He had walked for many miles. He had encountered groups of Planet People but she was not with any of them.


  They had just been sitting about huddled in their ponchos, he told Kapp. No chanting, no excitement. As if it were all over.


  “Then don’t worry about her,” said Tommy Roach. “She’ll turn up.”


  There was much to do.


  One of the antennas was moving along the track. The great dish was swinging round into a fresh alignment.


  “Joe, is she sure about this?” Roach called. “I don’t see how, unless they’re bringing that Satellite right down to the deck—!”


  She was just coming in with Quatermass. Kapp snatched the sheet of co-ordinates. “Annie, these orbital figures—”


  “I did my best, Joe.”


  “Did they say why?”


  “They tried. I’m not an expert. The things that come over my hot line these days—!”


  It was suddenly too much for her.


  “Joe, look,” said Chen.


  Identical spatters of dots were flashing across the two slung monitor screens.


  “This could be something,” said Roach. As Kapp and Chen drew the screens down to useful height, a jerky succession of images appeared, tearing and streaking. A face . . . machinery of some kind . . . another spatter . . . a momentary caption in an unfamiliar language.


  “What the hell’s wrong with it?” Kapp muttered.


  “Low orbit, moving very fast,” Roach said. “It won’t be with us for long. At least it’s a signal. We’re dodging the ground noise.”


  More flashes. A jabber of technical jargon, unmistakable in manner.


  “What’s that, Bernard? Spanish?”


  Quatermass frowned. “I don’t think so. There! That was Chuck Marshall!”


  The face had come and gone. Now it reappeared on the screens. The American looked grey and unslept. He was talking but the words were lost.


  Kapp raged: “Come on! Let’s have sound!”


  “Nothing I can do,” said Roach. “It’s them.”


  It came then in a blast from the speakers. “Have we any contact yet?” Marshall was asking. “I’m trying for Dr. Joseph Kapp.”


  Kapp sprang to the desk microphone. “Chuck, this is Joe, I’m with you. We’ve got your picture but you can’t see us. A matter of facilities.”


  “Okay, fine.” Marshall was brisk. “First of all, a warning. It is possible that we’re . . . attracting attention by this. We just don’t know. But be ready to cut and cut fast. That’s why we’ve re-orbited the satellite, for what it’s worth. Now, can you locate Bernard Quatermass?”


  “He’s here, Chuck.”


  “What, you mean with you? Put him on quick.”


  Kapp made way at the control desk.


  “Hello, Chuck,” Quatermass said. “I’m sorry we had angry words at the last—”


  “Angry?” Marshall looked confused. “Oh, my God, I’d forgotten, totally forgotten. Listen, what we have here now is so . . . so urgent and so . . . frightful—”


  Quatermass frowned.


  “You heard about it?”


  “Heard about it? I’m going to show it to you. I want you to watch this, Bernard. I need your opinion.” He called to an unseen colleague. “Okay, run it.”


  Quatermass turned to Kapp. “How can he possibly—?”


  But Kapp had already guessed. “I don’t think he means—”


  One of the screen images changed, cutting to what appeared to be an aerial view. It wobbled as if it had been shot by nervous hands from a bucking helicopter. It showed green landscape.


  From the other screen Marshall kept talking. “We just got this in from Brazil. State of São Paulo, some place known as . . . what the hell . . . O Papões.”


  Quatermass was conscious of the others crowding closer to see the fuzzy screen landscape.


  “Some thirty hours ago,” Marshall was saying, “when we were all so occupied with our disaster in space . . . what was really going on . . . was there!”


  “I knew it, I knew it!” A horribly gratified whisper from Roach.


  “Some kind of youth gathering. Thousands and thousands of kids, nobody knows how many because they were wiped out! Obliterated without trace! Bernard, do you believe me?”


  “I believe you,” Quatermass said.


  “Watch it closely.” The aerial shot showed a grey blasted area among the green, moving in lower and closer. It was all too familiar.


  “Bernard,” said Marshall on the other screen, “way back in the past you and your Rocket Group tangled with some . . .” Quatermass could see him struggling for a reasonable description and finding none because there was none “. . . some hellish powers. Now the question. Does anything about this remind you? Is it anything you recognize?”


  The question was confusing.


  “Recognize? Yes.”


  The aerial shot had ended. Marshall’s anxiety glared from both screens. “You do?”


  “Not from my past experience, no, but—”


  “Tell him!” said Kapp.


  “From yesterday, Chuck. Yesterday.”


  The satellite image fluttered. It was starting to break up.


  “Go on quick,” said Marshall. “We’re losing you.”


  “It happened here, the same thing—”


  But the images were crazing. Quatermass turned to Roach, busy at the control desk. “Hold them, can’t you?”


  Roach shook his head.


  Marshall’s face reappeared for a moment. He seemed to have heard and to be asking a question. But the sound had broken up unintelligibly.


  “It was here too!” Quatermass shouted. “Here in England at Ringstone Round!”


  The screens were blank.


  “You can’t get them back?”


  “Not till the next pass,” said Roach.


  They looked at each other. “So Ringstone Round wasn’t the first one,” Kapp said.


  “I said so, didn’t I say?” from Roach.


  “You’ve no idea what this is,” said Annie Morgan. She waited. Nobody argued. “And the Americans haven’t either and they were desperate enough to take the risk—they thought there was a risk but they took it, so they were desperate—”


  It was the old man who broke the silence.


  “I want to get that girl to London!” His voice was sharp. “She’s the only evidence we’ve got, the only specimen. The proof of what this does to living tissue.”


  “Use her?” said Annie Morgan.


  “Yes.”


  Kapp was only concerned with practicalities. “My car’s damaged. We could try to organize some kind of—”


  “No time,” said Quatermass. “Mrs. Morgan, what’s your authority worth? Could you get us through—and then to the right people? If you rate a hot line—”


  She was still taken aback. “I’ll try my best.”


  “Right.” Quatermass turned to Kapp. “Joe?”


  “Do it,” said Kapp.


  “You’ll deal with your wife?”


  Kapp had no compassion. He said: “I want that kid out.”


  There was a stimulant in the mere act of decision, Quatermass found. It meant action and that made adrenalin flow. Unless it was the other way round, the adrenalin stirred by the fear that of course one had, and that provoked the decision. Cause and effect, effect and cause. No matter, he was in charge of a situation for the first time in years.


  He did it himself.


  He gathered the blankets round the distorted figure and lifted her off the bed. To his relief she did not cry out. She seemed to be past reacting.


  Clare stood blocking the bedroom doorway till Kapp pulled her aside. “It’s got to be done,” he said.


  “As if you were putting down an animal!”


  “No, Clare!”


  “I’ll get her to a hospital,” said Quatermass.


  “You’ll do what they said—you’ll experiment on her!” Clare’s eyes were wild. “They were right!”


  Pain or not, he tried not to let the puffed legs touch anything. “A hospital,” he promised.


  “You’ll kill her!” Clare cried again. “She said her name, Isabel . . . She was able to tell me—”


  Annie Morgan was waiting.


  She had the back of her Land-Rover open and was arranging pillows.


  He lifted the girl in. Isabel, if she really had said it. If she had. A name made her more human, made it harder to do this. Clare would know that.


  She was following from the hut’s doorway, Kapp catching her by the arm.


  The little girls were watching. Debbie ran to her mother, crying indignantly: “That’s my blanket! Mummy, she’s got my blanket!” On the edge of angry tears.


  The sound of her own child’s voice seemed to pull Clare together. She drew Debbie close to her and said: “She’s sick.”


  Sarah moved close to her father. “I didn’t like her.”


  The car doors slammed. Quatermass called: “Joe, I’ll get through to you tonight. One way or another.”


  “Take care,” said Kapp.


  Annie Morgan threw the Land-Rover into gear. It swerved jerkily away.


  “Daddy, the old man,” said Sarah. “He’s stopped looking so old.”
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  A real once-upon-a-time place, thought Caraway. That’s what it looked like, something out of a tale beginning “Once upon a time there lived in a beautiful little cottage’, etcetera, etcetera.


  Because it really was sort of sickly cute to look at, even now. You just left the road and went down this little winding, crazy path with grass sprouting between the stones, and there it was. A tiny little house with red chimneys and a neat garden plot for flowers. You could see where there’d been roses growing all round the front door.


  Now there were just a few scraps of dead rose twigs caught there. And there wasn’t any front door because it had been bricked up. All the windows were covered over with boards and corrugated iron and even pieces of tree trunk. The garden wall had been knocked flat to widen the field of fire.


  A slit had been left in the brickwork where the front door had been. And right now a shotgun came poking out of it.


  Caraway ducked.


  The shot tore a lump out of a tree.


  It made a hell of a bang. Some of the People in the ditch jumped at the sound. It must have been a lot worse for the guy inside that had fired it, though, all cooped up like that. Caraway took a look and saw smoke drifting round the slit. The gun had been pulled in and the voice called to them again.


  “Y’see, I mean it! Now you git away from ’ere or I’ll give you a real taste!”


  Caraway winked at Sal. The guy was dead scared, he could tell. He shouted back: “You got food in there! We need some!”


  “I ain’t got nothin’!”


  That was a filthy lie. People that holed up always had supplies, or what would be the point? It made Caraway furious to hear the bastard lying like that. Just the same, he kept his calm and even managed to sound meekish.


  “Come on now. Please give us a bit. We’ve been walking a long, long way and there’s a lot of us.”


  That last touch was good, he thought. It worked too. It was a moment before the man answered, as if he was having trouble with his nerves. When he did, it sounded like moaning. “I told you, let me be.”


  Caraway nodded at Sal. It was time for her to do her bit. She called towards the cottage: “My baby’s hungry!”


  “Lift it up, Sal—let him see it.”


  But Sal wouldn’t do that. Caraway made an angry grab at the baby and she hit him away. They scuffled.


  “Get out, the lot of you!” the man inside shouted. “I’m not bluffin’—I’ll shoot to kill!”


  The shotgun came waggling out through the slit again.


  Caraway slid back into the ditch. He sighed. He was tired. They had spent most of the night at Ringstone Round and he had not slept much. He had stayed crouching close to one of the huge sarsen stones with Bee. They had watched the crystalline dust sift and move in the moonlight as if it was alive. Bee said it was like watching ghosts. They wondered about those People who had not quite gone, down there by the edge. They had looked spoiled but they must have got away somehow, must have followed, because when Caraway went down to look at first light, they had all gone. Sal thought they might have just melted but Sal was a fool. Like a minute ago there, with the baby. You could never get Sal to do anything properly.


  Christ knew how many miles they had wandered looking for food.


  They were only a little bunch of People, and they had hardly anything left in their bags to eat. After all, they had not reckoned to need much more. If things had worked out.


  “I’m goin’ to count up to ten!” shouted the holed-up man. “D’you hear me?”


  There was a fast rustle along the ditch.


  It was Bee, keeping low. She had found Kickalong. He was following behind her. He had kept the big machine gun he had found at Ringstone Round. The weight of it nearly wore him out but he wouldn’t throw it away. He had gone off foraging on his own, but it didn’t look as if he had found anything.


  He was panting as he scrambled to join the other People. He had the long ammo belt still draped over his shoulder and now he grinned.


  “One . . . two . . . three . . .” the hidden man shouted, counting very slowly. He’d taken his time over starting it, too. Pure bluff.


  Kickalong lifted his head to take things in. Then he kept low and yelled, sharpish: “Come on, now! Open up!”


  “. . . five . . . six . . .”


  “Pick up sticks!” Kickalong mocked him.


  The quavery voice came back: “I mean it! I’ve got more guns ’ere, a whole lot of guns all ready loaded! You haven’t got a chance! Go away!”


  Kickalong smiled at that.


  “All right, you win,” he shouted. “Tell you what, just give us a bit for the kids. Just one tin of food. Beans, anything.”


  He winked at Caraway and Caraway winked back.


  The voice from the cottage was uncertain of itself. “You mean that? You’ll go then?”


  “Bible oath, mister.”


  “Well, all right.” The shotgun was pulled in.


  Kickalong pulled his ammo belt tighter. He wriggled aside, keeping low. In hardly any time at all he was at the side of the cottage.


  The People peered over the edge of the ditch to see.


  “ ’Ere you are,” called the man inside. A tin of food was pushed out through the slit. It dropped to the ground and rolled.


  Instantly Kickalong moved. He rammed his gun muzzle through the slit and fired a long burst. Inside there was a crash of falling things. He waited.


  Caraway was trembling slightly with the excitement. He wanted to dash and see. Then he listened. He saw that Bee was listening to the same thing. There was an engine noise up there on the road, getting louder.


  “There’s something coming,” he shouted.


  “It might be cops,” said Bee.


  Sal got frightened, of course, the way she always did. “Oh, let’s get away quick!” she started whining, flopping all over the place in the ditch and grabbing her old baby tight.


  Kickalong glanced round towards the road. Then he grinned again, as if he wasn’t going to be put off. He turned and fired another burst through the slit, to make sure.


  The sound of it reached Annie Morgan and Quatermass above that of her rough-running engine.


  “That was gunfire all right,” he said.


  “When you hear it keep going,” said Annie. “The only rule. If they jump in front of you, drive faster.”


  “You’d really do that?”


  “I’ve done it.”


  He had to take a quick glance at her face. She meant it.


  “Shocked?”


  He managed to shake his head. Being shocked at things like that belonged to a softer time.


  There was a snuffling whimper behind them.


  Quatermass turned in his seat and took hold of the thin, flailing hand. Isabel, if that was really her name. Named and nurtured by somebody, anyway. Now she was tossing about with her blank eyes wide.


  “Poor little wretch,” said Annie.


  “I want her just to last out till—”


  “Poor all of them. That’s what I used to feel when I still went in for feelings.” Annie’s face trembled. “All those lost children wandering the roads, dragging their children. Their babies. Oh, sometimes I’ve seen them and I’ve just wanted to gather them all up in my arms and hold them tight and . . . love them. Even the gangs, would you believe? Badders and Blue Brigades and anything else. So long as they didn’t come after me, of course.” She managed a smile. “I could feel for them all, I could. Isn’t compassion cheap?” Then even the smile broke up. “Oh, I’m a mess—”


  Quatermass pushed the radio button. The roar of extraneous noise was thinner, as if they were starting to get out of range of it now. Even a voice could be heard, though not any words. He leaned forward to listen but in a moment the voice stopped and music followed. Pop Tchaikovsky. The usual.


  “What did you expect,” said Annie. “Facts?”


  She slammed her foot down and the ride grew bumpier. “What went wrong?” she sighed. “What happened? Was it the kids? Oh, Professor—Bernard—what got into them all? The blind rage, in every land. As if we had to have it. Yet when I was a girl—”


  “Years,” he said. He was staring at the road ahead.


  “It really was different then. You could walk in the open and not be afraid. You didn’t have to hide your face from strangers.”


  “All these years—”


  “Dreadful years,” Annie nodded. “From smashing things to smashing people. We tried to find explanations but all we got were excuses. The faults of the system, the contradictions of society! Cant produced by boobies for other boobies to swallow, before they got zapped or kidnapped or—”


  “It could have been!”


  “Of course it was.” She glanced at him. Excitement in his voice and now in his face. He was not listening.


  “On its way,” Quatermass whispered. She could hardly catch the words. “Homing in.”


  “What?”


  “And these years would be nothing, just the final stage . . . if it came far enough . . . locating and probing and beaming. What did you say just now? What got into them? Well?”


  She almost brushed the hedge. “Caused it? Is that what you’re—?”


  “Immense power, approaching through decades. Decades to us, a few seconds in some different, inconceivable time scale.”


  She drove in silence, assimilating this. He was frowning, chewing at his lips as if he was feverishly running it all through in his mind, testing it.


  “I don’t want to believe that,” she said. “It’s even worse.”


  “Just suppose, suppose, suppose! It would be the most vulnerable human organisms, always the most recently formed, the youngest. The things they kept saying. You don’t understand us, they said—”


  “Oh, yes! That was self-obsession!”


  “Was it?” He was fumbling in his pockets. “Or did they sense something that we didn’t? And then the anger because we hadn’t?” There were photographs in his hand now, and he was waving one in front of her. “Look, look, isn’t it there in the eyes? That strangeness, what is it? There all the time and I couldn’t read it!”


  “Who is she?”


  “Mine. My grandchild.”


  Couldn’t read it because I didn’t see it, didn’t see it because I didn’t look.


  “I’m too old,” he said, “If I could miss that what else am I missing—now, this moment?” He was awed by his own speculations as they started to run in his head again. “All the rage of the world . . . !”


  A scuffling behind. Isabel, if she was Isabel, was twisting about among the blankets.


  “Hold on to her,” said Annie.


  The girl broke free. She rolled over, a fierce effort against the mass of the distended legs. In a moment she was beating and scrabbling at the side window. Exactly like a trapped bird. A rasp came from her mouth. It was only as it hardened into a feeble rhythm that he recognized an attempt at a chant. He got hold of her arms, felt muscles thin as cords.


  “See if she’ll take a drink,” Annie said. “In a box back there.”


  But Isabel’s lips stayed shut when he put the cup to them. She was not refusing, just unaware.


  “It’s no good.”


  She still turned blind searching eyes to the Land-Rover’s side. A hand reached out like a tendril. She was only a quarter alive but she still seemed able to sense it. And to want it.


  Then the brief surge was spent and she sank back. He tucked the covers round her.


  In a while they were on the old motorway.


  With no other vehicle to catch the eye, it was just an endless unwinding, the only variation the broken patches that rumbled occasionally, treacherously, beneath the wheels.


  In the distance a strange shape showed, moved, became two shapes. Armoured knights, figures out of history or imagination. They could not be real. Yet they were. Annie drove steadily towards them, both men and horses caparisoned in glittering armour. Plastic and heavy padding.


  “We must be getting near London!” Contempt in Annie’s voice as they passed.


  “Pay cops?”


  “They don’t show their noses far afield! Oh, I hate them! Their contracts and their brutality! Remember the good old bobbies? “Morning, officer, can you help me? My kitten’s got stuck up a tree.” And they would help. But we lost them, let them go. Of course they weren’t all good, there were some bad ones amongst them, of course there were, but . . .”


  He was not interested in cops, good or bad. He was adding pictures in his mind. Those huge gatherings and assemblies, they were a feature of the times. Enormous mindless throngs waiting, always waiting in surrender, always with an ostensible reason. To hear some political leader or pop star, but in fact it was just to crowd together. To swarm, as Kapp had put it. It all fitted the pattern.


  “Did you ever go to Portugal?” Annie asked.


  The question took him aback. “Portugal?”


  “On holiday in the old days? I did, a couple of times.”


  What was this supposed to be? Chat? Small talk, distraction?


  “I actually learned the language, as much as I could, beforehand. You know, to enjoy it more, talk to the people. But I’ve forgotten it. D’you know any?”


  “Portuguese?”


  “It’s what they speak in Brazil.”


  He swallowed.


  “I’ve been trying and trying,” she frowned. “That place where it happened . . . O Papões . . . I can dimly remember trying to read stories to children, on a beach somewhere. Printed in Portuguese, story books. I fancy it means giants. Or ogres.”


  Of course, of course. There’d been no sign of any on the screen but the helicopter picture had been bad and besides they might not have been in that particular shot. Hidden by undergrowth. Fallen over.


  “Megaliths.”


  “It might be the same, mightn’t it?”


  Not could be, must be! For a moment he felt sick at the obviousness of it, that he could have missed it. If that really was the connection . . . but it was too crude, too simple. Megaliths. Anything from the huge Breton sites with thousands of the stones in rows . . . down to threes and fours in some remote place. And all of them planted there by men’s hands, erected God knew how but with human sinews on the job and human graves nearby. Always. It was a spurious connection, the coincidence of a name and nothing more.


  “I may not have got it right,” she said.


  Just the same, at this moment he found himself most passionately wishing one thing. That he could talk it over with Joe Kapp.


  The Stumpy Men . . .


  “We’ll be there soon,” said Annie. He nodded. That was what had to matter now. The reason was behind him, trembling among the blankets.


  Marshall’s face was on the monitor screens again. This time the images refused to hold. Contact had only been established late in the satellite pass.


  His voice was an intermittent croak. “That incident you’ve had—how many casualties?”


  “I don’t know,” Kapp said. “Thousands.”


  The spattering images showed signs of hasty off-screen conference. “Joe, we’re plotting others now. Strictly first reports. Stuff about lightning bolts and mass casualties.”


  “Where?”


  “One in Indonesia, one in Brittany, France. We could be mistaken because the times are crazy—they were practically simultaneous. Within two minutes.” Off-screen interruption. “Yeah, okay. Joe, we’re leaving you now. Out.”


  A splutter on the screens, then darkness. Only the sense of alarm remained.


  Roach considered. “Think they wanted to involve us?”


  Chen was nodding. “Start a search, radar mode.”


  Kapp was hunched in his chair. “Two minutes apart, across a third of the world’s surface! At any conceivable orbit the velocity would have to be—” He covered his eyes.


  “So it’s more than one,” said Chen.


  Roach shook his head.


  “Must be!”


  “Not necessarily,” said Roach.


  Chen protested: “Tommy, it’s plural!”


  Roach still shook his head. “Doesn’t have to be. I can imagine—” He broke off. What he could imagine was suddenly clearer than he wanted it to be and he was not going to talk about it.


  “Tommy, for God’s sake, what’s up there?” Kapp jumped to his feet.


  “Do we start finding out?” said Chen.


  “I don’t know. If we did hit it . . . make contact . . . !” Kapp sucked in a sharp breath. “No!”


  Roach came back to them. “All right, we play safe,” he said. “Stick to reflector mode. Then we’ve got to increase the spread. Can we use Dog Dish?”


  Kapp was firm. “No, Dog Dish stays on the Americans, so long as they come through. Essential.” He turned to Chen. “The outer units? Status, quick.”


  “West’s okay,” said Chen. “East’s still out.”


  “Very efficient vandals,” said Roach.


  “I thought you were going over there to—”


  “No chance,” said Chen. “You had the waggon.”


  “A lot to do?”


  “It’s a mess.”


  “Think I’d manage a lash-up?” Chen nodded. “How’s the emergency bag?”


  “Ready,” said Chen. He ran to get it.


  “Tommy, calibrate West and Cat Dish. Don’t do anything I wouldn’t do.” Silly words seriously meant.


  Chen had found the big, heavy fibre case that held the emergency repairs pack. He was already on the way out.


  “When you’re back we’ll talk concepts,” said Roach.


  “You really have thought some up?”


  “They’re all nasty.”


  In the old ticket office he turned aside. “Better take this, Joe.” He lifted a shotgun from its rack and a bandolier of cartridges. Kapp nodded and took the gun.


  Chen was heaving the emergency pack into the back of the waggon. On the point of doing the same with the shotgun, Kapp changed his mind. He kept it with him, put it on the seat beside him.


  He started up.


  The engine fired reluctantly. Wind whistled through the holed screen and the steering felt slack in his hands. Ringstone Round had left its mark.


  As he neared the hut he saw Clare coming out.


  She had a small spade in her hand. Going to the vegetable patch. He felt glad of that, it was the only way. Find something routine to do. Put everything else out of your mind.


  Then he saw the other things. He quickly pulled in.


  A surveyor’s tape, a clip-board, a pointed plumb-bob. He leaned across and called from the car window: “What’s all that for?”


  Clare said: “I thought I’d go to the mound.”


  There was something wrong with the way she said it.


  “Now?”


  “I got my old gear out.” She held the things up to show him. “I could start to dig. I always meant to.”


  Joe Kapp’s skin crept a little.


  He swung the door open. Everything in him told him to get out and stay with her. But there was no time.


  “Listen, bubeleh,” he said. “I want you to go back and stay with the kids.”


  Clare looked in a troubled way at the instruments and tools she was holding.


  “Put them away,” he said. “It’s not a good time, you know that. Okay? I’ll be back soon.”


  “Where are you going?”


  “One of the outer units. I’ve got to. I’ll be back in an hour.” He slammed the door of the waggon. “Back soon—I promise.”


  “Soon,” Clare said.


  He looked at her again through the rear mirror as he drove off. She was not even facing in his direction. Why should she? No reason at all, he told himself. Except that Clare would.


  The steering was worse than he thought. He hadn’t noticed it driving back last night. He hadn’t noticed anything then. It must have happened when he hit the fallen sarsen. To allow for its slackness he drove slowly and kept to the middle of the track. The surface was bad, broken up by the winter rains and now getting heavily overgrown.


  “Leh-lehe-leheleheleh!”


  Bolting straight across in front of him. Planet People.


  He braked and swerved, but the steering was sloppier still and he found himself thumping across tussocks at the side of the track. He yelled in fury at the oblivious runners.


  Forty or fifty of them, he judged. Dusty, ragged figures. They were all past him now, streaming after their leader across the derelict fields.


  The engine had stalled. He got it going again and jolted back on to the track.


  He kept a sharper lookout. He saw groups in the distance, one of them very large indeed. There must have been several hundred in it. The Planet People were on the move again.


  A few miles further on another straggle ran before him. He blasted his horn at them but made no attempt to avoid them. They had to take their chance.


  He was in trouble.


  The engine was gasping and misfiring. He suspected an oil leak. He might have hit the sump when he ran off the track, but if he stopped he might not get started again.


  If he could just get to the outer unit—


  The waggon made the last hilltop in a cloud of steam. At last he was able to switch the suffering engine off. Just in time. It sounded as if it was on the point of seizing. When he peered beneath it he saw a tell-tale drip of black oil.


  He could see his destination half a mile away down a low slope. Squat as a blockhouse, with small dish-antennas on top. He could coast that far.


  The waggon rolled in silence, gathering speed, then running level to within a few yards of the building. He was about to jump out when he remembered and reached back for the shotgun.


  He made sure it was loaded before he started cautiously forward. A bird flew up from the hedge. Nothing else stirred. There always used to be sheep on the land behind but they had gone, driven off for barter. Or stolen.


  The antennas looked undamaged. That tallied with what Frank had reported. Just a bit of casual malice, the sort of damage you would find anywhere.


  The padlock had been smashed and torn off the gate.


  His heart sank.


  Black smeary letters on the concrete walls, KILL SCIENCE! The steel door had been forced and pulled wide. Smudged on it the words TO THE PLANET!


  Inside, every item had been laboriously smashed. Electronic modules had been prized from their frames and shattered. The frames themselves had been twisted out of shape. The small control panel had been ripped loose, all its automatic response-systems thrown on the ground and trampled. The floor was thick with fragments.


  The walls were daubed with more graffiti, THE TIME TO GO WILL COME! He could imagine the angry, violating hands, the fatuous chanting, FEEL NOT THINK, said their smears, THE MAD ARE SANE!


  The unit must have been heavily visited since Frank saw it. More than once, probably, by passing bands. Repair was out of the question.


  He picked up the phone but of course it had been torn loose.


  The problem now was to get back. It was only after some serious thought on the best route to walk, to keep as far as possible out of the way of the idiot swarms, that he grasped the meaning of what he had seen. Black paint, it couldn’t be. Even Planet People weren’t crazed enough to carry pots of paint on their wanderings.


  He touched the daubs. Sticky wet.


  Oil.


  They had found some here. Generator diesel, drainings, whatever. Unless they’d thrown it to waste, there could still be some.


  He started a frantic search.


  The very thought of vandals made Tommy Roach smart. The sight of their activities gave him asthma. He could not have borne to go with Kapp. According to Frank Chen the damage to the east unit was slight, and by now Joe had probably got it almost back to function. But he could not have gone there himself.


  He kept an eye on the control desk, waiting for the indicator blip that would show Joe had done it.


  In the East, he believed, it was looked on as sinful to waste a grain of rice, the fruit of human labour. It was a principle Roach had clapped to his heart. As a boy he had been painfully thin, for the simple reason that he did not get enough to eat. He had been one of a large family, whose poverty in those days of the Welfare State should not have been possible. Father Roach gave priority to his alcohol habit. Mother Roach was battered and in dread of him. The children, when eating off plates and not out of occasional paper bags, learned to lick them very clean.


  When he grew up and was able to display his cleverness, Tommy Roach kept eating. He made a joke of it but it told on his shape. He was only happy when fat. It was a way of casting off his past. And he always cleaned his plate, polished it with bread. In hall at Cambridge or later at official luncheons he persisted cheerfully in this vulgarism, shrugging off the disapproval of waiters and diners, knowing only that unless his plate shone like one unused he would be unable to live with himself. He was compulsively greedy. No snack that came his way was ever refused. A slot machine on a station platform would empty his pockets of change. Friends shook their heads, doctors warned. Tommy ate. He had been thin, and he would never be thin again. By the time he was twenty-five his metabolism had taken a permanent tilt. Even when the privations came he stayed fat. He accounted himself instinctively wise, like animals which put on weight and fur before a severe winter without knowing why.


  Oddly, he was no cook. “All I can make,” he said pompously when asked, “is food for the mind.”


  He was still a young man when he was made head of the Western Astrophysical Observatory.


  “Mr. Roach, sir, they’ve got in!”


  That was the cry that could still spring him panting and puffing out of bed in a dream. The sight of priceless instruments in ruins was imprinted deep. Fire had broken out later, started in some shattered electrical circuit, they said. It had destroyed computer tapes, vital records, the lot. He later had a breakdown, a kind of catalepsy of incomprehension. He simply could not grasp why any human being should want to destroy the means to, ultimately, wisdom. Anything that did proved itself under-human.


  “They’ve got in, Mr. Roach!”


  The middle, low part of the night, that was the hour for barbarians to act, the totalitarians’ time for hauling victims off to torture. For Roach the truncheon-blows on his kidneys had been the sight of patient discoveries burning.


  A faint sound. He turned quickly to the control desk. There had been no contact from the Americans when the last satellite pass was due, and now it was the wrong time. He waited.


  Not a flicker on the monitors.


  He looked at Frank Chen. The young Chinese had his face down on his hands, exhausted. Frank was sound, very sound, with an instant flair that he suspected was at the root of the legend of oriental inscrutability. But this time Frank could be wrong. It might not be numbers they were up against, not plurality but complexity. A form of life that broke all rules. It was better to bid high, to take your first concepts to extremes and then cut back. Better than stretching and patching small ideas. It was the Irish in him, that needed extravagance as a working basis.


  A skein.


  That was the word. It had popped into his mind and he had thrown it at the old man before he went. Quatermass had just looked at him. Hard to know if he’d taken it in or not. There’d been no time to discuss it—the old man was obsessed with getting his survivor away—and of course the face at that age was a lot less expressive. The mask settling. You didn’t get much back from such a one.


  Another faint thread of sound. Its source was hard to place. He started checking the controls again.


  Frank Chen stirred.


  He sat shaking his head as if trying to clear his wits.


  “Alison,” he said. “I think she’s come back.”


  He still looked half asleep. It could get remarkably oppressive in a computer room, sealed from all sight and sound.


  An odd thing to say, though.


  “Well,” said Roach, “perhaps she has. She might have by now. Why don’t you go down to the huts and see?”


  Chen nodded. He pulled himself to his feet.


  “Don’t be too long,” said Roach. “The Yanks gave us a miss the last time but—”


  Two wild figures burst in.


  Young men in ponchos. As they pushed through the air-lock a great gust of sound followed them. A host of voices chanting outside.


  “Heh! Heh! Heh! Heh! Heh!”


  Roach was out of his seat, frantic. The young men were between him and the shotguns—


  But they were running straight out again. One look had been enough for them. There was nothing they wanted here.


  Roach forced his tubby body along past Frank Chen. As he got to the old ticket office the full din hit him. Through the open outer door he saw them, a whole boiling mad movement of them. He grabbed a shotgun.


  “No!” It was Chen, a strange squawking cry. He pushed the gun down, almost out of Roach’s hand, and ran through the doorway.


  The Planet People were everywhere, blundering and screeching. Like a huge wheeling flock of birds that had somehow got grounded, turning on itself. Panting columns tangled and collided. They ran along the railway lines, flung themselves past the station buildings, seemingly in a directionless frenzy.


  Mad, mad, they’re all mad, thought Roach in the doorway. He had never seen people quite in this state, as if they had thrown themselves away and become less than the movement that had them, like leaves whirling.


  “Frank!” he yelled and plunged after him.


  Chen was nearly lost among them already. He turned for a moment. “I saw Alison! There—over there!”


  He went running again and was gone. Roach gasped, nearly fell. He was being violently jostled, a fat middle-aged man swamped by the howling young. Hands caught him, pummelled him. For a moment he thought he was being attacked and fought back, swinging the gun barrel. He felt it hit bodies. Then the crush closed in, unaware and unseeing. He felt the gun trodden out of his grasp. He was being borne along, breathless.


  The movement was carrying them steadily towards the mound.


  For a moment the sheer pressure forced the fat man aloft and he saw. There must be countless hundreds of them. Already they were settling into a solid mass round the huts, surging over the mound, climbing on the stones there.


  As he fell back among them he tumbled and went down. Feet on him, crushing the breath. Something cracked. Roach screamed but it made only a tiny vibration in the din.


  “Leh-leh-leh-loh-loh-loh-lah-lah-lah—!”


  Clare Kapp stood by the door of her home. Sarah was holding on to her, burying her face in Clare’s skirt. Debbie was crying, clinging to the Alsatian’s fur. The snarling of the animal had left them a small clear space.


  “Go inside, mummy, go in!” Sarah whined. The words were lost but Clare knew the child was afraid. She could do nothing. She could only stand in her heavy daze, waiting.


  “Joe?” Her hands were in Sarah’s hair, the fluff hair of a baby, the curls of a girl, and she was looking about for the man who should be here. “He’ll come soon, he’ll come!”


  She had been frightened at first, when a stream of Planet People came and ran among the stones, screeching and perching like starlings. But the tension in her was relieved. It was all starting to happen. The confusion of mind that had grown so unbearable lifted a little. It was like the first drops of thunder rain falling and lightening the air for a moment, a sign of what is on the way.


  Sarah had screamed at her: “Don’t take anything from them! Daddy said!” And Debbie had cried.


  So many of them, and so fast arriving. She had been strangely pleased.


  If Joe would come now there would be a completion in all of this. It was necessary he should be here, the father taking his place. The family together, the bread and the wine—


  “Mummy!” screamed Debbie.


  She had been flung flat. The dog had run. It leapt snarling and yapping as if it was in a fit, and then biting its way through the packed density of bodies. An animal suddenly crazed with terror.


  The Stumpy Men had disappeared beneath the mob. The mound was a myriad waving arms and beseeching voices.


  Kapp had found a can of oil. It was in the wrecked generator shed behind the sub-station. The vandals must have overlooked it. They would have emptied it away or used it for more graffiti.


  It was only part full but might be enough. If it would just get him there he could fix the damaged sump.


  He carried it over to the waggon. He freed the crumpled bonnet with some difficulty, thumping the clips with a stone. He pulled it up and started pouring the oil. It was thick and gluey as he had suspected. Drainings, probably, left by Frank after routine work in the past. Put tidily aside rather than foul some ditch with it. Frank felt strongly.


  Old dead oil but it could get him home. Kapp was grateful. He poured carefully, not wasting a drop.


  So it was several seconds before he noticed the light, the bright glow on the concrete behind him. It reflected on the waggon’s metal and on the grass all round.


  He ducked out from beneath the bonnet.


  He saw it through the trees, broken up by boughs and thickets. But it must be a continuous, vertical band. As he watched it thinned and brightened still more . . . and rose. For an instant it showed clear above the treetops, like lightning in reverse.


  It was gone.


  Kapp stood shaking, knowing. There was no question of what it had been, only of where. Impossible to guess how far away. He tried to think of the towns that must lie in the direction. Bath, if you went far enough, even Bristol. If it were a matter of towns.


  He forced himself to go on pouring. The oil flow jerked under his hands. There was enough in now. He lowered the bonnet. He carefully stoppered the can and kept it and the gun with him when he got into his seat.


  The engine fired in the end, explosive and harsh. He was moving.


  He knew what he must do. He would make an agreement with his brain on what it was allowed to think about. He had done this on the hated trips to London when you never knew.


  The engine groaned and mis-fired. He was pressing it too hard. He slowed.


  “D’you think that next we ought to put in more winter cabbages?” she had asked him. “Or shall we stick to kale?” He hadn’t given her a proper answer at the time. He would think about it now. The kids didn’t like kale, no matter what you did with it. They complained about the taste and said it was stringy. Well, it was a fibrous, coarse crop, but you could rely on it no matter how bad the weather. And of course the kids didn’t like cabbage much either. So next season—


  Brittany, Marshall had said. Did that mean Carnac, could he have meant Carnac with its avenues of megaliths? And in Indonesia, were there megaliths? Answer, yes, there could be, they’re one of the prehistoric basic facts, found just about everywhere on earth. The Stumpy Men—


  More potatoes. Certainly more of them, they would grow a couple more rows. The kids liked them baked, liked to hold the hot spuds in their hands to warm them at supper when the weather was cold. When the winter days came—


  Ringstone Round meant nothing, in itself nothing. It was just an accident they were there! A dot on a map, it could have been any other dot they happened on. Carnac, all right, if it was Carnac and its stones, it was the cult, they always headed for such places.


  The Stumpy Men.


  Soon it would be planting time for the winter vegetables. He mustn’t leave so much to her this time. It was so easy, she said, she enjoyed it. She would always take it on. A real baleboosteh. One of the old man’s favourite words, he didn’t know so many as he liked you to think, and he probably got them wrong. But that was one of them, “Your momma, Joe—a real baleboosteh!” Not so much a description of the woman as your own pride in her. Home-runner, fixer, maker, mother—


  If there was no crowd, no swarming, it couldn’t happen!


  Fact!


  So no danger!


  The engine coughed and died. Overheating again. Let it cool off. He got out to open the bonnet.


  It was windy in a strange way, sharp and gusty. The twilight was darkening. A few fields away he caught a glint of metal, a stretch of the abandoned railway line. The section where it turned twisty, useless for antenna bogeys.


  Now he had his bearings. He looked to where Gratton Halt must be, but it was on the far side of low hills.


  He sat on the crumbling wall in iron discipline. This had been decent farmland but the farmers had gone. Too many beasts stolen and crops burned.


  You could keep animals close to the huts, though, lock them up at night, repair the fences. More goats, some donkeys perhaps, to work and for the kids to ride on. Not cows. Cows were courting trouble, too much of a target . . .


  He released the hissing radiator cap, filled up with water. Poured more precious oil.


  The waggon re-started.


  It was like driving a cart over cobbles now. Shuddering and clattering. If he ever got it back he would have to strip the engine completely. Frank would help, would manage to make up spares for the broken parts. There must be broken parts by now, all rattling—


  He nursed it along mile after mile. At least no Planet People ran across in front of him now.


  No Planet People.


  None.


  As it grew darker he switched on his headlamps but only one of them worked. He peered out through the flaking windscreen.


  The bends in the road were becoming more familiar. He passed the abandoned barn.


  Nearly there.


  It was calm now, a pleasant evening. A long stand of trees towered over the road. Beckett’s Wood, the local people called it in those early days here when there still were local people.


  Barricade! In London it would have been one, but here it was only leaves. He could see them piled two or three feet deep across the road. And that was strange. Like a great autumn drift, but these leaves were green. The waggon bumped and spun its wheels through their wetness.


  The smell of the hot engine was more unpleasant. The last of the oil must be dribbling away in acrid fumes.


  It wasn’t the oil . . . !


  Kapp slammed his foot down. The engine screeched and he was swaying along the stony track.


  Branches showed bare against the sky.


  Not to think now, not to think, just to get there.


  The headlamp picked up something on the track ahead, not leaves this time, not green. A bulky sack . . . but it was not a sack. He braked. The engine coughed out.


  He ran to look.


  “Puppy!” It must be the dog because of the head with the great teeth. But Puppy was strangely curled. Not curled but dead with the skull sprouting from the backbone like a chimera. Fur and flesh and bone run together.


  All beyond was ruin.


  Grey flocculent dust on the track, wind-blown, sparkling and shaking slightly in the light from the waggon.


  Kapp knew.


  It would be possible to avoid it. To turn away and keep going until you were safe in the hills and hide. But that was never an option.


  He left the waggon where it was and started running straight along the track. The dust rippled away from his feet and he could hear the earth seething.


  He could see the mound. There was enough light to make out the megaliths. They seemed squatter than usual, from the dust drifted round them. Here and there he caught the gleam of metal, of fallen plumb-bobs.


  He saw the huts now.


  He could make their black shapes out distinctly and they looked whole, untouched. And beyond them the station buildings, the twin antennas.


  No lights. There should be lights by now.


  As he ran on, items came whipping in to form an idea, fast as they always came. It wasn’t like the previous time. Metal, corrugated iron roofing, might make all the difference. Deflect and protect.


  The vegetable patch had gone, all flat beneath the dust. No sign of the goat. No lights.


  Out of breath, he was at his own front door.


  “Clare!” he called, not daring to touch it because even in the dimness he could make out that it looked different.


  Then he did touch it. The whole timber wall came fluttering down, showering him with tiny flakes.


  The hut was a shell.


  The far wall had gone completely and much of the roof on that side. Only dangling scraps were still attached here and there, unrecognizable as timber. A piece drifted down weightlessly in front of his eyes.


  He took a step or two inside.


  He could make out a few shapes. The iron stove, a lamp. Nothing that ran or looked or spoke.


  He stood without moving for a very long time. It had grown darker when he looked round.


  “Clare,” he said. “Sarah. Debbie.” He must say the names now or he would never be able to say them again.
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  Annie Morgan had got off the motorway well before darkness came. Soon she was driving through potholed streets that had been the cosy outer suburbs of London.


  The radio was working. A newsreader was giving out the loaded phrases of a bulletin.


  “. . . But it is confidently hoped that supplies of flour will be available by the beginning of next month. In Dublin today Colonel William Corcoran declared that the All-Ireland Protestant Junta will stay in control and no elections will be held in the immediate future . . .”


  “You see?” said Annie. “No better than us!”


  “. . . Lastly, an official denial of rumours concerning the stone monument of Ringstone Round . . .”


  Quatermass turned to her in surprise.


  “. . . that some form of electric storm caused casualties among people visiting the spot. No such weather conditions have been reported. Now, tomorrow’s power cuts. Eastern England . . .”


  He switched it off. “They know,” he said.


  Annie nodded. Of course, it was the standard reaction to any happening, deny it, hide it, change it. But if they really had the full facts and had been at work on them—


  “This isn’t going to be easy,” she said.


  “Do all you can.”


  “Rule one, a District Commissioner is supposed to stay in her district. Never mind.”


  They rolled round a corner.


  From habit now, Quatermass reached back to steady Isabel. She had been quiet for the past hour or so. More than once he had examined her anxiously to make sure she was still alive. There was little enough to show it: a tiny ticking pulse, a tremor in the skin, as if all her resources were flowing into the grotesque legs. He had not uncovered them.


  Annie was braking.


  “Road block ahead,” she said. “Get your ID ready.”


  “And bribe?” He had learned the requirements.


  She shook her head. “Official car, they wouldn’t be brazen enough to—”


  She broke off.


  They were almost up to the obstruction. It reached three-quarters of the way across the street. Shots were being fired not far away. The figures crouching by the barrier were not pay cops.


  “No, it’s not, it’s a gang fight!” Annie yelled. “Hang on, I’m going through!”


  She slammed her foot down.


  The Land-Rover veered and burst through the end of the barricade, scattering it.


  “Oh, my God!” cried Annie.


  There was another barrier dead ahead, far bigger. It stretched from one side of the street to the other, blocking it completely. It was built like a fortress.


  Annie braked hard. The car squealed and bucked. Quatermass could see dreadlocked figures swarming into view, some with guns. Annie threw the Land-Rover into reverse, crashing wildly through the mess she had just made. The four-wheel drive chewed its way through the debris.


  Fighting the gears, she stalled. She jabbed at the balky ignition. Her eyes rolled. She was terrified.


  “Don’t let them!” It was like a prayer. “See what they are? Lock your door!”


  Figures were running towards the car and surrounding it. They were not Badders, he could see. They wore home-made uniforms assembled out of every shade of blue. A few had flags fluttering from both shoulders like the finery of warlords in the Chinese theatre. The flags were all-blue mockeries of the Union Jack.


  “Blue Brigade!” Annie was shrieking. “They’re the worst of all!”


  They were all round the car now, grabbing at any hold, rocking it on its springs. Quatermass saw purple cotton puttees, indigo jackets, mauve cummerbands. There were guns and bandoliers, and weapons he could not even identify. The whole body of the Land-Rover rang with the battering of fists.


  “They want the car!” cried Annie. At last the engine fired.


  A gun-butt smashed the lock on Quatermass’s side. The door was wrenched open. He found himself being pulled helplessly from his seat by a huge brute with a blue-dyed scarf round his face.


  “Bernard!” yelled Annie.


  “Get away!” he managed to shout back. “Annie—go!”


  Terror did the rest. In a moment she had the car jolting and thudding its way over the debris, knocking blue figures aside.


  Quatermass struggled.


  Deafening shots were being loosed off after the car. Now he saw what the other weapons were . . . crossbows fashioned out of heavy springs, lovingly polished, discharging steel bolts. As the Land-Rover turned the corner the whole screaming crowd took off in pursuit.


  Quatermass was lying in the road.


  He saw the blue-clad figures halted at the corner, firing shots and bolts.


  He started crawling.


  There were broken buildings on both sides. He made towards the nearer. A shot hit the surface in front of him. For a moment he had forgotten the other barricade and its marksmen. He threw himself back and kept moving in the shelter of the Blue Brigade barrier.


  In through a doorless doorway.


  It had been a house. He was in a little room with flowered wallpaper slashed by bullets, BLUE BRIGADES BUGGER BADDERS! was painted on it. Most of the floorboards had been torn up, probably burned in the open grate. He clambered through to what had been a kitchen. A youth was lying on the floor. He was partially stripped of his blue garments and apparently dead. Quatermass did not stop to look. He could hear them coming back.


  He was in a back yard with drab grass and the remnants of rabbit hutches. Then through the yard door into a lane.


  They would know where to look, which way to come.


  Back in the street he heard an explosion. It sounded like a small bomb or grenade. There was a moment’s silence, then an extraordinary screech that went on and on. Angry, as if something was trying to rid itself of its life. It must have succeeded because it stopped suddenly.


  They were shooting again. Ferocious bursts long enough to empty magazines. The gang on the big barricade must have seized their chance and attacked.


  He made his way down the back lane, keeping low. It was where dustmen would have come to empty bins. He sensed air against his calf and looked anxiously down for blood. He might not feel the wound, he knew. But there was no sign of one, just the trouser leg ripped away from the knee down.


  The lane became blocked with brickwork. A wall had collapsed into it. Some sort of workshop, probably a backstreet garage to judge by the battered roofs of cars he could see as he climbed over the pile. He glanced round—and saw to his horror that he was directly in line with the bigger barricade, in full view of the dreadlocked figures clinging behind it. They were scarcely thirty yards away. He threw himself down among the clinking bricks. He waited, and peered again. Their attention must all have been on their enemies. Guns were firing and he could see arrows being strung to crude bows. One youth swung a sledge-hammer round and round to get speed before releasing it like a missile.


  There was a continuous high-pitched screeching. A number of the capering figures were undoubtedly female, their shapes picked out by their shining red upper garments. It took him a moment to realize that the shine was of sweating skin. The girls were bare to the waist, their breasts painted with some red grease. A taunt to the enemy, some sexual mockery at work.


  One of them was on top of the barricade now, shrilling and gesturing across at the Blue Brigade. Before she could jump down again something hit her—a missile of wires and weights, probably from a crossbow. It almost severed the girl’s head. She tumbled, choking, without a sound.


  A moment of shock, then Badders were flinging themselves to the top, guns blazing. Shots went in all directions. Quatermass could hear them ricochetting and clattering among the houses.


  He was over the brick heaps and running.


  At first the lane took him away from the battle. When it seemed to turn back he left it. He found himself in a little street so long wrecked that tall grass sprouted in the middle of its roadway. He turned again. Another back lane, another street. He had only one purpose—to keep the sound of firing fainter.


  He saw one or two street names that had not been used as targets yet. LONDON BOROUGH OF HOUNSLOW, ran the district notation at the bottom of each.


  One of the worst no-go areas, wasn’t that what Kapp had said?


  And he was lost in it.


  He saw a brightly lit window and started towards it. A house with a light must have people in it, surely. But after a few yards he realized it was only a last glow of sunlight, reflected.


  Still, that was something. It meant direction, as good as compass reading. If he could keep moving away from that glow he would be heading eastwards, into London, away from them. He turned another corner.


  He was in a larger street.


  There was a bus stop, a shelter with all its glass panels shattered, of course. Perhaps Annie had come this way, had even stopped to see if he would catch up. He began to hurry again.


  There was nobody about. Probably the whole area was too dangerous to live in now. He kept close to the wall. Safer in the back lanes, of course, but he would only get lost again. It was a chance he had to take.


  A junction, with a few stove-in, abandoned shops. A butcher’s, a record shop. Streets joined at oblique angles.


  He stopped, puzzling which way to take.


  He heard what sounded like a cat. He glanced about. Even that would be a welcome fellow-creature. There must be many abandoned pets fending for themselves. But no purring shape showed itself.


  He heard it again, unmistakably, a faint mewing. It came from somewhere above.


  He saw them then.


  They were slung from taut, clustered wires that ran across the roadway at roof height. Three bundles. One of them was moving slightly, and from it the sound came again.


  They were bulky and green. For a moment he thought absurdly of chrysalises, somehow lodged there by monstrous insects. Then he saw the dangling labels. Cut Price! read one, and Special Offer Bargain! and All Stock Must Go! They were rolls of plastic netting, he recognized them now, the sort of thing keen gardeners would have used to train their roses or protect their flowerbeds. Looted in bulk from some store.


  Inside each was a human being.


  Quatermass had to force himself to go closer. One of the bundles was bobbing gently from the wires. It knew he was there. The mewing came again and this time it managed to turn into a voice. “Help me,” it said.


  “What are you?”


  After a moment the bundle said: “Kidnap.”


  “Who did it?”


  “Blues.” It bobbed again and the label fluttered. All Stock Must Go!


  “They want money?”


  No reply. He could see it shaking.


  Perhaps they were captured Badders up there swaddled in the cocoons, and the labels were a challenge. Or they were just trophies. The other two were quite motionless. They must have died.


  Quatermass was suddenly in the grip of wild terror.


  He ran without any awareness, just to be away from them. Straight across the junction. Round a burned-out car that had been driven into a shop window. Past other burned shops, one after another, a whole block gone. He was hardly conscious of it.


  He did not look back. There was nothing he could have done to help, he kept telling himself.


  Then a big doorway, wide open.


  It was like sanctuary.


  He ran in.


  He was safe. Heart thundering, lungs at their limit, he clung to a rail. It was many seconds before he could even see.


  He was in a supermarket.


  It had been one, a supermarket for frozen foods. Dozens of massive white-enamelled freezer chests still stood in place. A faded list on the wall proclaimed prices for frozen turkeys, salmon, pizzas. It had been there a long time. More recent were the huge words BLUE BRIGADE, and more carefully painted than the usual spattered graffiti.


  There was a stench of decay.


  Not to be wondered at. When the electricity supply was cut off there must have been a horrible spoilage of the food in these storage freezers. Tons and tons of it, steadily decomposing for years. Only surprising that they had not been robbed first. Emptied and vandalized and overturned.


  Odd.


  They were still neatly labelled. He glanced at the nearest chest. Where it should have announced its contents as fish or meat or prepared foods, there was a name. Two names. H. W. Dunne . . . B. T. Hammond.


  He would have to open it.


  He knew what it would be like. He covered his nose and mouth with his other arm, blocking nostrils with the sleeve. He lifted the lid.


  Two bodies in blue home-made uniforms. Faces gone almost to the skull, a shapeless mess beneath.


  He dropped the lid and looked into the next one, immediately, before he had time to think. The same. Worse. There were three in it, crushed together. The label confirmed it.


  He was in a Blue Brigade mausoleum.


  At least they were dead, he thought. They were not like the unspeakable hanging things.


  Nausea, waves of it. And not just from the stench of the place.


  He was at the entrance when he saw a party of them coming, half a dozen in parti-coloured blue, strutting with guns and shining crossbows.


  He did not wait to guess if they had seen him. He was on his way towards the back of the store between the shining white chests with names on every lid.


  A door. Locked? But the lock had been smashed long ago and nobody cared. This was Blue Brigade no-go territory, sacrosanct.


  He was out. A car park, once busy with suburban wives. Panic struck him at the sheer emptiness of the space to be traversed. He ran, stumbled, winding himself and scraping hands and feet. Another fear struck quickly. A broken bone here and he was done for. His bones were brittle.


  The wall ahead had been pulled down in places. He could get through.


  He had completely lost his bearings and it was getting dark.


  He had tried several times to find his way back to that main street. When the light had gone it would be less dangerous, he thought. At least he could try to use it to guide him, finding where it ran, keeping to the alleys behind it. But he had lost it.


  He attempted to think about Annie and whether she had got through, but sheer weariness stopped him. There was nothing in his head but his aches and his hunger.


  He was suddenly convinced he was moving in a circle, back to where he had started. There was a broken shed he was certain he had seen before, though one broken shed looked much like another. But there was no sign of the street junction and its dreadful bobbing bundles.


  He told himself he would stop when it became dark. The moon was already up but he discounted that. He would not rely on his poor night vision.


  He was being followed.


  He was all in a moment quite sure of it. He halted and strained to listen. No sound, but that brought little comfort. He could not trust his old man’s ears. His other senses were better, the self-consciousness of being watched. He was being watched, he knew it.


  His foot struck away an unseen, empty tin, sent it clattering. The small sound horrified him. He drew back into a doorway and waited for running figures with guns.


  He saw a dog.


  It stood sniffing the air a hundred yards away. He smiled with relief. The poor creature was probably as lonely as himself. If it joined him it would be welcome company.


  There were two dogs.


  Then a third. They trotted forward together, tails waving, interested. And behind them came others.


  A pack.


  Domestic pets no longer domesticated. Real this time, not like his imagined cat. Real and dangerous. Out after rats and anything else they could find, scenting a man in a state of fear, worth investigating.


  He could never outrun them, if it came to that. Better hole up. He pushed at the door behind him, and it gave.


  He found himself in another back yard. But this one was half full of wooden crates, just the sort of thing to jam that swinging door against the dogs. He tugged at one. He heaved—and the crate fell apart. Bottles cascaded from it, shattering and bouncing on the stone. There was a sharp reek of vinegar.


  The bottles were still rolling. Stupid, dangerous noise. It could draw the attention of more than dogs.


  Another door ahead.


  It had evidently been a place where they used a lot of vinegar. Perhaps a fish-and-chip shop. The door was jammed. Not locked, because it gave a little. Stuck. He put all his weight against it and it flew wide.


  He tumbled headlong.


  It was minutes before he could move. He was quite unable to make out what had happened.


  He was in a hole. A crater, probably a bomb crater. He was lying painfully on broken bricks and stone. There were splinters in his hand. His ankle hurt.


  He looked up at the open, treacherous door. For a moment he fancied he saw one of the dogs there watching him, but it made no move. A trick of the last light. He heard some barking. It seemed to be going away. The pack, if it had been that, had lost interest.


  Check for injuries.


  Neck, arms, everything seemed to move. It was when he put some weight on his ankle that he knew fear. He gasped with the pain. He felt it with his hands and it was puffing up fast.


  He had a moment of curious mad peace then. He could simply lie here and die. Make an end. He was old enough and he had done enough. Even if he had got through with Annie and the child he would have been up against the impossible.


  Then he saw the rat.


  It was only a swift movement in the rubble a few feet away. He knew what it was. He threw a stone at it. It did not show itself.


  He would not lie here and wait for them.


  He started crawling. When he came to a section of broken wall he pulled himself upright and resolved. He was going to stay on his feet. He would hobble and hop and endure the pain. He would walk that foot into a bloody stump if he had to, and stay on it.


  But not rats.


  The moon was almost full and the sky cloudless.


  Quatermass was able to make out every detail of the preposterous place he had come to. His senses were dulled by the pain now but it was as if his brain were getting information piped through to it on some separate channel. He was in a graveyard of cars.


  There were thousands of them stacked in great heaps. Piled on top of each other, wheels crushing roofs. Like a huge last cataclysmic stunt.


  They must date from a time when the authorities still had the will and means to collect them. He sniffed their decomposing oil and rubber. Death again, but here it was the death of machines.


  He made his way carefully. There was a winding track through it but this was repeatedly blocked by the tumbled carcases. He had tripped several times in the darker places and knew himself to be coated with rusty oil.


  He halted, hearing shots. A short fusillade, then a diminishing scatter. All in the distance.


  Then others nearer. He ducked, an automatic reaction. But they were not so very close, perhaps half a mile. A reply to the others.


  Where did they get so much ammunition, he wondered. Stolen, probably. If not, there were plenty of those in the world who would provide it for their own reasons.


  He untangled his foot from a length of wire cable. On again, splashing through an unseen puddle.


  He froze and sank into shadow. He could hear voices chanting!


  It took him a little time to grasp that this had none of the breathy excitement of Planet People. These voices were singing, and what they were singing was a hymn.


  He turned in their direction, squeezing between rusting shells of trucks. He got a grip on a flaking mudguard and peered.


  Candles were flickering.


  They lit up the faces of those holding them. Old faces, half a dozen of them, and white heads. They were as old as himself. No, older, plainly older. They were singing quietly and badly together, as if fear had cracked their voices. No wonder, he thought, when he took in what they were doing there.


  They were burying a body. Two old men were worrying at a sheeted shape, tugging it into a shallow grave.


  A scrap of mudguard broke off under his hand.


  They heard it. Their singing petered out and they were frowning at each other over their candles.


  “What was it?” whispered an old woman.


  “Over there.” Another one pointed.


  “Gangs?”


  “Make it quick—get him under!” Hands scrabbled earth and rubbish over the body. One or two of them were already moving away.


  Quatermass called out: “Wait, please!”


  They hesitated. One of the old men picked up a steel halfshaft to use as a weapon. Quatermass limped forward.


  “Will you help me?”


  “Help?” It was the man with the steel bar, a squat creature who might well be the oldest of them. He also seemed to be the strongest.


  “Oh, look at him, Jack!” cried a woman. It sounded like concern.


  “Edna—quiet!”


  “He’s hurt,” said Edna.


  “Where d’you come from?” asked Jack.


  His fellow gravedigger flashed suspicious eyes. “They told you about us? Told you to come here?”


  Quatermass had no idea what the questions meant. He took another step and his ankle twisted. He found a strong arm under his. It belonged to the woman Edna. She steadied him. “Oh, poor love,” she said, “he is in a state.”


  “What do we do with him?” It was the suspicious wiry man again.


  “Let’s get him down,” said Edna.


  “Eh? We don’t know who he is!”


  “Oh, Arthur!”


  Quatermass attempted to explain himself and found he had no idea where to begin. The numbness that had dulled the pain had made him stupid.


  “Down then.” It was Jack who made the decision. “Let’s go.”


  Arthur pulled a sheet of scrap metal across the grave to hide it. He held up his candle in a last salute.


  “ ’Bye, Dick,” he said.


  There was a sniffle of grief from one of the old women. Then candles were being put out. The moonlight was strong enough for them to pick their way along. “Done yer ankle in, haven’t you, love?” said Edna. “Lean on me.” He felt a stout biceps that must have done hard work in its day.


  “Down where?” he asked.


  She had no time to explain. “Come along, love,” she said. “You’ll see in a sec. Over this way now.”


  He saw the two other old women turning into the open back of a big van. He frowned as Edna led him towards it.


  “Are we going in this?”


  For the van had no wheels.


  Edna grinned at him. She hoisted him with the skilled lift of one used to weights, into the van. Now he saw what “down” meant. There was a trap door in the floor of it, through which faint light came flickering. The two old women ahead of them were making their way down a ladder.


  “Now, love,” said Edna, “I’ll go first, then you’ll have something soft to fall on, eh? Hang on tight to them rungs. Keep yer bad foot clear.”


  Only when he got to the bottom was he able to get his breath and glance round.


  They were in a tunnel. The walls were shored up with metal garnered from the scrap yard, with doors removed from cars and vans. A. R. Hume, Family Butcher, read the faded paintwork on one. Another carried the insignia of Selfridges’ store.


  “Never seen the like of this, have you?” said Edna. “It’s all made out of the old motors.”


  There was a thud above as the trap door shut. Arthur and Jack were following down the ladder. “Keep moving there,” said Jack. He unhooked one of the tin lamps that seemed to provide what light there was, and they started through the tunnel. More car doors. A post office van . . . Jas. Harper, Removals . . . Shell . . .


  “Doors are strong, y’see,” explained Edna, “and you can get ’em off. God intended a use for everything, that’s what I say.”


  The tunnel widened.


  They were in a catacomb of metal. Cell-like cubicles opened off it, curtained with material that must have been ripped out of car roofs. An old woman was drowsing in one of them on what was plainly a car’s rear seat. There were a score of these cells at least, round an open space. Here the corrugated roof was shored up by oil drums built in columns, and beyond it other dark tunnels led off. More car seats were arranged round an oil heater and a table with a velvet cloth covering it. There were plastic flowers in a vase. Rough shelves held nodding dogs and other rear-window ornaments, that must have annoyed many a following motorist in their time.


  There were about a dozen old people here, all of them between seventy and eighty years, Quatermass judged. Their clothes had seen a lot of repair but they were respectable.


  All eyes were on him. The old women who had gone before were muttering their tale to the rest.


  “Over here now, love,” said Edna.


  He collapsed on to a car seat. Soft, best quality hide, probably from a Rolls. The thickset man Jack moved closer with his lantern so that they could all take a look.


  “Found him up top, did you?” said another old man.


  “Who is he?”


  “We dunno,” said Arthur. “That’s what’s wrong.”


  Jack pushed his face near. He had eyes that seemed pouched in solid muscle. “Gangs, was it? Gangs after you?”


  Quatermass said: “I think—Blue Brigade.”


  An old woman began to sob.


  “All right, Susie.” Edna patted her and turned to Quatermass. “They done her old man. Now let’s have a look, love, and see what the damage is.”


  “Just leave me—” Quatermass only wanted to rest.


  “It’s all right,” said Edna. “I used to do some nursing. Once upon a time. I look after all these when they get bad, don’t I?” Faces nodded. She applied herself with a gentleness that surprised him, considering her thick arms. “His head’s split, that’s one thing to watch. Got a patch on it, he has.”


  What was that? Of course, from the mugging, whenever that had been—


  “You’ll need to bathe it,” said another old woman, in a voice so fragilely beautiful it made Quatermass look at her. But clearly she had never been a beauty.


  “That’s right, Jane,” said another. “It’s the brain, you see.”


  “I was pointing that out, Winnie,” said Jane.


  “Yes,” Winnie said, “you got to look after your brain.”


  All the time Edna was neatly and expertly easing his ruined jacket off. “All right so far,” she said. “Now let’s have a look at that ankle. No need to rip your trouser leg up, it’s been done for me.”


  Quatermass winced. But her hands were deft on the hurt.


  “They really give it him!” cackled Arthur. As if wishing to seem less rude he leaned across and repeated it. “I said they really give it you!”


  Quatermass nodded.


  Jack narrowed the muscular pads round his eyes. “He’s a good age.”


  “Aye, he is that,” Arthur agreed. If Jack wasn’t troubled about making personal remarks, he was absolved too. “A right old pot.”


  “What d’you reckon?” said Jack. They turned away. Quatermass realized that the mutterings which followed were about him. What to do with him, no doubt. He made an effort.


  “I’d be grateful,” he said, “if you can just fix me up. Help me . . . get on my way. So much to do. Please . . .”


  Edna gave him a pat that must have been meant as reassurance. She turned to the two men. He heard her whisper: “He could have Dick’s place.”


  “I dunno.” Jack drew in his breath.


  Old Susie, who had been straining with curiosity, caught the name. “What about Dick, though?”


  “Dick’s gone,” whispered Jane.


  “Eh?” Susie looked confused.


  “We buried him tonight,” said Jane, and to ease the confusion: “You weren’t there. You didn’t come.”


  Susie looked even vaguer. “Oh . . . yes,” she said.


  The others were still murmuring together, throwing wary glances. Quatermass took a firm grip on the chair back—the squab it was correctly called in motoring parlance—and pulled himself round to face them. “No,” he said, “I mustn’t stay here. It’s kind of you to consider it, but . . . there’s no time and . . . it’s extremely . . . vitally important . . . find those people . . . explain to them . . .”


  They were staring at him as if he was crazy. He hardly knew what he was talking about, except that there was something he had to do and it was fast slipping away from him. He jerked himself to his feet and cried: “I’ve got to go!”


  He took one step forward . . . and landed his full weight on the injury. The ankle seemed to scream aloud.


  This time there were many hands to grab him . . .
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  Quatermass was drunk. Or half drunk. It was difficult to assess it precisely, even when he studied the problem very seriously indeed. It had been a mistake to come to this bloody pub with old Trethearne, at least with the intention of having any serious discussion. And the steerage system of a rocket was a very serious matter. The design had reached a serious, critical stage. If they couldn’t get it right, what hope of the bloody thing ever carrying mails from London to New York?


  But Trethearne refused to take Quatermass seriously. He kept grinning over his glass and saying things like: “Bernard, don’t be such a kid! You can’t rush new techniques.” Which was stupid. There was Goddard in America, with money Lindbergh had got for him. And in Germany Fritz von Opel’s outfit had a new man who was reported to be very good indeed, called Wernher von Braun. In a very few years now somebody was going to produce serious results, assuming there wasn’t another war. Somebody was going to make a real, workable space rocket.


  Not old Trethearne. He kept insisting the rocket should have a tail, and then it would have to be suspended so it wouldn’t snap its tail off, and a suspended rocket had to be a small rocket, and a small rocket wasn’t serious, as Quatermass had seen from the start. “Bernard, boy, don’t suck eggs, I mean don’t teach your grandmother.” Three or four sixpenny scotches and Trethearne was away, useless. He was a Great War man. That had been his time and he’d never learned anything since.


  Quatermass started arguing. That’s what he had come to do: to talk shop, technicalities, whether Trethearne wanted to hear them or not. It wasn’t easy. His mouth felt furred and thick from all the drinks. What was more, he was having to shout above the noise of the raucous singing from the Public Bar. They were all bawling at the tops of their voices in there, and of course it was always that same bloody song, the big seaside hit, the hit of the season—


  
    “Whoa! He’d fly through the air with the greatest of ease,


    A daring young man on the flying trapeze—”

  


  Quatermass woke.


  He smelt damp earth and oil. In front of his eyes dangled a tin lamp. It was feeble but it dazzled him. His limbs were stiff. His ankle ached distantly. He was lying in some kind of bed, covered up with a patchwork quilt. On the wall beside him there were photographs, brown and faded: a woman, a couple, a wedding group. He licked his furred lips. The singing went on, so it wasn’t just in the dream but on the other side of the curtain.


  
    “His movements were graceful, all girls he could please—”

  


  Old voices. Some of them no longer sure of the words, humming and giggling their way through the gaps. But at least they could still giggle, and even laugh. They were enjoying themselves.


  
    “. . . And my love he had stolen away!”

  


  They had reached the end. He could guess what they would be doing now. Nodding to each other, settling dentures that had slipped in the vigour of the song, or just hazily content to think about the past.


  “The past is more important.”


  That’s what she had said, quoting. Joe Kapp’s Clare. And he had denied it, meaning that it ought not to be. But it was. In the end, it was all a person was made of, like the skeleton he had grown.


  There were whispers just the other side of the curtain.


  “ ’E’s been a well-to-do man. Feel that cloth.”


  Cloth. His jacket. He remembered it being taken off him. They must be picking it over.


  “The wallet, Jack?”


  “Show ’e’s got a ’ome. Money too but that’s just rubbish.”


  What were they after, then?


  “ ’E’s got to contribute,” Jack muttered.


  “He doesn’t want to stay, he said so.” That was Edna, the strong woman who had done nursing.


  “In there now, isn’t ’e?”


  So it wasn’t charity. Strictly business. He was still a candidate for the place of the late Dick.


  “Tell you what, ’e’s got that gold watch on ’im.”


  “I seen your eye on it.”


  “And I could’a took it, couldn’t I?”


  “Oh, Jack.”


  “But I never. Now that’ll do.”


  “Leave him be.”


  “It’s a rule,” said Jack.


  “That’s right.” Arthur chipping in at last. “A rule’s a rule. Always has been.”


  After a moment Quatermass heard the curtain slither open. He twisted his head. It was a sheet of pale blue plastic, probably from one of the larger Fords. Jack looked in at him for a moment, then came to sit beside him.


  “ ’Ow now, mate?” he said. “Fuzzy? She give you something to knock the pain out. Won’t do you no ’arm.”


  “I’m grateful.”


  Jack nodded. He caught Quatermass’s wrist to look at his watch. “Listen, I got to explain something. We got rules down ’ere, we got to ’ave. And one rule is everybody got to contribute. Understand?”


  He waited for it to sink in.


  The old people out there were starting into another song, joining by twos and threes.


  
    “Tiptoe to the window, by the window, that is where I’ll be,


    Come tiptoe thro’ the tulips with me . . .”

  


  “You want my watch?” said Quatermass.


  Jack made a subtly evasive gesture. It had style. Another walk of life might have made him a politician, a big-business fixer. God only knew what he had been.


  “Well, it’s got to be gold or silver, not cash,” he said. He smiled. The thickened muscles of his face took on an expression that could only be called reasonable. “We got a soft gang round ’ere, see. Know what a soft gang is?”


  Quatermass waited to be told.


  “Well, they let us ’ave stuff. They see us right. But only if we pay.”


  It made sense. This was an old folk’s home that would survive just so long as they could make it worth somebody else’s while.


  He pulled the watch off. He could see the inscription on the back, though he could not have read the tiny letters without his glasses. A replica of his wife’s writing. She had had it engraved there.


  “Take it.”


  “It’s just a rule, like I said.” Jack weighed it in his and gave it a glance that was less casual than he made it seem. “Ta. That’ll do nice. You rest now.”


  There had been only one real reason to hand it over. Quatermass said: “Your soft gang . . .”


  “They’ll take this, don’t worry. They’ll play fair, they generally do. Not like the others, the gun gangs, them’d just grab this and shoot yer. But my little chums, they’re sort of . . . caught in between, if you take my meaning.”


  Quatermass nodded. “So they’d know how to find their way about?”


  “They know ’ow to look after theirselves, don’t worry.”


  It took Quatermass a drowsy moment to see they were at cross-purposes. “I didn’t mean that,” he said. “Listen—d’you think they’d do something—?”


  But Jack had gone. The plastic curtain flopped shut behind him.


  Quatermass heard him talking to the others, the hard grinding voice that was curiously not insensitive. But the renewed sing-song made it impossible to pick out any words.


  He swung himself carefully off the mattress.


  He managed to keep the injured ankle from touching anything. He put a hand to the rusty wall and took shuffling hops. And balanced himself to draw the plastic curtain.


  “Listen to me,” he shouted, “all of you!”


  Startled faces turned. Jack and Arthur picking over his possessions. Edna with them, guilty.


  The last of “Tiptoe Through The Tulips” faded away.


  The singers were in the seats round the oil heater. Mouths hung open as if they had been switched off, crooked dentures, toothless jaws. Some looked unsure of what the interruption was or where it came from. Yet they were not so much older than himself. Susie was well into her eighties and turning foolish. She was giggling now. Jack was the strongest through natural endowment, not by being younger. He would have been a tough kid running wild when Quatermass was still in his cradle.


  They were waiting. He wondered how much they could grasp.


  “There’s a place you must have heard of called Ringstone Round.”


  Frowns and vague nods.


  “What did ’e say?”


  “I know it,” said Jack. “I been there. Huge big stones.”


  Arthur was knowledgeable. “One of the wonders of the world. It was built by the Druids.”


  “Well—” Quatermass decided to leave it to the Druids. The faces in front of him looked as if they could take in only so much, and he needed all that capacity.


  He told it as simply as he could.


  At the start old Susie shook her head and uttered little cries of amazement at every other word. Then she lost interest. He was relieved to find the others did not.


  They drank up all he said.


  As he described what had happened at Ringstone Round, old Edna’s eyes were popping like marbles.


  “You watched it?”


  “Yes.”


  “All them?”


  “Kids!” said Arthur. “Planet People!”


  “We know about them,” said Edna.


  “Oh, yes!” Arthur said. A kind of secret annoyance crept into his face.


  “They’ve always believed,” said Quatermass, “that somehow they’re going to be taken away to another planet.” He had better make that clearer. “Another world, somewhere out among the stars, belonging to a different sun.”


  “Wicked!” said Susie meaninglessly. Her head was twitching again.


  “It always seemed like nonsense,” said Quatermass.


  Jack’s pouched eyes were sharp. “But it happened, guv.”


  “Something did.”


  They were all looking at each other. He felt as if he had lost their attention completely. Then old Arthur, who had turned his back, swung round.


  “This planet—what d’you reckon about it?”


  Careful now, no jargon. “There’s no harm in the belief. If people want to believe the Moon is made of green cheese, there’s no harm in that either. But as scientific fact, there isn’t the slightest—”


  Arthur gave a curious cry. “Why should it be for them?”


  “What?”


  “The bloody kids!”


  He was right, they hadn’t heard, they were no longer listening. He looked from face to face and met the same aggrieved expression. They were actually jealous.


  “Always kids!”


  “You’re right, Arthur.”


  “Why does it always have to be them? It’s bloody wicked!” Arthur shouted. “They want everything, they get their way! They got the lot off us, didn’t they?”


  “Listen,” protested Quatermass, “you haven’t understood—”


  “They busted it all for us!” wailed Arthur. “Their gangs and their vi’lence! They got us living down here in a hole!”


  “That’s true!”


  “Not fair, I always said!”


  “They done it on us!”


  “You tell ’im, Arthur!”


  Old stored misery bursting out. Arthur moved closer, and the hard flicker from the tin lamps made his face even thinner.


  “If there is anything like that, the planet, why can’t it be us? Why can’t we go there? Tell me that, Mr. Professor!”


  Shrill echoes from all the rest. They all wanted to go, but even this was to be taken from them. The kids always knew, always got the first chance. They were shakily, angrily, on their feet. All, he noticed, except Jack, who seemed to have detached himself. Suddenly old Jane burst their yearning for them. Her beautiful voice throbbed into song.


  
    “There’s a long, long trail a-winding,


    Into the land of . . . my dreams . . .”

  


  They were all off:


  
    “Where the nightingales are singing,


    And a white . . . moon . . . beams!


    There’s a long, long night of waiting . . .”

  


  Quatermass could stand no more of it. He lurched to the table and hammered his fist on the metal top. A vase of plastic flowers jumped and fell.


  “There is no planet!”


  Gradual silence. Jane looked hurt, as if he had torn the lovely sounds from her.


  “I read in a book once,” said Arthur slowly, “there could be lots. Hundreds of thousands of planets.”


  True, of course.


  But only as mathematical speculation, a playing with random factors and probabilities. The book Arthur read would have been juicier stuff, the kind that used to fill racks on station platforms with their gaudy jackets, and inside the same giddy mix of magic, UFOs, Great Pyramid, Loch Ness Monsters, the Bible and extra-sensory perception, as if somehow they could all be added up. How to explain that if there were those hundreds of thousands of planets in the universe, they would come in hundreds of thousands of kinds? The regions of tolerance from a sun, pressures and atmospheres, the innumerable criteria that must be satisfied before a single gob of matter could wobble into what could be called life, or one blade of grass grow. It would have looked simpler in Arthur’s book.


  “The planet wouldn’t be like ours,” he said.


  Arthur glared.


  “And that wouldn’t be the way to get there.”


  Arthur looked to Jack for support and got none. The thickset man was studying Quatermass. “Well, we got the silly talk done,” he said.


  “Silly talk!”


  “All that planet stuff’s crap, Arthur! Anything them kids’d go for must be a load of crap.”


  He and Joe Kapp would have got on, thought Quatermass.


  “It sounds like something bad,” said Jack. “I got a nose for that. Now then: you’ve met us. We’re not much. What the ’ell do you think we can do?”


  “Get me through.”


  Jack considered. He did it impressively, the chairman of the board taking a weighty decision.


  “All right, we’ll look after you. And you know what I’m going to do? I’m going to try that soft gang.”


  So he had taken it in. Quatermass had thought so. And now he was claiming it as his own idea. A typical boardroom trick. No wonder he’d taken charge down here.


  “Could they do it?”


  “I reckon,” said Jack. “Maybe right through to the centre zone. So you get yourself fit. You got to be able to walk.”


  That might take days. Precious days.


  “I like to walk,” said Susie. She was smiling at him. “I like walking in the country. I’ve always been a country girl.”


  Annie Morgan had found a hospital.


  It was so small and dilapidated, with all its windows boarded up and a sign-board blasted with bullet-holes, that she thought it was abandoned and nearly drove on. Then she saw chinks of light shining between the boards.


  When Quatermass was dragged from the car she hardly knew what she was doing. His ordering her to go must have pushed some automatic button and she had driven on without thinking. After half a dozen bombed, shot-up blocks of houses had sped by she stopped and leaned on the steering wheel. What to do—go back and attempt a rescue? But he would be dead. The Blue Brigade were killers. Alternative—do what he wanted.


  She drove on, skirting the no-go area, guided by sinister graffiti. At the far end of one street she saw things like green cocoons dangling from the overhead wires. Three of them, and five in another. She knew what they were.


  When at last she saw occasional lights, and the clumsy shapes of Food Distribution trucks on the move, she knew she was safe. Safer, at least.


  Then she came upon the hospital.


  They tried to send her away. They had only a skeleton staff left, they said. They had patients bleeding to death and no plasma or even dressings. The emergency generator was giving out.


  She shouted and threatened, shook her special-entitlement pass in the face of the junior administrator—there seemed to be no senior—shivering in his overcoat in a chilly little office. Yes, they had an intensive-care unit. It was never used, even for emergency cases. There was a sterilization problem.


  She won.


  She carried the child from the Land-Rover herself, picking her way carefully between the stretcher cases left moaning in the passages. She saw what they meant about the intensive-care unit. The glass of the door was cracked to pieces and stuck with tape. Plaster was hanging out of the ceiling and walls. There was rubbish in the corners. It looked as if it had been abandoned to the staphylococci.


  But there was apparatus there, too.


  Two slatternly nurses removed Isabel’s coverings. They were amazed by the hideously puffed limbs.


  A doctor came, a gaunt creature in a blood-streaked coat, who gave his name as Kelso. More amazement, and then indignation. Annie found herself being accused. She had no business to bring in a case of severe infection, unidentified, without warning. It ought to go to an isolation ward but there wasn’t one. He would use what measures he thought fit. Drastic treatment—


  Annie screamed at Dr. Kelso. He would do nothing unless authorised. No attempt at treatment, life support only—and that clean and effective. The nurses to scrub their hands for a start, and he too—and change his bloody coat!


  She demanded exclusive use of a telephone for a time. It would be a long time, she knew.


  Isabel trembled inside a covering of transparent plastic. Vital tubes were connected. The heavy eyes of the attendant nurse noticed a curious sparkle on the surface of the distended limbs, like a formation of tiny crystals. She called Dr. Kelso to see. Still angry, he made notes to prove his attentiveness to any later interested party.


  He peered closely. Yes, there were minute crystalline structures everywhere in the skin surface . . .


  Quatermass watched old Jack buckle his harness on. It was cleverly made, layer upon layer of huge canvas pockets. He grinned as he tightened the straps.


  “I can carry near a hundredweight in this. Most regular runs I can ’ardly waddle meself ’ome. Eh, Jane?”


  Jane smiled as she helped him with a greatcoat that completely covered everything up.


  “What do they sell you?” asked Quatermass. “Loot?”


  Jack nodded. “What else? Now listen, guv, don’t count on this.”


  “Just do your best.”


  “Can’t promise no more.”


  He moved off towards the ladder. A moment later his feet were thumping up the rungs.


  Edna was sitting beside Quatermass, applying soaked rags to the sprain.


  “Jack’s a thief, you know that?”


  He had wondered. He hoped the watch had gone to its intended use.


  “Done a lot of time, he has, in his day,” she said. “But that couldn’t be helped, could it? Went with the job.”


  “Does he still do it?”


  “Of course. But he’s getting a bit slow. So he buys as well.”


  “Dunno what we’d do without Jack,” said Winnie.


  Jane was preparing to stitch the rents in Quatermass’s jacket when she made a discovery. “Oh, look here! Pocket full of photos!” She pulled one out.


  “Who’s that?” asked Edna.


  “My grand-daughter.”


  “Well! You giving them away or something?”


  Winnie nudged Jane. “I bet she run off. It’s what they do.”


  Quatermass nodded.


  “I thought you was married, love,” said Edna.


  “My wife died.”


  Hardly hearing the clucks of sympathy, he thought of her suddenly and quite vividly before the last bad time, the pain time, came. For a moment he greeted her in his mind as sometimes happened and was always refreshing when it did. She smiled at him, surprised to find him here in a tin catacomb of old cars with crones for company.


  “There, love.” Edna tucked in the edges of the bandage. “That’ll start feeling better in a bit.”


  Winnie and one of the other women had begun some curious task, he saw. They were polishing metal cylinders. For a moment he wondered what kind of machine these could be used in, before realizing that they were food cans. There were no labels on any of them.


  “We keep ’em shined,” explained Edna. “Then they can’t go funny.”


  She showed him their store—a whole tunnel crammed with gleaming cans. “We write on ’em what’s inside,” she said, “but it gets rubbed off again so we never know. It doesn’t really matter. We eat it up whatever it is.”


  Over a frugal meal later, he took the point. It seemed to consist of rice pudding, fish, peas and fruit salad, to judge by the bits, but since it was all mixed up and heated together, it was hard to tell.


  Arthur had lost some of his ill-will. It was he who explained the running of the place. It had started by accident, a few old folk finding themselves cut off inside a no-go area. They had managed to fend for themselves. One by one, others had drifted in. The old choosing to die in their own way and time, in each other’s company. The car dump supplied many needs, but in winter there were miseries too. The damp, floods, sanitary breakdowns. There were often distressing weeks. To become ill was to give up hope, but it would have been the same outside, and outside they would have been alone. Here they could cling together. A few old couples in the cubicles, widows, widowers . . .


  “Funny you being a scientist,” said Edna.


  “Why?”


  “We got one here.”


  “Who?” asked Winnie.


  “Mr. Chisholm.”


  Winnie nodded to herself. “Oh yes, Mr. Chisholm.”


  A scientist . . . in this place . . . somebody they understood to be a scientist, at any rate.


  “Where is he?”


  Edna lit a tin lantern. She and Arthur helped him across to one of the branch tunnels. It was too narrow and low for all three, so Edna went in front and he steadied himself between the metal walls. G. Simpson Fruiterer, Telerent read the van doors, Gee-Dee Engraving, Mario’s Ices and Fastkleen Ltd. He was able to bear a little weight on his foot now.


  Edna stopped at a curtained cubicle. “Mr. Chisholm,” she called out. “You awake, love? It’s Edna.”


  A feeble voice answered: “Come in.”


  The lantern picked out a huge heap of covers and a face so old that it seemed to have settled into a system of wrinkles instead of features. Mr. Chisholm must be far over ninety.


  “Somebody to meet you,” said Edna. She seemed hardly to raise her voice so his hearing must still be surprisingly good. “He’s a professor. He’s called Mr. Quatermass.” She put the lantern down and turned. “I’ll leave you with him.”


  “He’s been here in the dark?”


  “It’s what he wants, most of the time. He’s had his dinner. Haven’t you, love?” There was an empty plate. “The professor’s wondering what you do here on your own?”


  “I think.”


  Edna went, feeling her way along the passage.


  Quatermass peered at the waxy, ancient face. The mouth opened in a faint, saurian smile. A thin tongue worked. The eyes were sharp and they focused on him with an almost malicious intelligence.


  “They tell me,” said Quatermass, “that you too were a scientist.”


  “Oh, yes. For many years I worked in . . . research.”


  Quatermass felt his heart lift. However old this man was, they had something in common. He might be able to talk to him sensibly.


  “Research?” he asked. “What area of—?”


  “I was with Greeley and Prosser.”


  Quatermass tried to frame the names, to find a context for either one. Greeley . . . could that be Claude Greeley, the enzyme man? Surely his great days at Cambridge would have been even before Chisholm’s time? Perhaps F. H. Greeley, the son, not quite so impressive a figure but still . . . and as for Prosser, that could only have been Sir Charles, of the early lysozyme discoveries. He had him now.


  “You must tell me about your colleagues.”


  “Colleagues?”


  “Greeley. Prosser.”


  The saurian smile widened. “Oh dear, no. The firm I worked for. You must know. It was famous for quality.” Suddenly Quatermass did know. “Greeley and Prosser,” said old Chisholm proudly, “made the best soap in the world.”


  “Soap.”


  Quatermass sagged against the wall.


  The oscilloscopes, now they were working, displayed feeble but regular blips. Dr. Kelso had finally got over his fears or scruples or whatever they were, thought Annie Morgan. He had wired Isabel up to follow every function. He was actually watching over her with keen interest as she lay hardly moving inside her plastic covering. Kelso had changed into sterile garments, clean anyway, and had gone so far as putting a mask on his face. He was peering over it to make minor adjustments to the oxygen supply.


  Isabel stirred. The traces on the screens jumped. Kelso watched them settle again as the girl settled. Now she was calm. Even the tremors seemed to have quietened.


  “I’m sure she’s not in any pain,” Kelso said.


  “If you can just keep her alive—”


  The telephone bell started to ring in the adjoining room and she ran to answer it. It could only be for her, after all the hours of trying.


  “Have you found him yet?” Kelso heard her shout into it. “Has anybody tried?” Then the cracked door swung shut.


  Kelso observed the encrustation on the patient’s huge lower limbs. It had advanced, no doubt about that. A crystalline formation in the epidermis. It was most interesting, a welcome change from the hopeless wounds and infections that filled most of his days. He had offered to make a full investigation of it himself, but it had been indignantly refused. This woman had some power, or thought she had. Behaved as if she had. He could see her mouth moving in there, raging as it had raged at him. Somebody else was getting it.


  He listened. He turned again to the transparent covering. After a moment he put his ear close. A faint crepitation in there, a tiny clicking, as if he were hearing the crystals form themselves.


  He looked at the oscilloscopes. The traces were busier.


  “Now can you hear me?” Annie shouted into the phone. The voice at the other end should have been treated with respect, but that was in the past. “I’ve heard what’s been given out officially—but you know and I know! Please listen! I’ve got a survivor here from the Ringstone Round disaster—I managed to get her into intensive care, if you can call it that—yes, I said disaster!”


  She was nearly weeping with anger. No way of telling what was the matter with the man at the other end, stupidity or fear or drugs.


  She said again: “I’m afraid Professor Quatermass may be dead. So it’s up to us. Can you please authorize an immediate investigation—send a top-level team if there is such a thing—send somebody!—here to make a start? There may not be much time. It may be the only chance to find out how this dreadful—process—! What did you say?”


  He was talking at last.


  He was telling her what her ears did not want to take in. Places . . . times . . . as if it was a relief to him to rid himself of them. Ringstone Round was only one of many. There were reports and rumours coming all the time. Carnac . . . Glendalough in Ireland . . . the Isle of Man . . . Hungary . . . Egypt . . . The phone connection crackled as usual but an additional incoherence came from the distracted voice. Once started, it seemed unable to stop its stream of names.


  Kelso threw the door open.


  He was beckoning to her and shouting something through his mask. Annie could hear warning buzzers.


  She put the phone, still talking, down on the table and ran after the doctor.


  People were hurrying into the intensive-care room, alerted. A couple of staff nurses, an unshaven houseman. Dr. Kelso wanted witnesses.


  On every screen the monitoring blips were jumping wildly, as if the functions they registered were going out of control. Heartbeat and brain activity were declaring themselves at quite abnormal levels.


  Yet the girl in the plastic covering was almost still. Only a barely perceptible tremor ran through the frail body.


  Click . . . click . . . click, went something inside there.


  “What is it? What’s happening?” asked Annie.


  Kelso said: “Crystals.”


  She took a step closer to the bed but the houseman pulled her out of the way. The oscilloscope was flickering in eccentric patterns. Fibrillation, it read, disordered twitching of the heart muscle with collapse imminent. Kelso grabbed a pair of electrodes.


  Isabel sat up.


  It was like the initial movement of a sleepwalker, slow, oddly controlled. The plastic hampered her but she was clearly not aware of it. Her sightless eyes seemed to stare straight out through it.


  She raised both hands. Her whole body seemed to lift slightly from the bed.


  The thought shot into Annie Morgan’s mind that something wonderful was about to occur, a miraculous transubstantiation. Images of praying saints caught at her. She could actually see clear space between the child’s body and the bed. An inch or so . . . then two inches. She saw light pass beneath it, under the sagging plastic.


  Nurses fell back in frightened awe. Kelso swore as he collided with an oxygen stand.


  Isabel was floating clear of the bed by a hand’s span.


  There was a sudden buffeting in the room, a thudding and whipping like the sound of a slack sail caught by gusts. The plastic was swelling, tight as a bladder.


  Inside it the slight, suspended shape was altered. Starting from the monstrous feet it ballooned all over, sparkling like a huge cluster of diamonds.


  It started to split.


  That was all the horrified watchers saw. In the next instant the room was solid with mist, impenetrable. Through it came a shock that thudded eardrums in and blew their lungs empty. Their skin was stung by a hail as sharp as needles.


  They gasped and fought for breath. The haze tasted sweet and nauseating. A retching nurse blundered out through the shattered glass door.


  Annie Morgan’s feet crunched as she moved. There were crystals too on the bed, all over it, layered thick among the rags of plastic. But that was all.


  There was no Isabel.
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  A rotund old man was moving through the scrap yard between the hills of derelict cars.


  It was Jack, swollen by his thief’s harness. Slung over one shoulder he had a heavy sack which he lowered to the ground as he drew back into cover to get his breath and glance round at the way he had come. He did not like to be on the move in daylight, but things had gone wrong. And in the last mile or so he had had the conviction of being followed. He had always been good at knowing.


  He was particularly careful in his approach to the wheel-less van. He headed obliquely away from it, then doubled back and kept low. If anybody had their eyes on him, he had a good idea from which direction, and he made sure he was screened from that side. He crawled along beside an overturned truck, tugging the sack after him. Past a Lamborghini, a Rover and a Morris Minor, and he was home. He scrambled inside the van.


  The only trace of his passage was a tiny trail of white from the sack.


  He clumped his way down the ladder, panting hard, and made straight for the open part of the catacomb.


  The old folk began to stir.


  This was always an exciting time, seeing what Jack had brought. Arthur woke up in his Austin 1300 chair. Edna threw her knitting aside.


  “Jack,” she said, “we worried after you. You’ve been so long.”


  Jack threw the sack down. A puff of white rose.


  “I won some flour,” he said. “That’s all I got.” He threw his coat open to show them the empty harness.


  “Didn’t they have nothing?”


  “They wasn’t there!”


  “What!”


  Jane simply refused the information. “They must’a been,” she said.


  “I’m telling you,” said Jack. “Not a one of ’em!”


  They still doubted him, as they had learned to doubt themselves.


  “Not Peewee nor nobody?” asked Arthur.


  As if he hadn’t searched all that time! “No sign!” said Jack.


  “But they’re always there. You told us.”


  “Well, they wasn’t!” Jack was getting angry.


  “You should’a waited longer,” said Jane, and to the others: “He should’a done.”


  “I reckon Jack did his best,” said Edna. “He always does.”


  Winnie came sleepily out of her cubicle. “What happened?”


  “The soft gang,” said Jane. “He couldn’t find them.”


  “Oh, dear.”


  “He should have,” said Jane.


  Jack gave a grunt of exasperation and started tearing himself free of the coat and harness. Edna helped him.


  “What d’you reckon, then?” said Arthur.


  “They’ve gone!” said Jack. He was as worried as the rest but he had had more time to think about it. Dismay was spreading rapidly.


  Winnie whispered: “Oh, what’ll we do?”


  “P’raps they haven’t gone for good,” said Edna.


  Jack nodded. “P’raps not.”


  “We’ve been lucky,” said Edna. “They’ve been good to us.”


  “I never liked ’em,” Arthur said. “I never trusted ’em.”


  Jack rounded on him in rage. “You never bloody met ’em! You took good care you never!”


  “From what you told us—”


  “But you’re goin’ to do your bit now, mate!”


  “So I will—”


  “You’re goin’ to ’ave to!”


  They were frightened now. Their existence was at risk. Winnie was crying softly.


  “Don’t fret, Win,” said Edna. “We’ll manage. We’ll find some other way.”


  Jack was looking about the place. “Where is he?”


  “Who?” said Arthur.


  “ ’Im!”


  “With old Chisholm,” said Edna. “He’s in there all the time.”


  “Then ’e’ll keep a bit longer till I tell ’im. Gimme a drink o’ water.”


  Quatermass had just shared another of the strange mixtures of food with the nonagenarian. Now he sat listening to the ancient voice rustling on. It had not after all turned out to be a waste of time. His imagination was at work.


  “I had a good nose,” said Chisholm. “I’ve little way of telling how far it’s deteriorated now, of course. Nothing to test it on but the mildews. At my peak I could differentiate one thousand and thirty-two separate odours. That is not a record, of course. Far from it. There was an American named Crocker who claimed over nine thousand. But my modest score took much training.”


  Quatermass was less interested in Chisholm’s nose.


  “What you were saying a little while ago about musk—”


  “Ah, musk. That’s the noble perfume.”


  “About making it—”


  Chisholm said reprovingly: “We never used synthetics at Greeley and Prosser’s.”


  “I mean obtaining it.”


  “Well, of course, nowadays—”


  Nowadays, Quatermass had found, covered the past fifty years.


  “How should it have been?” he asked.


  The old man heaved the covers up round himself. “The genuine article can only be got from the male musk deer. From its preputial follicles. You know what those are?” The saurian grin showed it must have been a dirty giggle among the apprentices at Greeley’s. “Found beneath the creature’s foreskin. Mm, mm. The finest quality was called Tonkin musk but actually it came from Tibet!” Another shop joke. “They would send it to us in catties. Those were boxes of a peculiar design lined inside with lead and covered outside with silk. The musk was so precious, you see.”


  “But the deer?”


  “What about the deer?”


  “Were they always killed?”


  Mr. Chisholm looked faintly irritated. “Well, of course they were. How else could it be got? If you were in their situation would you be inclined to surrender your follicles?” Quatermass waited for the snicker to subside. “The finest animals are found in the Kokonor Mountains. That’s Tibet, as I said. The hunters must be wary because they have extremely acute hearing.”


  “So they’re hard to take?”


  Chisholm considered. “That very faculty is employed to betray them. The hunter plays upon a flute, which astonishes the creatures. They have never heard such a melody. It makes them curious. It lures them as it echoes among the crags. They lose their caution.” He chuckled. “And subsequently their follicles. Mm, mm. Another method is to trap them in nets made out of wild hemp, green and unbroken so that they cannot see it.” He clucked his satisfaction at the skill of the Tibetan huntsmen.


  The thought that had been troubling Quatermass broke surface. “How much of the animal was ever used?”


  Chisholm looked surprised. “Oh, a trace. Even of the follicles the actual odoriferous principle formed only—yes, the merest trace.” He ruminated for a moment. “Our Mr. Greeley’s father had travelled to the East in his youth, and he observed the methods by which—”


  There was a scream.


  It echoed along the tunnel. An old woman, frightened. Then other voices, shouting.


  Quatermass pulled himself to his feet. He looked at Chisholm but the old man was showing only a glassy calm.


  “So they’ve come at last,” he said. “The gun gangs.”


  He spread his covers neatly.


  Down the passage, in the open area, old people clung in terror. The invaders who had come scrambling down the ladder were wearing combat jackets and carrying guns. Their leader, Jack saw, had the tabs of a captain and a pistol in his hand.


  “Now where is he?” he shouted. “What have you done with him?”


  “Done with ’oo?” said Jack.


  Susie wailed in terror: “Oh, don’t shoot me! Please don’t!”


  The captain turned to his men.


  “Search!”


  They started whipping through the cubicles, guns ready.


  “What’s in there?” the captain demanded. He tore down the curtain that covered the entrance to the stores tunnel. He kicked down a stack of cans.


  “Don’t take our food!” cried Jane.


  The captain jabbed his gun into Jack’s ribs and cocked it.


  “Right, you’re the one. We followed you. Where have you put him? I’ll give you three seconds!”


  “Is it me you want?” asked Quatermass.


  The officer spun round, to see him standing at the entrance to the further tunnel.


  “Are you Professor Quatermass?”


  “I am.”


  The captain turned to his squad. “Right—take him!”


  They rushed at Quatermass. Before he could manage a protest he was being borne towards the ladder. The captain’s gun was still trained on the others as he backed.


  “Just don’t move.”


  “Where are you taking him?” cried Edna. “What are you doing to him? He hasn’t done any harm—he’s been hurt—!”


  But Quatermass was already out of sight. Torrance swung himself up the ladder. It had all happened in a few seconds.


  Edna turned shakily to Jack. “Who were they?”


  “Army,” said Jack. He licked dry lips. “The real thing.”


  Quatermass was being carried helplessly along. The soldiers moved with remarkable speed through the maze of scrap. Captain Torrance brought up at the rear, gun ready for a quick shot.


  Quatermass found it difficult to protest. He was having the breath shaken out of his body. “What’s this—about? If you—imagine kidnap—they were only—!”


  “I’ve got my orders, sir,” said Torrance. “Take no chances.” He shouted to his men: “Keep going, keep going!”


  At the edge of the scrap yard a squat featureless vehicle was waiting, like an iron box on wheels. It was painted in camouflage colours with bright regimental markings. A couple more soldiers were waiting beside it. And Annie Morgan.


  He could only stare at her as they put him down. The distress and relief were plain in her face. She came to him and embraced him.


  “You had to be somewhere round here if you were still—oh, my dear!”


  “How did you find me?”


  Torrance was grinning. “When we heard you were slap in the middle of the biggest no-go area of West London—well, it was time to use our contacts.”


  “There’s something called a soft gang.”


  “See you’re learning, sir. There’s all sorts of gangs round here. Mainly Blues. That’s Blue Brigades. You were lucky. We thought they had you at one time.” Torrance became brisk. “Right, get him in the pig.”


  Quatermass found himself being helped willy-nilly in through steel doors.


  Torrance was taking a look round through binoculars.


  “See something? asked Annie.


  He pointed and gave her the glasses. Beyond the scrap yard there was a wasteland of little streets, and beyond those the bridgelike shape of an abandoned railway viaduct. Straggling figures were making their way along it.


  “Blue Brigade,” said Annie.


  They were unmistakable with their guns and their shoulder flags. But there were others too, clad in ponchos. Some of these were swinging plumb-bobs.


  She frowned. “Planet People? Running with them?”


  “Yes. I’d never have thought—!” He grabbed the binoculars back to take another look. He was clearly fascinated. She could hear him humming very softly. He must be itching to have a go at them, she thought.


  “Let’s get out of here,” said Torrance. He helped her into the iron pig beside Quatermass and turned to his squad.


  “Has it happened again?” asked Quatermass.


  Annie nodded.


  “I’ve been afraid. Many times?”


  She nodded again.


  “Where? Was I right about the megalith connection? You must tell me. There are so many places that could be at risk. Like Joe Kapp’s outfit. They’ll have to be warned. Some attempt made at least—”


  She would tell him later.


  “Most important, what about the child?”


  “She died.”


  Soon he would hear how.


  She was wiping her face smearily as Torrance and his squad came scrambling aboard and the engine started.


  They found Dr. Kelso trying to compile a report. He was finding it hard because he could make no sense of his own recorded figures and because his hands would not stop shaking. To steady them he had been drinking a mixture of ethyl alcohol and water, and his speech was thick. When he discovered who Quatermass was and that he could hand over to him, he became emotionally moved. He took Quatermass to the hospital mortuary, apologizing for the cooling system. But there was little left in the jars. Most of the crystals had sublimed in the first moments.


  “Come along, people, please!” sang Johnny Ingrams, pressing the lever to send it through the studio. Singing it made it less of an impersonal demand. He always used the same little tune, like a bird.


  It was getting dangerously close to power-cut time and the rehearsal had a long way to go. There was a bad atmosphere in the studio today. Three of the dancers had failed to turn up and that always spread fear. A late start and sloppy work.


  They got going again. The music thumped. The lurid beams of light were on target.


  The Tittupy Bumpity Show might be television’s last kick but it would be done with a flourish. As somebody had said, the rats would leave the sinking ship with their banners held high.


  Johnny Ingrams took pride in it. He peered past the monitor screens, through the thick glass to see exactly what was going on down there on the studio floor. Huge papier-mâché breasts were being swung vigorously about by their invisible, black-clad operators. Tassels whirled from light-up nipples. Sorbo bellies bulged and rocked. Fibreglass buttocks swayed, and pubic hair made in great shocks of gaudy synthetic swirled extravagantly.


  But that was only the background. In front, live dancers dressed as comic animals were prancing through elaborate choreography. To maintain internal logic they too were fitted with outsize genitals, a cat with vast breasts, and elephant with a phallus like a drainpipe.


  It was a family show.


  The formula had been nicely calculated to appeal to all ages, in whatever audience might be left. Puppets and porn. It even managed to include an instructional element. The cat went through a quiz routine while engaged in sexual congress with a jolly fox.


  Johnny called camera directions through the desk mike. “In a bit, in a bit—oh, keep that shot, I love it.” He turned to the woman sitting beside him at the control desk. “Note for Charles. A touch more co-ordination between tits three and four—they must seem to belong to the same entity. I mean organism. Living creature, you know what I mean.”


  He smoothed his grey hair.


  Action had slowed to a halt on the monitor screens. He turned to the microphone again. “What’s happening, Vic? What’s the hold-up?


  A voice came back. “It’s Liz. Got hit by a backside. She’s okay.”


  “Oh, poor love. Quick as you can.” Johnny turned to his helper again. “Note. The new rumps are far too heavy. And hard. They lack sensuousness.” He shut his eyes, grimacing as he concentrated. “Yes, sensuousness not sensuality.”


  He was tired. Tired of sleeping on the premises. Tired of being too frightened to go outside.


  He called again: “Vic, hurry them up. We’re getting close to power-cut time.” He turned. “Another note. Power cuts. Emergency generators have now let me down three times in a row. Please, please, will somebody somewhere take action!”


  But she had stopped taking the note down, he saw. She was pointing through the window into the studio. “There’s something wrong down there,” she said. “I mean really wrong! Look!”


  “Soldiers!”


  Men in camouflage jackets, carrying guns, were moving through the beams of gaudy light.


  As they came, the animal-dancers shrank back squealing in alarm.


  Captain Torrance turned to Quatermass, who was limping in behind the squad with Annie Morgan’s help. “They don’t seem ready for us, sir.”


  “Sorry, gentlemen—”


  Quatermass turned to see a half-familiar face. Round and soft, glib-lipped. Of course, from that former, primeval time of several days ago . . . Toby Gough.


  “Usual lack of co-ordination, chaps,” said Gough. “Won’t be a sec.” He ran off towards the production gallery.


  The dancers were huddling together in alarm. One or two had pulled off their animal heads to see better what the danger was. As the black-clad operators emerged from behind their huge props, bellies and buttocks sagged to the ground.


  “You’d better have a seat, sir.” Torrance commandeered a papier-mâché breast, its scarlet nipple pointed at the ceiling. Quatermass sank gratefully down on it, to ease his aching ankle.


  Toby Gough reappeared, shrugging off the protests of the indignant director, who trailed behind him down the ladder.


  “Toby, they can’t! Not my show!”


  “It’s an emergency, Johnny.”


  “What isn’t!”


  “It has to be done through land-lines and we’ve got them.”


  Gough left Johnny Ingrams to wander off to the camera crew and mouth protests to anyone who would listen. He raised his arms. “Listen, everybody! Stay calm, please—this is an emergency of a sort but there’s no danger to you. You may stay and listen if you want. But stand clear, please—and dead quiet.” He came over to Quatermass. He added: “It’s their lives, too, I suppose.”


  A camera trained itself on Quatermass.


  Within seconds, it seemed, the link was in, and there was Chuck Marshall’s drained face on the monitor screen. There were no preliminaries this time.


  “We now have thirty-seven recorded instances all around the globe,” said Marshall. “The same pattern each time. Some big gathering of younger-age human beings . . . lost.”


  “Destroyed,” said Quatermass.


  There was a stir in the studio. People deft on their feet, drawing closer. The elephant was nervously removing its head.


  “Bernard,” said Marshall’s image, “let’s keep it at ‘lost’ for now.”


  “Just the provable.”


  “There’s not much of that,” Marshall said. “We still have no clear idea what we’re into. Tracking devices tell us nothing. They say there’s nothing there, nothing discernible in Earth orbit. All we’ve got is what we know we’re getting—these power blasts out of the blue! Literally!”


  “Chuck,” said Quatermass. “Put aside ‘what’ for a second. Think about ‘when’.”


  “When what?”


  “These strikes. How many of them were on crowds close to standing stones?”


  Marshall seemed unsurprised, as if it confirmed discussion at his end. “We think about half the total.”


  “And those megaliths date back—what—four or five thousand years?”


  “So that’s your ‘when’,” said Marshall. “But just one thing—are you trying to make out the stones weren’t put there by human agency?”


  “Oh, yes, they were. No doubt about it.”


  “Well, then—”


  “I think men may have raised them to mark places that have become . . . terrible to them. Because they’d been . . . visited.”


  A dancer in a poodle costume clutched the hand of a friend.


  “You reckon it came at that point in time?” said Marshall.


  “And left traces behind. Perhaps deep beneath the surface. In our terms, guidance beacons set in the earth. For next time.”


  “And this is next time.”


  Somewhere in the studio there was a snuffle of fear. Toby Gough glared round and waved a hand for silence.


  Quatermass licked his lips.


  “Now for the ‘what’,” he said. “Try this. An immense, invisible skin.”


  “A skin?”


  It was Tommy Roach who had put the thought into his head that day. He had said something that might have been ‘skin’ or ‘skein’, and Quatermass hadn’t known which. A skein, a web . . . but skin seemed a better idea.


  “It’s just to get some kind of image. Call it a film, a membrane, a bubble . . . about a million miles round. Completely enclosing the Earth but at a great distance. Halfway to the Moon, say. A sphere of energy so diffuse that our detectors can’t find it. They look right through it. And yet . . . organized, able to concentrate all its power in an instant and . . . do what we know it does.”


  Marshall’s face on the monitor was oddly unsurprised.


  “You’ve gotten ahead of us in certain respects, but—any guesses about ‘why’?”


  “Its purpose?”


  “We’re obviously facing an intelligence of some . . .” Marshall hesitated “. . . some order. It seems to us here that the primary need is for . . .”


  Marshall broke off and turned aside. He asked: “What is it? What the hell?”


  Annie clutched Quatermass’s arm but her eyes stayed on the screen. He had a feeling of not being really involved, just a relay in an exchange of data. Like the land-lines the Americans had insisted on as a precaution. He was needed, not noticed. The dancers and technicians were pressing closer to see the screen.


  “Okay, okay, let him take it then!” Irritably, Marshall turned. “Bernard, we’ve got this Moscow link now. Somebody you know. Academician P. G. Gurov.”


  For a moment the name meant nothing. Then it came to him, that deplorable session at Geneva over the exchange of information on space activities. It must have been twenty years before. He had found himself publicly attacked for moving full disclosure, denounced as an imperialist of the Solar System. The principal instigator was this man Gurov.


  The screen image flipped over, and there was the blurred, distorted image. Unmistakable, though. He recognized the jowls, heavier now, but even in the Geneva days good for shaking in threat over a conference podium.


  “Quatermass?” said the image. “This is tragedy, a cosmic error.”


  His accent was as thick as ever.


  “An error?”


  “Terrible misunderstanding!”


  For a moment Quatermass could not tell what the man was talking about. He must make some effort himself.


  “Pavel Grigoritch—”


  The sound of his patronymic seemed to help the Russian. He began to talk quickly. “All my life I dread this, Quatermass—that some advanced form of life should appear, and fail to comprehend us! Now it happens. Here! In Volgograd Province, in Kursk, Uzbekistan! Today a mass gathering of the Pioneers, the Young Communist League—children—”


  “Oh God, oh God!” cried Annie.


  On the screen the Russian was wiping his eyes, overcome by emotion. “When it came before it found savages! You see, I agree with you, Quatermass, with your dating hypothesis—”


  “In the Bronze Age.”


  “Yes.” Gurov was nodding. “But now it comes again—and it mistakes. We are advanced society!”


  He sounded indignant, personally offended. For about a thousandth of a second it was funny.


  “It might not think so,” said Quatermass.


  Gurov was oblivious. “Planned society, Marxist-Leninist, is ours! And even you in the West—” He burst out desperately: “We must reach it! We must communicate!”


  “You mean—with that?”


  Gurov was nodding hard. “In Soviet Union we have much prepared method—code and radio emissions—trans—trans—perevodit—teknika of—I mean, govorit!—talk to it—we can—!”


  It was the stress. The image snapped back to Marshall.


  “Gurov’s out of his mind,” protested Quatermass.


  To his astonishment Marshall said: “We’re going to try it.”


  “You are!”


  “We’ve got a shuttle in the pad right now,” said Marshall. “The Russkies have come through with a lot of cross-communication stuff. It’s clever. We’re using it.”


  Quatermass was on his feet, turning, limping, trying to collect his thoughts. “Wait a minute, Chuck, wait a minute—”


  “Bernard, there’s no waiting time left. I want your evaluations, any last-minute suggestions. That’s what this contact is about. I want them quick. We’re into countdown.”


  Quatermass looked helplessly round the dark studio, finding frightened faces. To be forced to debate the fate of the world in this ridiculous place, full of the flounces of the Tittupy Bumpity Show—


  The director pushed his way through, white as a sheet.


  “Go on, help them! If they’re trying to save us from this—this—!”


  Gough fended him off.


  Quatermass swung round to face the camera. “My evaluation, Chuck—here it is. Forget about trying to communicate.”


  Marshall looked taken aback. “Listen, we got to—”


  “The ripe crop can’t appeal to the reaper,” said Quatermass. He was aware of Ingrams spluttering beside him. “I think this is the gathering time. The human race is being harvested.”
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  “It seems, then, there’s nothing to be done?” said Grock Jervis.


  It was his favourite challenge line. Uttered in the right tone of voice, suggesting confusion of purpose, mild despair and desperate need for help, it nearly always brought in a shoal of vigorous suggestions, even some good ones. The fact that people had heard it before seemed to make no difference. He had used it in committee for years before he became Prime Minister of the National Coalition. It seemed to stir some irresistible impulse. It made them pity him without actually wanting to throw him out.


  It was his funny face, of course, that made the difference.


  He had been nicknamed Grock at school, where his long countenance, blubber lips and jug ears were held to resemble those of the famous German clown. By the time he was thirty most of his hair had gone—some said he had pulled it out, which was not true—and the likeness was complete. He became a cartoonists’ politician.


  He had been brought to what power he had by calamity, and knew it.


  Now there was no foreseeable risk of elections he sought guidance, with a studiousness that belied the clown image, in the history of other calamitous times. In particular he studied Oliver Cromwell. He toyed with the prospect of taking the same title, the Lord Protector. It might inspire some confidence. Obviously it would depend on the attitude of the King, with whom he had yet to discuss it. His Majesty had been confined to the safety of the central keep of Windsor Castle from the time of the assassination attempt. His injuries had been severe.


  Grock had something else in common with Cromwell. Anxiety over Ireland. Ever since Colonel Billy Corcoran had marched his Protestant army, laden with Russian weapons, south to conquer Dublin and unite the whole country in a way it had not expected, there had been unease in London. Colonel Corcoran’s junta might be ready for foreign adventure.


  The social collapse had had its own curious gradualness, like the descent of steps shaped with a very wide tread. A long teeter to the edge, and down, and another slow teeter. There had been doubt for a time about the relation of violence to breakup, whether the collapse of welfare had led to the gangs’ savagery because they felt themselves deprived, as the apologists had argued, or the other way round. Grock had no doubt. It was the guns that shattered everything.


  And now this new horror.


  He had summoned a meeting in the Big Bunker. They sat assembled round the table, already exhausted with fractious, frightened discussion. He glanced round the faces caught by the low lamplight and despised them.


  The only one for whom Grock felt any regard was David Hatherley, Secretary of State for Home Affairs and his own nephew, at least the son of a first cousin. A fine young man with a good, tough mind, which was unfortunately having to be applied to some filthy tasks. If the idea of becoming Protector ever went ahead, Grock Jervis intended to make a will nominating him as his successor. There were precedents for it. And he had had two heart attacks. Full recovery each time. But if he had a third . . .


  “It seems, then, there’s nothing to be done?”


  The man Quatermass rose to it.


  “Isolate the megalith sites,” he said.


  “By force?”


  “Yes, sir—if you can. Use the severest measures. You’d be justified.”


  A spry old creature, thought Grock. All his wits about him in spite of what he was reported to have gone through. Well, this was a question for the Home Office. “Apply severe measures” sounded all right till you came to try it, and then it usually turned out to be like swatting flies with a hammer. Which in turn was revealed as a rubber hammer that bent when used.


  He turned to his nephew the Home Secretary. “David?”


  “I don’t agree.” David’s voice was louder than usual and a bit higher pitched. It made his top lip lift up from his teeth, an ugly expression that reduced his charm. He had the sort of mouth that could be used with style. It ran in the family, a family mouth, though it did not seem to have reached Greek’s own branch of the family tree. It was good sincerity that made David look unlovely now. He didn’t like old Quatermass and made no bones about it. A case of instant dislike, cat and dog. A handsome cat and a squalid old dog, grey round the muzzle and with questionable faculties.


  “Then what do you suggest?” asked Quatermass. Yes, dog he was, even growled like a dog.


  “This shuttle mission is the right move,” said David Hatherley. “I believe that most profoundly.”


  “And if it fails?”


  “Well, let’s just see, shall we?” The clever cat studying his claws, ready to give his natural enemy a terrible swipe with them if he persisted.


  “But if it does?”


  Patient cat, not to be baited. “Then there must be a second attempt. And if necessary a third. Even a fourth.”


  “This is ludicrous!”


  David Hatherley’s eyes blazed with anger at that, and Grock cut in quickly before he set on the old man across the table in a full verbal assault. In action David could be terrifying. Grock had seen him demolish people. But that must not happen now, not to old Quatermass. He was desperately needed, at least until they found out whether he was on the right track. Grock himself had at first speculated on simpler explanations, nearly as upsetting but simpler, such as some mysterious form of mass suicide. It was always a struggle with disbelief; fighting off the more freakish elements in any rumour. Only a couple of years back there was that Second Coming of Christ in Liverpool, when He was firmly reported to have been seen walking on the waters of the Mersey . . .


  “Professor Quatermass,” said Grock, “I doubt in any case that your suggestion is practicable. I mean the use of force.” He looked from the map on the table in front of him, on which had been marked many bold stars, to the woman sitting beside Quatermass. “Mrs. Morgan,” he said, “I see a lot of megalith sites are in your area.”


  “Yes, sir,” said Annie.


  “Do you think it would be possible to seal them all off?”


  She looked embarrassed. “If we had more army units—”


  “More!”


  “It’s the only hope,” she said. “The pay cops are useless. You know that.”


  Grock drew a sharp, annoyed breath. The Contract Police were to be written on his heart where the faulty valves were. They were his creation and he had created them out of the wrong material, disaffected renegades from a rotting republic—


  “How many sites are there?” asked somebody.


  “Hundreds,” Annie Morgan said.


  Grock pushed a swatch of photographs along to the questioner: stone circles, Cornish quoits, sarsen avenues. “At least they’re easily spotted,” he said.


  Quatermass objected again.


  “Not always,” he said. “As I tried to explain before, the real signal may be deep underneath.”


  “Then what are the stones?”


  “I think they mark the danger spots. Or . . . were put there to . . . appease something.”


  Grock swallowed.


  “What about Silchester?” asked Hatherley. “There were no megaliths there.”


  Silchester! The Prime Minister shivered at the word, so violently he actually felt the flesh tremble over the greater part of his body. To distract himself from it he turned and asked: “Look here, isn’t it about time?”


  “Five minutes to go, sir,” said a voice from the shadows. One of the technicians.


  Hatherley kept on: “Professor, I would rather like an answer to my question. The special case of Silchester, please?”


  Grock fought to keep pictures out of his mind. That was half the battle, to keep them from forming by day so that they wouldn’t strike at you in the night, and wake you up sweating and with your heart jumping. Silchester was an unimportant dot on the map, that was all. Quite a few miles from the nearest town, from Basingstoke, where gangs fought over the empty viaducts and tower-blocks every day and night and made real trouble. Silchester had been a nothing, a mere tract of grassland with a square surround of ancient Roman wall, crumbling brickwork half smothered under brambles. But keep away the pictures—!


  “I think there would have been megaliths there once,” Quatermass was saying. Bloody man wouldn’t leave it alone but it was David’s fault really for stirring him up. “Silchester was one of the great nodal points in ancient times—the junction of every road and track in the area. That’s why the Romans built their city on it.”


  “And the stones?”


  Quatermass was very quiet. “Perhaps they were moved. Perhaps the Romans smashed them up to make something else—the steps of a temple, perhaps, or just to mix into concrete. The fate of quite a lot of sarsens. Then later their city went, their temple went, but what was underneath it all . . . stayed. Under the open fields.”


  “And yesterday those poor kids found it!” said Annie Morgan.


  Grock held his hand up. “Please—please—!”


  “How many were there?” she demanded. “Do they know yet? Two thousand? Three?”


  The woman had no need to say that, shuddered Grock. Bad enough to have had to live with it through the past twenty-four hours. It was a matter of personal survival to him now, sustaining blow after blow from these reports. One tried to keep one’s sanity by contemplating remoter prospects . . . like the possible Protectorate . . . or even danger so long as it was on a purely human scale, like the rumours that the Russians had been supplying the Irish junta with landing craft. Even a few of those might present an invasion threat when the forces of order were in such a fragile equilibrium. Ireland had always smelt of danger, right through the ages. There were references in the Venerable Bede to barbarian attacks from that quarter. Grock had found great comfort in reading Bede’s contemporary account of the Dark Ages. It was the demonstration that it had all happened before, that was the warning factor in Bede. The collapse of all social structures after the Romans left the country—oh God, the bloody Romans again!—the ignorance and misery and starvation, and yet we had come through, or rather our ancestors had, at least some of them had, presumably enough of them—


  But now!


  The voice of the nephew was rasping again. “A meadow. Yes, that’s all Silchester is today, and I suppose that you, professor, would find that most appropriate for part of a human harvest! If that’s what you seriously believe is going on?”


  “I do. I have to,” said Quatermass.


  Young Hatherley threw himself back in his chair, out of the light.


  His comment on it, thought Grock. He wondered what counter-theory was developing in that clever young head to explain all the terrors. Something was, he could tell. He longed to ask.


  “So we can forget these?” said a woman’s voice.


  The megalith photographs were pushed back to him along the table. It was Helen Peacher, in charge of the reconstituted Ministry of Supply. Grock disliked the woman and had wished the job on her for its sheer impossibility. “In fact,” she went on, “the danger points may be almost anywhere?”


  Bastard bitch, to say that! Grock’s heart gave a sickening twist.


  Quatermass nodded, actually agreeing with her. “Sometimes traditional gathering places will be the only sign.”


  “You mean—people are drawn there, drawn towards them?” Grock’s mind was blazing with pictures. “But in that case, here in London—the great parks, places like Tyburn, Cheapside—or even right where we are at this moment! Is that what you’re saying?”


  Hundreds of feet beneath the old Horse Guards’ Parade, that’s where they were in the Big Bunker. Dug to be one of the safest spots in the world, proof against anything. But if what this man implied about deeply placed markers—beacons or whatever word he’d used—! If such a thing existed they might be close to one at this moment.


  The same thought seemed to have occurred to most of those round the table. There was a stir of nervous whispers.


  “No!”


  It was David Hatherley, suddenly leaning forward into the light. “Let’s stop frightening ourselves.” His face was angry as he turned to Quatermass. “Professor—this harvest theory of yours, I don’t like it and I don’t buy it!”


  There was no reaction from Quatermass. He sat as if waiting for the others.


  After a moment Helen Peacher said quietly: “These are terrible incidents. They’re occurring all over the globe. Surely all he’s doing is seek to explain—?”


  “Terrible?” said Hatherley. “Terrifying? Those are his words. I feel we should stop using them.”


  “David—?” Grock frowned.


  “They’re the right words for countless thousands of deaths,” said Quatermass.


  “Deaths?”


  There was a remarkable expression on young Hatherley’s face, Grock saw.


  “What d’you mean, David?”


  “How do we know they’re deaths?”


  “But surely—!”


  “What right have we to make that assumption?” said Hatherley. Now he turned with pity on the old man hunched in the chair. “I believe we’re in the presence of something that he doesn’t begin to understand.”


  “And you do?” said Quatermass.


  Grock licked his lips, watching his nephew.


  “This is something . . . momentous, I agree. A process so infinitely . . . awesome that . . .” Hatherley was picking his way most sensitively, but now he turned. “Yes, professor, I think I do understand. I’m still young enough. I can just begin to grasp what those kids instinctively feel must be—”


  “The planet?”


  “Yes!”


  Grock Jervis was as startled as everybody else. And then came a swift lightness, as if something unspeakable were being gently lifted from him.


  “I’d like you to be right,” Quatermass said to David Hatherley.


  Typical, typical! Grock found himself hating the cold negativeness of it. He put a hand to his heart, conscious from faint referred pains that it was misbehaving again. Excitement, of course, but this had been good excitement and it should know the difference. For the first time in days, good.


  “Here we are now, sir.”


  It was the technician in the corner. Routine contact-talk had started from the loudspeakers. “Mission Control, Houston . . . Mission Control, Houston. Status report from shuttle indicates it is now in estimated zone. Stand by for direct transmission from the shuttle.”


  It was to be a radio link only, just enough for bare information, to avoid interference with the special signals that would be transmitted from the shuttle rocket.


  Bleeps . . .


  “Who are in the crew?” Grock asked. “How many?”


  “Two men,” said Hatherley, “and about a ton of apparatus. I understand most of it’s Russian. They’ve always had a belief in the possibility of space contacts.”


  “Ah!” Grock respected the Russians. He was deeply frightened of them but he respected them too.


  “I know the mission commander,” said Quatermass. “Chuck Marshall. Very experienced. There was some last-minute dispute and he had to take over.”


  “He’s not a young man?” said Grock. Not if Quatermass knew him.


  “He’s good.”


  More bleeps, then the voice of the mission controller again. “Houston to Mother Bird. Mother Bird, do you read me?”


  Grock pulled one of his faces. “Mother Bird?”


  “The mother bird draws attention away from her chicks,” said Annie quietly.


  “Ah!”


  Bleeps. Then, in a burst, Marshall’s voice.


  “Mother Bird reporting. Ground elapsed time is six hours and forty minutes. Distance from Earth approximately one hundred and ten thousand miles. We have at this time no sighting of any kind.”


  “Houston. Roger, Mother Bird, we read you loud and clear. Telemetry report confirms no contact but you are now within the estimated zone of this . . . power web, to call it that. You could be closing on it. We suggest you start signals now. Good a time as any.”


  “Okay, will do.” Marshall’s voice sounded oddly elated.


  Quatermass glanced across at David Hatherley. The young man was listening intently, his fingers pressed to his face. Elation there too.


  “Giorgi’s got his box of tricks ready,” came Marshall’s voice. “For the benefit of anybody who missed out, we’re not trying to talk to it in Russian. The language is mathematics. In the load bay behind us we’ve got a transmitter the size of a gasoline truck. Two thirty-metre antennas are now fully extended—and it’s all go. Giorgi confirms. We’re transmitting at full power now.”


  Quatermass found his hands were giving him pain. He discovered they were knotted, straining together. He pulled them apart.


  “Roger, Mother Bird. Telemetry confirms. So all we’ve got to do is wait.”


  “Roger, Houston. If it should respond in any way, we’re ready. Looking back now . . . I get a clear sighting of Earth. It’s real small. Hard to believe that anything could make a precise fix on any part of it from this far out.”


  Quatermass glanced at Jervis. A tiny bead of sweat was making its way down the great pale face. Yes, it truly was the face of a clown. No wonder he had the nickname. Whatever happened, there was not much to be expected from that quarter. They said he entertained notions of declaring himself Lord Protector and spent hours deliberating what uniform he would wear if he did—


  “Hey, we got something!” Marshall’s voice jumped from the loudspeakers.


  The Prime Minister spluttered: “They’ve found it! My God—!”


  “Wait!” said Quatermass.


  Marshall again, sounding less certain. “Unless . . . I guess it could just be an indication of . . . Houston, hold a second.”


  Quatermass agonized.


  Without any sight of the controls, the indicator lamps that must be flashing in front of Marshall’s eyes at this moment, he knew. “Malfunction! Chuck—!”


  Bleeps.


  “Houston here. Mother Bird, our computer says you got a minor on-board malfunction. Check it out, would you?”


  Malfunction . . . malfunction . . . !


  “Sorry, Houston.” It was Marshall, soberer now. “Blame Giorgi, he got it wrong for a moment there. I guess he’s not overly familiar with some of the American-type controls. I’m checking.” Then, more slowly: “I don’t know, though. We are getting some kind of generalized . . . I’m not sure what we’re getting.” A cry. “Hey, Giorgi, did you see that? That was outside!”


  Bumping, blurred sounds of the two men moving within the shuttle’s crew compartment.


  “Yes!” Marshall’s voice again, choking with excitement. “A huge kind of . . . it’s all over the sky—a kind of faint, thin aurora . . . now it’s drawing together! My God, it’s responding, I think it must be—letting us see it! Now—now it’s a point—a fireball—”


  A fireball, responding?


  The voice from the loudspeaker was shaky. “It’s gone. No, no, it hasn’t. It’s changed. It’s—it’s the beam! Like a laser beam only it pulsates!” Marshall was fighting shock. “Impossible to estimate distance—it could be ten miles or a hundred. It’s pointing straight to Earth.”


  Hatherley was on his feet, transfixed.


  The voice went on, straining to keep factual. “That is, in one direction. And in the other—right away out! I’m going to try and record—get a camera on it—”


  There wouldn’t be time. Quatermass knew. Once the beam struck, twenty point two seconds total.


  “Roger, Mother Bird. We’re reading you loud and clear.” The gritty voice from Houston was steady and supportive.


  Vague sounds of movement in the crew compartment.


  “Gone.” Marshall’s voice, husky and uneasy now. “The beam’s gone. No sign of anything now. The sky’s black.”


  “Roger, Mother Bird. Listen, you still figure it was responding to your signals?”


  “I don’t know, Houston, I just don’t know any more.” Deeply uneasy now.


  “That beam—”


  “I know. We’ve got to remember it wasn’t just a beam of light. It was targeted.”


  “With you on that, Mother Bird. It must have struck down here some place. Any report we get in, we’ll let you know right away.”


  “Roger, Houston. I guess—”


  “Mother Bird?”


  “I guess out here we’re getting . . . well, a touch of culture shock.”


  “As expected, Chuck.”


  “It’s not quite the same thing as, well, jumping around on the Moon’s surface in a nice, friendly vacuum. When you’ve actually made . . . a contact, a sighting anyway.”


  “Would you like to go over the sighting?”


  “Okay, Houston. It happened so fast it was hard to keep up just now. The problem is to describe a kind of movement I’ve never seen before. As first it was like sheet lightning, only very faint and swirling about the way no lightning ever did. Did I say aurora?”


  “You did, Chuck.”


  “That’s not right, either. More like . . . gigantic faint bands of . . .” Marshall’s voice broke off for a moment. “Somebody used the word web. A power web.”


  “That was me, Mother Bird,” said the Houston voice.


  “A web. Say, isn’t there some kind of spider—a South American fruit spider or something like that—that makes a hell of a size web that can even catch birds? Small birds?”


  “Could be, Chuck.” Mission Control was careful, even avoiding use of the code name. “Nobody here seems to know much about them. It was only a term to use, know what I mean? Forget it, forget the whole image.”


  There was a pause.


  Those round the bunker table could almost feel the effort being made in the shuttle cabin 110,000 miles away.


  Marshall’s voice came again, brisk.


  “Houston, what did you see?”


  “Practically nothing, Chuck—as you well know, it’s got this faculty of keeping a very low profile. Up until the point when you yelled fireball. There was something then.”


  “Roger. I meant a kind of . . . concentration . . . pulling in, shrinking of that whole huge . . . right down to a dot of brilliance . . . and then it seemed to blink out and there was the beam instead. Like something had reversed, see what I mean? Gone inside out. Makes you think about collapsing gravity and all that stuff!”


  Quatermass had already been thinking about it.


  “Down here we’re trying to keep our speculations simple, Chuck.” The Mission Control voice was gruff. Strain was showing there too.


  “Something on that pattern—”


  “Okay, that pattern. Chuck, I guess we were right in our estimation of the likely zone.” The Houston voice waited.


  Marshall’s reply was so quiet the shuttle microphone could only just pick it up. “Yes. We’re there.”


  “Roger, Chuck. What I mean is, if you two boys are ready—”


  “It’s time for the braking manoeuvre.”


  “Soon as you like, Chuck.”


  “Let’s do it.” The relief of action in Marshall’s voice, a briskness. “As agreed, starting with attitude control thrusters—”


  “Just go careful, Mother Bird.”


  “Four-second burn—”


  “Four-second burn. You’re looking good.”


  As the routine checks went on, people looked at each other across the table of the Big Bunker. Trying to imagine.


  Bleeps.


  Suddenly a yell from the loudspeakers. “It’s here again! Close! All round us!”


  If it was close—


  A scream: “We’re into malfunction—we’re spinning! I’m trying to—! Total malfunction, all systems!” Deafening thumps as something hit the microphone of the shuttle. A coughing cry.


  Every person in the Big Bunker was on his feet.


  There was a rush of sound from the loudspeakers. Then only the dry-mouthed voice from Mission Control. “Houston to Mother Bird! Mother Bird, are you receiving me? . . . Mother Bird, are you able to receive me? . . . Can you hear? . . . Mother Bird . . . Houston to Mother Bird . . .”


  In the end Grock Jervis gave a small desperate signal.


  Somebody cut the relay off.


  Quatermass said slowly: “I don’t think . . . it even knew they were there.”


  He sat.


  Knew. Not knew, he shouldn’t have said knew. That implied faculties. That was anthropomorphism. Their presence had not registered, he should have said.


  Those last seconds . . .


  They had not been wearing helmets. One could tell that from the acoustics. Not pressure-suits either, perhaps, one didn’t need them in a shuttle. But if the shuttle systems blew, if the protection went . . . instant explosive decompression . . . blood foaming out . . .


  “Well, professor?”


  It was Hatherley.


  There was a hubbub of voices in the bunker. People were conferring in worried twos and threes. Now he saw the expression in Hatherley’s eyes. It looked like exhilaration. It must be a trick of the light.


  “Professor—that beam?”


  There was no doubt about it. A hysterical, inspirational edge to the voice. Quatermass could not look at him. He started pulling his papers together.


  “A great beam reaching out to infinity!”


  Quatermass said: “I think we imagine something different, you and I.”


  There was a grunt from Jervis. The Prime Minister was sitting in his place with his eyes fixed on Hatherley. He looked like a prisoner with an uncertain hope of rescue.


  Annie Morgan butted in. Her shock was turning to incredulous anger. She said to Hatherley: “Have you read the report on the child? The one who survived for a single day?”


  “No,” said Hatherley.


  “What!” Annie was even more astonished. “Surely—we had them rushed out. The report on Isabel. Her name was Isabel. I’ve got copies here—”


  She was searching for her case but Hatherley waved the offer away. “It’s irrelevant,” he said.


  They could only stare at him.


  “She didn’t go with them,” said Hatherley. As if the remark had not only been perfectly reasonable but had proved an important point, he turned and stalked away out of the conference room.


  Soon everyone had gone.


  All but Grock.


  He sat alone rubbing one of his great jug-ears and nodding to himself. He felt himself to have been saved. In the last few minutes the huge terror that had threatened to consume him so utterly had grown smaller. He supposed it was what was meant by the comforts of religion. He had never been a religious man but he respected that of others. He liked to hear hymns and incantations. He rejoiced in other people’s rituals. It was like watching workmen through a fence.


  Whatever it was that uplifted young David Hatherley, he was glad of it.


  The young held the key to this mystery, he was surer and surer. He had always kept the society of young friends and this showed the soundness of his instinct. He had seen himself sometimes as a Socrates amongst them. He had the homely features but not the brain, so he would not put them to question as the Greek would have done. He would have lost them. Most of them had no great intellectual gift. They did not talk much to him or even to each other. But they had intuition. There was a secret in them which he, old Grock, respected. When some of them drifted off to join the Planet People he had been saddened to lose them, not surprised. Dan and Keith and Simon . . . they were the real youth of the land. The gangs were nothing but a horrible aberration. They would burn each other out.


  That shining beam . . . perhaps it led away to . . . Grock knew little science but wondered if it might not be such a thing as a black hole. The concept had always alarmed him. Gaps in space that could consume matter, even light. Perhaps the scientists who propounded the idea were inspired by a religious idea and found it fact. Perhaps that was the true explanation of immortality. Some cosmic magic, molecular transubstantiation, to dissolve a clownish body and snatch it along a beam of light and through a blackness that shivered all dimensions . . . to an unknown planet. To meet those who had gone before. Keith and Simon and Dan perhaps. If it had happened to them as they thought it would. And Friedrich and Peter and little Terry . . .


  One must desire it. Earnestly desire it.


  The report on that poor wretched girl lay under his hand. He had done no more than glance at it. He would not read it now.


  He pushed it away across the table.


  A hundred thousand miles from Earth the shuttle rocket was spinning like a leaf caught in an eddy. Its attitude thrusters had sent it into a yawing motion before they expired and it was still continuing, even though without power. Every device aboard was dead, as were the two men in the crew compartment. Behind them, the long doors of the cargo bay stood open to expose the transmitter. The flimsy antennas had snapped under the inertial strain of the shuttle’s gyration, and now trailed from the bay. They looked like the intestines of a smashed sea creature.
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  The entrance to Downing Street was blocked by a heavy tank, which squatted there on permanent guard. It was rarely if ever seen to move. In fact, said Helen Peacher, there was some suspicion that there was no crew inside it. A cat was often to be seen playing with her kittens in the shelter of its tracks, and the kittens might well have been born there.


  If it made the Prime Minister feel safe in Number 10 it served its purpose.


  Helen Peacher despised her boss deeply. It was she who, as Minister of Supply, had found accommodation for Quatermass and Annie Morgan in the Parliamentary Annexe, the huge block built for MPs and their staffs. It had no such use now. The long recess had become indefinite under the Emergency Regulations.


  From his room Quatermass could look down on the Embankment. From here it had a spurious normality. A few trucks and cars could be seen on the move, and there were people on the pavements, clerks and the like with some apparent purpose. One or two stopped on a corner where a barrow-man was selling nuts. Beyond the bridge he could make out part of the superstructure of HMS Arbalest, the old missile frigate moored protectively alongside the terrace of the House of Commons. Above everything loomed the burned-out tower of Big Ben with its clock faces all stopped at three-fifty—a.m., of course, that’s when they would have struck.


  After the curfew siren there was little movement on the streets below, only an occasional army pig on patrol or a car carrying some of the Prime Minister’s catamites home to Number 10. According to Helen Peacher.


  Quatermass sat for hours looking out into the darkness. He expected at any moment to see a dazzling band spring to earth, somewhere along the horizon. Not wanting it but in a way needing to know. He despised himself for that. Another mark of old age, the feeble, greedy garnering of bad news, the chimney-corner gloat that came before the final disorder. He felt grey and heavy, as if he were filled with clay.


  Annie came at last.


  She had brought food, and she made him eat before she told him what news she had. After the fiasco of the shuttle rocket, Moscow had cut itself off from the Americans. From now on it would act alone. “In the matter of the spatial threat,” it had declared, “it is now time for unilateral initiative.” Whatever that meant.


  Meanwhile the incidents had gone on, in many parts of the world. It was likely that there were far more of them than were ever reported, since they invariably brought about a failure of communications. Often they had occurred in remote areas, but not always.


  “The worst was on Disneyland,” said Annie.


  He was the more shocked because of the place. He had never seen it but the very thought of it had always struck him as ridiculous. Confected turrets and the celebration of Mickey Mouse. That it should have been blasted had a special grotesqueness. Thousands of young people again, the very fact that they had gathered there should have been warning enough. But why there? What drew them? He struggled with the connection. Donald Duck and Goofy and megalithic beacons. What had that land been in former times, south of Los Angeles? Red Indian country? Apache? And before that, before even the Indians came? Who was there then?


  He felt a frightening blank in his mind, a kind of petit mal. Without realizing it, he found himself clinging to Annie.


  He was old, an old man to be held like a child. She got him to bed.


  “Don’t leave me,” he said.


  In the end she got into the bed beside him, to warm him.


  He fell asleep for a time. Then during the night he woke and she realized he was trying to make love to her. But it came to nothing. He slept again with his head on her breast.


  “Hello, Bernard,” said his wife.


  He was surprised and delighted to see her. She had returned sooner than he had hoped. But for a drowsy, confused moment he could not quite remember where she had been. She had gone into town, he knew, for some medical purpose. To consult a gynecologist about what had been troubling her, that must be it. No—his head was clearing now—no, she had been in hospital. And now she had been discharged. She had had the operation and they had sent her home. No, that was wrong too. It was the baby. Of course, why hadn’t he realized that before? They had sent her home with the new baby.


  He ought to have fetched her. He had no business to have left her to drive herself home like that, with her newly born baby.


  “Where is it?” he asked. “Where’s the baby?”


  But she only smiled as if that was a secret for the moment. Or a surprise for him to find, the child tucked up in the cot they had bought. That’s where she must have put it.


  He should have fetched her home. He had no excuses, lying here in bed like this at a time when she needed him. But he had completely overlooked it.


  She looked tired, he thought. Her face was drawn and thin. That must be from the effort of the birth, which was only days ago. But then she turned again and the weariness had all gone. So quick to change. She looked as she had done in her pregnancy, the glow back again, the slight rich plumping of the skin. She was very desirable and he wanted her, wanted to pull her over to him and make love to her—


  There was somebody in the bed.


  Lying there beside him, a woman.


  In some unbelievable way he had forgotten her. She was asleep, breathing heavily, a woman with fine features and greying hair on the pillow. He did not know her name.


  His wife had not noticed her yet, the bedclothes were heaped so high. But in another moment she must. She would catch sight of Annie—that was it, Annie, that was the woman’s name—and then he would see pain come into her face. The bloom would go from it and it would turn thin.


  Where she had just been, they had hurt her. He remembered now. And there was to be more hurt here in her home.


  She still hadn’t realized, standing there with that incredible glow upon her. At any second it must hit her. The hurt would come from him—


  Quatermass woke with a jolt.


  He found himself shaking.


  Annie was there beside him, moving, murmuring as if he had broken her sleep.


  It must be dawn.


  The dream was dispelling fast, as his always did. He could only remember the feeling of it, the vivid guilt—it was because he had attempted Annie, of course, those hours before. And failed. Shameful, that, shameful.


  He lay still.


  His brain was racing but in confusion.


  Annie’s eyes were open and watching him. The faint light in the room picked up their glisten, a soft wetness. Perhaps she was sorry for him. He wanted no pity from her. Better have resentment or even contempt.


  He was wide awake now. His brain was curiously busy. Nervously active in an undirected way, excited as a dog hunting rats in a field, jumping all over the place. Ideas kept popping up and vanishing, getting away from him before he could catch them. Then small, logical sequences came. And in a sudden rush, lucidity.


  “It’s a machine!”


  Perhaps it was being with her that had done it, had provided an arousal that worked itself through in an unexpected way.


  She turned to him. “What did you say?”


  “A machine—”


  She whispered: “My dear, you’ve been lying there tormenting yourself and worrying. You’ve got to rest now.”


  “No,” he said. “It’s true.”


  “Tell me, then.”


  He couldn’t explain it to her, yet he felt complete certainty. “Just give me a minute,” he said. It took longer than that.


  At last he said: “I’m going to tell you a story.”


  She smiled.


  “I know it’s—well, it’s the wrong end of bed time,” he said. “But I used to be quite good at it once.”


  Good at something, anyway.


  “What about?”


  “Martians.”


  She frowned. Either puzzled or concerned for him. There wasn’t enough light to make out which.


  “Bernard, you don’t actually think that all this—?”


  “I said a story.”


  “Because—there really isn’t anything alive there, is there? I mean it’s been proved, hasn’t it? I know that much.”


  It was concern.


  “Just Martians that there might have been. Story Martians. About as likely as rabbits in trousers and mice wearing hats. No more, no less.”


  She was still watching him. “Disneyland got through to you, didn’t it?”


  “I’ll tell you what they were like. Very, very tiny, like midget woodlice, flat and grey and frayed-looking. Not really much alive. And they hibernated a lot. Often they dried up completely for a year or two and only thawed out again when they got a drop of moisture.”


  “That’s alive?”


  “It was enough. They stayed under the gravel and rock fragments, because that’s all there is on Mars. Sheltering from the sun and the dust storms. If they were lucky they found bits of lichen to nibble.”


  “Poor little creatures.”


  “And then one day—they got a fearful shock.”


  “I should have thought they’d welcome it.”


  “Well, they didn’t. It was a monster that appeared amongst them. Far, far bigger than they were. The braver ones crawled out to have a look. It was squatting there on enormous legs and swinging its terrible head about and swaying and digging its long claws into the earth and fetching up huge mouthfuls of it and actually eating it. The little Martians trembled because they’d never seen anything like this. The monster was far greedier and fiercer and faster than they were, or had ever imagined. Far more alive.”


  “Can I guess?”


  “All right.”


  “One of those things they used to send. A probe. A space probe.”


  He smiled. “Got it first time. There was a plate on the side of it saying ‘Made in USA. If found, please return.’ But the little creatures couldn’t make it out.”


  “They couldn’t read.”


  “If they’d gone on watching long enough—if they’d had time before their wits withered up in one of the dry spells—they’d have seen it for what it was. That it was only a machine and not alive at all.”


  “Bernard, I don’t mind it as a story but—”


  “Don’t you see?” He turned in the bed. “It’s a matter of recognition. A machine always gives itself away.”


  After a moment she said: “And you can tell?”


  “I think I can.”


  There were technical arguments but he was not going to attempt them. Not here, not now, for God’s sake.


  He drew the bedclothes back and he was looking at her body. She lay still. Her breasts had not dropped. They were firm. He put his hand gently upon one of them. The nipple stirred under his palm, engorging.


  “That’s what life is,” Quatermass said. “That’s alive, that’s what it means.”


  He stroked the soft areola, feeling it swell.


  A tiny moment in huge, subtle, continuing processes, infinitely variable.


  The colour was rising in her face. He was reminded of the dream but there was nothing here of that bright bloom. This was a greying woman, starting to move into his own age.


  She had managed to keep her body well.


  An irrational thought seized him—that if he could enter it and succeed, everything would be somehow proved. It was like accepting a gigantic bet.


  “Annie—”


  She pulled the covers over them both because the room was cold. Her arms went round him. He looked down at her and it was like seeing half the human race.


  She seemed to guess the awe.


  “I’m me,” Annie said. “I’m only me.”


  He was moved at that, filled with a rush of tenderness for her. He was young enough. And sure enough.


  Ringstone Round was under military guard. It had been declared dangerous.


  Certain of the stones were cracked, as if their angle had subjected them to the full power. One was riven completely. It might have been struck by a great cleaver, sending the halves apart at an acute angle. Others had been curiously shivered. Large flakes of sarsen hung ready to drop away. A few seemed quite unaffected, as solid as they had stood before visitors through the centuries.


  Now barbed wire circled the whole site, right outside the blackened perimeter line.


  There were half a dozen young soldiers on guard, all that could be spared for this duty. Young men, trained and adequately armed, they crouched at their posts beside the wire.


  The Planet People watched them.


  They had drifted back to the Round just to see it again, Kickalong and Caraway and a few others. They had walked among the great stones, feeling all the time that they had missed their chance, but Kickalong got very certain. Because it had come here once didn’t mean it wouldn’t come a second time, he said, in fact it was all the more likely. This was a sure place, he said. He seemed to know about it, that all it needed was enough People to come here again.


  But nobody had, only the soldiers.


  Sal had been a fool again. She had kept frightening herself and going on about the people at the edge that got melted and said she didn’t want that to happen to her baby. In the end Kickalong got so mad with her he hit the baby right out of her arms. It fell on the ground but it hadn’t even cried. It was a thin baby with not much cry ever in it, but it looked a bit grey after that. It wouldn’t suck from Sal, as if it had lost interest, and Bee said something about it wanting a new flavour that made them all laugh. Except Sal, that was.


  She still carted the baby round but nobody knew if it was still alive. Sal was too stupid to know the difference. It would be warm with her holding it so tight. Not that it mattered much about the baby anyway. Sal was probably going to have another one. She was so fat you couldn’t tell. If she did the new one would do instead. So long as she had something to hold, that was all she needed. Like a kid with a dolly.


  Then the soldiers came.


  They were shits. They slung everybody out of the Round and waved their guns about and used them to thump you if you didn’t run. Then they started putting barbed wire all over the place, truckloads of it, unwinding it and staking it until the ends met right round everything so you couldn’t possibly get through. Then sat down beside it as if they’d done something clever.


  Bee hated them.


  She kept running at them and spitting in their faces for a bit, but in the end one of them did something to her and she ran away crying. Caraway hadn’t seen what he did to her and she wouldn’t tell him. But he had a few guesses. There were several things you could do to girls that were particular just because they were females. It must have been one of those kind of things.


  The People weren’t going to go.


  An officer had yelled at them for a bit and they pretended they would, but really it was just to get some berries and stuff to eat, and they went back. The officer had cleared off by then.


  Kickalong wasn’t bothered. He said that if it came again it wouldn’t care about the wire. It would find its People wherever they were. The only thing was, it needed more of them to see them and find them properly, and take them. Caraway could see the sense of that. You needed to make it worth its while.


  So they waited.


  Kickalong was good to explain things. He really seemed to know. He was a bit crazy, Caraway thought, but crazy people were the ones that often had a better understanding of really unusual things like the Planet. That’s why you wrote on walls THE MAD ARE SANE. Which meant the ones they said were crazy were really the cleverest, and it was all the others that had lost their marbles. Well, that’s what it did mean. Caraway had never felt particularly crazy but sometimes he tried to be, and certainly the chanting and breathing could get you right out of yourself. But that wasn’t really being crazy. Crazy was what Kickalong was. He had that look you never knew what he was going to do next, and he didn’t either. And when you followed his talk for a bit, then you could feel it getting really into you, the crazy.


  Caraway liked Kickalong but not always. Not when he came and grabbed Bee and took her off for a while. All night once. Bee didn’t mind, she just laughed afterwards and kept rubbing herself as if she remembered something. But she was like that. The times when Kickalong took her, Caraway got really up and he had to go off and find something else. Not Sal, he had had enough there, but there was generally somebody.


  Kickalong was looking across at the soldiers. He was grinning. He twanged his guitar that he had found.


  He started singing something.


  You would never have guessed what it was. It showed he was really crazy because crazy people have a bit of kid about them, and this was kid. It was that old rhyme, the sort they taught little baby kids when they could just talk a bit and it was old-fashioned, the sort of silly words they had in the old days.


  
    “Huffity, puffity, Ringstone Round,


    If you lose your hat it will never be found . . .”

  


  Kickalong just sang that bit straight at the soldier, who was only a sort of kid himself, about seventeen. And the soldier must have thought it was about him, something about his hat. Maybe he didn’t know the rhyme, or he was just thick or something, because he put his hand up and touched his cap thing as if to make sure it was still there. And old Kickalong nearly bust laughing.


  The others started then.


  They all got a bit nearer, crawling and squiggling along on the grass. And the ones that knew the rhyme joined in with Kickalong singing it.


  
    “So pull up your britches, right up to your chin,


    And fasten your cloak with a bright new pin!”

  


  They were all making faces at the soldier. He looked round at one of his pals as if he didn’t know what to make of it or what to do. And the pal just grinned because it wasn’t happening to him.


  Caraway ran with his plumb-bob and waved it right in the soldier’s face.


  “And when we are ready’, the People were singing now, as loud as they could, “then we can begin, Huffity, puffity, puff!”


  Caraway kept on waggling the plumb-bob. And the other People were on their feet. Kickalong started stamping and thrashing his old guitar. Bee spun herself round till her poncho lifted.


  “Huffity! Puffity! Huffity! Puffity—!”


  The young soldier was in a mess. He pointed his gun at Caraway and then he pointed it down again because he felt silly.


  Kickalong suddenly yelled: “Puff!” and did a kind of leap in the air and turned away.


  The People started following him, all of them thumping their feet down on the earth and turning themselves round and round and yelling the rhyme as if it meant something. Maybe it did.


  “Huffity, puffity, Ringstone Round! Huffity, puffity . . .”


  The soldier had his eyes glued on them all, the swinging plump-bob, the guitar that Kickalong was whirling round his head.


  “Huffity, puffity . . . huffity, puffity . . .”


  He looked across at his chum as if he was in a muddle. Then he did the oddest thing. He threw his gun down and jumped to his feet and ran after the People. His chum shouted to him but he took not one blind bit of notice.


  Caraway gave him a grin when he caught up.


  “Huffity, puffity, puff!” shouted the young soldier. He was grinning like anything and he looked nearly as crazy as Kickalong.


  At a magnification of two hundred thousand it was clear that every smallest particle of the dust had a crystalline structure. Quatermass saw for himself in the electron microscope.


  Sublimation had been the problem, the steady evaporation of the substance. Carbonic and other replicas were attempted, skinned on to the crystals and removed for examination. A kind of answer began to emerge. If living cells had been put to a final agony of existence, turned inside out as it were, destructured and restructured, something like this might be expected to appear.


  It was research at a furiously forced pace.


  Quatermass had found a base for it in the laboratories of Westminster School, only a few hundred yards from the Parliamentary Annexe. The ancient school had been requisitioned long ago, the boys removed to what was thought to be a safer area, and its site in Dean’s Yard converted to an armoured precinct. Medieval gateways had been fortified with concrete blocks. But plans had changed and it had never been put to use.


  Whatever the intention had been, a useful amount of equipment remained, probably overlooked. There were beds stacked in one of the dormitories and the telephones had been made to work.


  It was staffed by a tiny nucleus. There would be more. Even some high-technology apparatus had been located and was on its way.


  Quatermass explored.


  There was a doorway, he found, that led from the quadrangle of Dean’s Yard into the cloisters of Westminster Abbey. It might be safer to have it blocked up.


  He walked through the dark cloisters and found himself inside the abbey itself. It had been stripped of all movable furnishings and at some recent time had evidently been used for storage. There was damage to the throng of memorial statues along the walls. Marble noses had been brushed off. Weeping cherubs had lost their hands.


  He made his way to the south transept, his footsteps clicking and echoing.


  Poets’ Corner.


  This was the exact point. This was where he had stood then.


  He looked up from the tombs of Chaucer, Spenser and Kipling to the high arches of the triforium. Dark gothic hollows, elegant stone tracery.


  Once there had been something else up there. He had stood on this very spot and he had seen it . . . a being that was not a being, men gone wrong . . . an incarnation that had wrapped not hands but fronds round the columns of Purbeck marble. An invader. A disease out of space, picked up like a virus by a drifting rocket, it had adapted itself to Earthlife. What had been three men had become a single, spreading fungoid mass, and it had dragged itself here to hide. Or for sanctuary, responding to the human part of itself. He had found it growing at a hideous rate, budding spores from its leathery plates. Its tendrils dropped nearly to floor level, licking about the heads of the stone poets.


  Yet it had gone. It had been made to go. Not destroyed, made to go. The destruction of such a presence was impossible but it had been made to go.


  He could see some paler, newer stonework above there. It must be where they had restored the damage done by those moving, searching fronds that were as thick as birch trunks.


  It had been made to go.


  The agency had been death, the subtraction of its human element. Human will and human death.


  Nothing now . . .


  Not even the momentary presence of an anxious verger or watchman, no living presence of any kind, nothing to feed a rat. A great empty shell full of monuments, the stone people.


  He turned back towards Dean’s Yard.


  He was in the cloisters again when he heard the curfew sirens sounding. It was long before their proper time, still the middle of the day.


  He started to run.


  When he reached the outer gateway he saw vehicles pass—a couple of army patrol pigs moving faster than usual, then a pay cop truck heading in the opposite direction. The usual confusion of purpose. He saw the nut seller on the corner had packed up and was running with his barrow.


  A Land-Rover came squealing in, and there was Annie looking frantically about. She saw him and waved. She must have been searching for him.


  “It’s the gangs!” she shouted. “They’re all on the move!”


  The young Badder shook the dreadlocks out of his blue eyes to get a better aim. He drew his bow full and he could feel the beginnings of a tremble in his biceps as they fought against the steel spring.


  Then something happened he had not meant to happen.


  He was falling backwards off the barricade. His aluminium arrow shot away wasted. Hands caught him and he found bright blood on himself. He was too numbed to wince at the blast of the burpgun that was fired off in revenge, right by his ear.


  It was a crossroads. Barricades had been flung up on opposite sides of it and the other street passed between them, a no-man’s-land.


  It had begun as a raid into Blue Brigade territory to recover prisoners. It was nearly always hopeless. If you had any sense you just didn’t get taken in the first place, because you could guess what would happen to you. This time the Blues had a couple slung up on a lamp standard with the usual ruderies daubed underneath on placards. At least it might be possible to tear those down for the sake of honour. The prisoners were dead anyway, as was all too clear down-wind of them. So there was a good chance the Blues had lost interest.


  The guess proved right. There were only a few Blues there, lying half-heartedly in wait.


  Barricade-making started with the usual scramble for material. Sheets of corrugated iron, a couple of car bodies. Some started dragging mattresses out of a house and they turned out to be full of fleas. The things must have bred in billions. The Badders were soon smarting and scratching themselves all over. They threw the mattresses aside and ran to find others but it was a bit late. The bugs had boarded them good and proper. Gang life was like that, nothing but itches of all kinds, lice, crabs, bugs, skin-scale, scrofula. You got used to it until a real drench like this lot happened.


  They would have to be careful with the ammo today. It was running a bit low. There would be more tomorrow. Somehow there always was. Shotgun stuff was easiest. You could make your own if you had the makings, the cases and black powder. It didn’t have to be pellets, little stones were better and tore more. Burpgun ammo was the kind that always ran out, because the kids naturally shot it off when they had it. Even that turned up regularly. Out of old army dumps that had been raided silly a long time ago, people said. Others said it was by barter from the Arabs, though it was hard to think of anything the Arabs could ever want in return. Unless they sent ammo anyway, just to stir things.


  And there were the bows. Steel ones were best if you could get hold of a bit of spring that wasn’t too heavy, and grind it down. The girls were good at that. They had the patience. They would grind away at a bow-spring for weeks, and then polish it and string it and paint it pretty. They often turned out the best shots with them, too. They would just take that extra bit of time aiming. Risky but they didn’t care. And if they hit they would take off screeching and jumping up and down and waving their tits at the Blues, who were all queer. They couldn’t all have been that way but people said they were. If they had girls, and of course they must have done really, they kept them out of the way, reserved for sex. Their girls never showed up on the barricades. They were missing something good. A Badder girl who had killed, or thought she had, usually went completely wild. She would take on anybody who could get it up. Guys would go crawling back to the barricade empty, and their minds on nothing else. The Blues knew it too. They would time it from a female’s kill screeches and make a rush about ten minutes later. They knew that was when to catch the most guys with their pants down.


  You would have plenty of time to regret it when you found yourself hanging from telephone wires or lamp posts. All wrapped up.


  Today they had fired a few good bursts into those two prisoners, just in case they were still faintly alive. Since there was no hope of getting them down it was the next best thing.


  After that things got draggy, while more and more material was hauled out of houses and back yards to toughen the barricades, and the best shots kept up covering fire. Somebody found a lot of steel radiators stacked in a cellar, the flat kind that practically nothing could get through, and they started sticking those in the barricade. It was going to be a beauty. The Blues had got some reinforcements and they loosed off a lot of stuff to try and interfere. In no time it was battle conditions.


  In the middle of it the Planet People arrived.


  Nobody could believe it. Most kids were keeping their heads down but then a girl saw them. She screamed at the fools to go back. There were about a dozen of them and they just kept on walking, straight down the road between the barricades. The one in front was whirling his plumb-bob, the way they always did, and the others were stamping their feet and going “Hah! Hah! Hahah!” One or two spinning round with their nighties rising up and showing all they had to offer, which wasn’t much.


  Of course it had to happen. The guns got turned on them instead. Three or four of them dropped down dead. The rest started running, looking surprised as if they hadn’t thought till this instant that it could possibly happen. But bullets came from both barricades and got them. They just lay. The twitching ones got more attention until they stopped twitching.


  There was a quiet time then. Everybody had been taken by surprise, interrupted, and they were having to get down to it again. A few who had missed the fun got up on the barricades to see. They could hardly believe anybody could have been that stupid, even Planet People.


  Then they heard more chanting.


  “Hah! Hah! Hah! Leheh! Leheh! Leheheh!”


  It was too good to be true. Everybody started reloading and stringing bows.


  It was the luxury of shooting at idiots who wouldn’t shoot back or take a piece out of you while you were just aiming. It was a novelty and everybody liked it. They started scrambling up both barricades to get the best positions. The funny thing was that they could see each other well, all exposed, and it could have been a deadly match only both lots were waiting for something better.


  The chanting got louder.


  A Badder aimed his rifle. But the girl next to him knocked his gun up and shouted. She couldn’t believe what she saw coming round the corner. None of the rest could either.


  It wasn’t just Planet People. There were dreadlocks waving, and those that had them leaped and stamped. Badders! Blues, too, in their raggedy do-it-yourself uniforms. They were all mixed up together with the Planet People, all waving and shouting together.


  It was insane.


  The ones in front started singing some words that for a moment nobody knew, but of course then they did. From their days as kids.


  “Huffity, Puffity, Ringstone Round!”


  Of course everybody knew about Ringstone Round. Even if you didn’t swallow what they said had happened there.


  “Huffity, Puffity!”


  They were yelling it out, fierce.


  Badders were up on the barricade to watch. Blues too, on theirs. The marchers started beckoning to them, each to their own kind. A couple of Badders suddenly took off and jumped down to join the march.


  The bodies of the shot Planet People were still there on the ground but nobody took a particle of notice. They just walked over them.


  “Huff-ity, Puff-ity, Ring-stone Round!”


  More and more started dropping down from both barricades. Some even threw their guns away but most didn’t. Still, they weren’t doing anything with them, weren’t waving them or threatening each other. It was a truly amazing thing.


  The last girl Badder went scrambling down with her bow clutched in her hand, but it was as if it was something she couldn’t let go, that was all.


  The barricades were empty.


  They seemed to be coming from all directions, the uneasy pay cops reported. Emerging from the no-go areas, whole columns of them. Incredible to see traditional enemies stamping and chanting their way along together. And the Planet People weaving excitedly among them as if they were delighted to have so many new converts.


  Cracked, neglected pavements rattled under their tread.


  Everywhere they were met with astonishment. Looters about their usual business dropped their sacks and ran.


  Pay cops stood aside in dark doorways or found urgent reason to join their colleagues in trucks and drive off to report.


  At almost every junction and street end more little groups appeared, Badders or Blues, puzzled by the noise, astounded to find who were making it. As often as not they ran to join the march.


  Stringy columns met and merged, blended by the thumping rhythm of the verse that had travelled through the land like an instruction.


  
    “. . . So pull up your britches right up to your chin,


    And when you are ready, then we can begin!”

  


  Obscene versions were improvized and flung across from column to column. There were caperings and gestures to match.


  But nobody asked where they were bound for. Nobody questioned the direction. Few dropped out.


  At the front of the first column there were half a dozen leaders. Some were Planet People, swinging plumb-bobs. A couple were dressed in blue, with killer bolases on the end of cutting wires, but now swinging them to the same purpose as the People.


  The direction of the march was becoming clear. Ahead loomed the towers of Wembley Stadium.


  The meeting had been summoned in a hurry. But it was not for the reason they expected.


  Grock Jervis had had a vision.


  He was certainly in a strange state, Quatermass saw that immediately. The big clown-face was heavily flushed, the eyes unable to keep still in their sockets. He was seized with an acute tension which he believed to be a state of ecstasy.


  The vision he had had was not entirely his own, he confessed. In fact, strictly speaking, it was not his at all. It had been communicated to him by certain youthful companions who had experienced it more directly.


  “But I shared it!” cried Grock. “In the most profound way. And out of that state of . . . yes, rapture . . . I have to bring this message.” He paused for a moment and then said: “Everything’s all right!”


  He’s gone mad, thought Quatermass.


  “All right after all, quite all right!” Grock was babbling, as if his thoughts on the matter stopped there. “We need only humble ourselves, only trust. We must lay our imperfect intellects aside. We are the prisoners in Plato’s cave but we are about to be set free! This I know! We are in the presence of great glory!”


  He sat there nodding at everybody round the table, grinning and even pulling at his lower lip. Not just clown but holy idiot.


  Quatermass could not stand it. “Sir, you must stop this talk.”


  “Professor—!”


  “There are some desperate matters to discuss—”


  “Have you not listened? Not understood?” The blubber lips were hanging open in appeal.


  It had to be said, then. “Don’t talk about Plato’s cave, sir! Don’t insult Plato. What you’re showing us is . . . a besotted old gentleman who’s swallowed all the delusions of his favourites!”


  He had gone too far.


  Greek’s face was changing colour slowly from red to mottled purple. He gave a curious sound, a thin whine. The clown features all seemed to separate from each other. They were like the plastic noses and eyes and ears that children used to buy and stick on a potato to make a funny face. They were coming apart because the potato had shrunk. About to drop off.


  Complete terror. Quatermass had never seen it so clearly in anyone.


  Saliva started to run out of Grock’s mouth.


  David Hatherley sat forward in his chair as if about to speak. Quatermass would have been grateful for any interruption now. But Hatherley said nothing. He was watching Grock.


  “I’m sorry,” Quatermass said, very quietly. Keep it practical now. “I thought we were here to try and do something about . . . the stadium. Perhaps we can just . . .”


  Grock moved violently as if he had been hit from behind. A great burp of air burst from his lips. The plump hands thrashed as he collapsed.


  Quatermass felt as if he had killed him.


  They were all round Grock, pulling his chair clear of the table, ripping his collar open. There were unconvincing cries of reassurance. Somebody with a claim to medical knowledge was thumping Greek’s chest. He was still in his chair as they rolled it out into the passage. He was too heavy to lift. Voices were calling solicitously. They echoed and faded.


  “That was coming,” said David Hatherley.


  There was no pity in it. He started slowly after his uncle, as if to be in at the death, to make sure it happened.


  “Tiberius gone. Now we’ve got Caligula,” whispered Helen Peacher.


  Annie turned to Quatermass.


  “Ask him!” she said. “It’s up to him now. He must.”


  Quatermass caught up with Hatherley in the doorway.


  “The stadium,” he said.


  “What?”


  “What can be done?”


  Hatherley took a moment to come back to the present. “Nothing,” he said. “No action.”


  “But—it’s still not too late. The place can be closed off.”


  “Professor, do you really suggest Wembley Stadium, of all places, is an ancient site?”


  Quatermass held down his anger. “The sacred turf, they used to call it,” he said. “I wonder what’s underneath!”


  It took Annie to break the deadlock.


  She came after them at a run and caught at Hatherley, pulling him round and striking him in the chest. “Oh, do something, man!” she cried. “Stop them!”


  Hatherley actually came with them in Annie’s Land-Rover. A protective army pig drove in front, with the special-duty squad under young Torrance.


  Hatherley seemed bemused.


  He was still adjusting to the news, just before they left, of Grock Jervis’s death. A lot of new responsibilities would fall on him now, none of them pleasant.


  Before long they were out of the patrolled area. You could tell by the potholes, which grew suddenly worse. They saw running figures, the tail of a column. Annie felt glad of their armed escort.


  Hatherley talked half-absently about Wembley Stadium.


  “It’s always been allowed. You could say it’s an institution.”


  “Not like this,” said Quatermass.


  “Well, the game . . . I suppose that just ceased to matter. In fact it’s minimal, vestigial. Just the first few minutes, if even that. Let’s face it, the whole thing’s been encouraged as an outlet, a bit of harmless blood-letting.”


  “Officially encouraged?”


  “Well, we would accept a few hundred casualties.” He considered. “One could look on it as a culling of the stock. A very minor cull.”


  Annie’s hands clamped on the wheel. “Oh, that was us,” she whispered. “That’s what we came to!”


  Quatermass was thinking about numbers.


  “A few hundred?” he said. “That place can hold a hundred thousand.”


  They were in sight of the stadium towers. The sight that must have gladdened the hearts of countless fans in the past as they came by coach or trudging, to watch the Cup Final. Whatever other games were played there, football was the great one. And the Cup Final was its climax.


  There were running figures alongside them now, jeering and chanting. For the first time Quatermass saw the gangs without feeling at their mercy, the ragged runners in dreadlocks and multi-blue. Some still had weapons but they were only using them to wave round their heads in celebration. And Planet People ran with them. Young girls. Children.


  “They don’t look so very many,” Annie said. “There were reports of thousands and thousands.”


  Quatermass’s heart sank.


  “We’re too late. They’re inside.” He turned to Hatherley. “Please, you must try to get them out of there, get them dispersed. I know it won’t be easy but for God’s sake—perhaps Torrance can put a call out for reinforcements?”


  The iron pig was already pulling in near the turnstiles. Annie slowed. All round the stadium entrance was a milling crowd, the same strange ill-assortment, yelling and chanting.


  Young Torrance came hurrying across from the pig. His squad followed, guns at the ready.


  As Hatherley opened the door to get out the roar from the stadium hit them like a shock wave. A huge rolling thunder of frenzied voices.


  “It is!” cried Annie. “It’s full!”


  “Try!” shouted Quatermass, but Hatherley was already on his way towards the entrance with the little group of soldiers.


  They listened. There were sporadic shots from inside the stadium, topping even the uproar. But those were probably just expressions of excitement. They made no difference to the colossal, slow chant.


  “It’s the rhyme!” Quatermass said. “Hear it? That old nursery rhyme?” He could match the words to that bellowing wave of sound.


  “Huff . . . ity . . . puff . . . ity . . . Ring . . . stone . . . Round . . .”


  A score of yards away Hatherley appeared to be arguing with some of the crowd. Annie breathed impatiently: “Oh, get on with it, man.” They could feel the noise pushing at them. It was oppressive, unnerving.


  Hatherley turned and looked back at the Land-Rover.


  Those round him were turning too, shaking out their dreadlocks, shifting and twitching inside their ponchos, tugging at blue cummerbunds. The squad of young soldiers were looking round as well.


  Quatermass was puzzled. “Does he want our help?”


  But Hatherley didn’t look as if he was in trouble. He turned to Captain Torrance and said something to him. Torrance nodded. He raised his submachine gun.


  He pointed it straight at the Land-Rover.


  For a moment Quatermass failed to take it in. He saw the movement, the gun, but his brain did not respond.


  Annie’s did. From some basic instinct she had kept her engine running. Now she slammed it into reverse.


  The burst of bullets hit the windscreen at its edge. Metal squealed. Chips of glass flew everywhere.


  People were scattering behind the Land-Rover, screeching. It bumped into something, a person or an object, there was no telling. As the car rocked round, then plunged forward again, Quatermass saw Torrance and his squad running through the crowd, others joining in with them. A spatter of shots hit the armoured bonnet. More glass shattered. Annie was losing control of the heavy vehicle as she swerved it past gibbering faces. Walls—steel barriers—they seemed to be blocked in every direction.


  A sign loomed. It was unlit but the decayed lettering was still clear enough: CAR PARK.


  The car shot down a crumbling ramp.


  Annie’s headlights shone across a watery floor, empty lanes between slimy concrete pillars. The only cars down here were a few derelict wrecks.


  “Keep going,” shouted Quatermass. “There’ll be a way out—there always is!”


  They swung in a wide circle, weaving round the pillars. A sign read EXIT and Annie made for it. There ahead was the long-abandoned checkout kiosk. It was blocked by two crashed, rusting cars.


  She skidded to a halt.


  Quatermass glanced round. Their pursuers were coming down the ramp, mere shadows in the weak reflected light.


  “We’re trapped,” he said.


  “Not yet!” Annie swung the Land-Rover. Go straight at them rather than wait. Concrete columns flashed in the headlamps’ beam. She had her foot hard down when the car grazed a column and skidded in the slime. It spun about. They were going at full speed backwards, out of control.


  Quatermass ducked. The Land-Rover struck full into a pillar with a dreadful jarring thud. He heard Annie scream.


  They had stopped. The engine had cut.


  He pulled himself painfully up. The only sound now was the roaring chant from above. It seemed to press down through the very concrete pillars.


  The headlamps still shone. They picked out the pursuers moving from the ramp two hundred yards away.


  Annie groaned. Her head was lolling back in a way he had never seen. Her neck was snapped. He tried to move her but she gasped with the pain and thrust him away.


  He got the door open and tumbled into the slime.


  He started to run for his life.


  A desperate slither to the nearest pillar and clinging and pulling himself round behind it, and peering, and plunging on again. His hands were down in green wetness, his knees and feet skidding.


  They had reached the car.


  A glance showed him frantic figures there. Annie cried out, protesting agony.


  He dragged himself behind another pillar. Gasping. Done.


  Then it happened.


  Searing light cut off the whole space he had traversed. It stabbed down with a thunderous, bursting crackle. Slime exploded everywhere into steam.


  Quatermass crouched with his hands pressed to his head, thumbs dug into ears. The light beat through the thickness of the hands and through the eyelids beneath them, a red dazzle of his blood.


  A pinpoint of consciousness ticked away behind. Keep counting. Bear it. Count twenty seconds . . . twenty point two . . .


  


  


  


  1 3


  [image: ]


  Coarse dust in the mouth. Grit beneath the tongue, hard to spit out. Eyes clogged, pick at them and pick, peeling away strips of tacky crust. Would vision come, would anything show? Fear now. The girl Isabel, I can’t see out of me eyes, she said.


  Eyelids open, and swimming light through the good clean tears. Then shapes. I can see out of me eyes.


  Quatermass pulled himself round, uncurling like a grub.


  He gasped. He made out little bone-creaks, the soft scrape of his shoe leather. So he could still hear.


  For a little while he lay still. He was cold and all his extremities ached, fingers stiff, feet that felt as if they had been clamped in a crushing device. He rubbed his eyes till the last of the grit was out of them. Now he could see more.


  He was in a place with columns. There were numbers on the columns. There were ancient car bodies.


  It came back with a rush.


  They were going to shoot him, men with guns. The crash, Annie’s broken neck, Annie crying. Running, slithering, the light.


  He listened. No sound of any kind. The heavy roaring of the crowd in the stadium above was the last thing he remembered. None now.


  He could see the Land-Rover, half hidden behind a pillar. He started pulling himself to his feet. It had to be done in gasping stages, with pauses. He was caked with dried slime and grit. His clothes were torn.


  He started towards the Land-Rover. Almost immediately his damaged ankle failed and he flopped down in the pasty slime. On again and the slime crackled dry. The concrete was cracked where the beam had struck through.


  There was a gun on the ground. A rifle without a butt. Steel helmets scoured bright. A plumb-bob. Then the car still jammed backwards into a concrete pillar, all paintwork powdered away, its tyres gone.


  He creaked the door open. Nothing but raw metal inside, the skeletons of seats, springs. No sign that a human being was here.


  For an instant a wild thought that somehow she had escaped. Recovered enough, fast enough, to have got clear.


  Something patted into the slime-dust.


  He looked up.


  A few feet above the concrete roof bore a wide patch that sparkled. Hanging there in a dense agglomeration like the eggs of fishes . . . crystals of every size. As he watched, more of the sparkling grains dropped.


  For a moment he found no meaning. His brain was still protectively numbed.


  Then it came to him.


  He turned and broke into a knee-stiff shambling run towards the ramp.


  He was outside and clawing his way up before he came to himself. Shock, of course. That was why the parts of his brain seemed not to synchronize.


  “Annie,” he said.


  Speak, he could do that too. He rubbed at his wrist. There was little light to see by, but he must know. He blinked at the skin to find any trace of what he suddenly dreaded, miniscule crystals forming. There was none. He tore at his trouser leg and rubbed his shin. None there either. He pulled out his shirt-front and stared at his grey-haired stomach like a man in dread of leprosy. No sign. So far.


  There was just a glimmer in the sky.


  It had been dusk when they came to the stadium—vivid now, the din and the chanting and Hatherley and Torrance and the guns—had all that happened in a few minutes?


  At the top of the ramp he saw crystalline dust thick on the ground.


  And beyond it, pay cops. Just a few of them standing fearfully in the half-dark while one with the helmet-stripes of a lieutenant poked about in the dust with a stick. He had a torch. He flashed it across as he caught sight of Quatermass. He yelled: “Hey, you! What the hell you doing? Come here!”


  He was frightened and dangerous.


  Sparkling dust curled under Quatermass’s feet as he made his way across. Without waiting, the man shouted again: “Looting, is it? Filthy bliksem!”


  Guns were being levelled. Quatermass raised his hands.


  “I think I’ve been down there all night.”


  “Liar!”


  “Yes—”


  “Nobody was down there all night!” yelled the lieutenant. “You know what happened, toppie? Here, in this place?”


  Quatermass looked up at the great black bulk of the stadium.


  “Don’t turn your back on me, old rockspider! Get him! Get him!” Quatermass gasped. They were using their gun butts to turn him round, as if he was too filthy to touch.


  “You’d better . . . see my ID.”


  The lieutenant sounded half hysterical. “ID! He’s got ID! I don’t want to see your pasbrief, uncle! I might catch something! Hey, just take him round the back and—”


  “Here.” Quatermass had his wallet out.


  “Where’d you steal that?” The lieutenant grabbed it from him. If he threw it away in the dust the next item would be a burst of shots. Quatermass put all the authority he could into his cracked voice.


  “Look at it!”


  The lieutenant shone his torch. He had the ID card in his hand. He glowered. He pushed the wallet back to Quatermass.


  “How was I to know!” His anger hardly faltered but it switched sides. He screamed at his squad: “Go and look, see who else down there!”


  “There’s nobody alive,” said Quatermass.


  He started towards the turnstiles.


  “Come back, I didn’t give permission!” The lieutenant trotted after him. “Meneer—whoever you are, I can’t permit—please!”


  He stopped unhappily to look back at his squad. They were watching him lose face. He did not wish to go up there again. Bloody old mealie cruncher, pulling it on a man like that! In another few seconds he’d have put him right with a bullet, like a lot of others. Pity he hadn’t. And now look at him, up there like a springbuck in spite of the bad light and what was underfoot.


  He caught up with Quatermass in a passage and stayed with him.


  They looked down from the terrace. The vast bowl was empty. Sight of it was obscured by a weblike sparkling drift. It was caught everywhere about the stands, a thick flocculence. The Afrikaner shrank from contact with it.


  “It’s only . . . dust,” said Quatermass.


  The Book of Common Prayer had found the word good. In sure and certain hope . . .


  It was everywhere, covering the stadium like a veil. Here and there showed a shine of metal . . . the crush barriers . . . a helmet . . . a haversack frame.


  The lieutenant was moving uneasily about. His boot disturbed a bottle in the debris. It rolled over a step and broke.


  No other sound.


  “How many were there?” Quatermass asked.


  “Hey?”


  “Do they know?”


  “Maybe . . . seventy thousand.” Fear crept back into the man’s tone. “They shouldn’t have been let! All they came for was trouble, ripping each other to bits, not so? Last night we was put on stand-by! Pas op, I say, here we go! But then—” His voice went quiet. “It’s not all dust, meneer. You do find other—kinds of—”


  He turned away looking sick, and clung to a rail. “Sun coming up,” he said. “I tell you, I can do with that. Worst night I ever had.”


  He turned to face the first rays. And stayed staring.


  “The sun!” he whispered. “It’s turned colour.”


  It was obscene as the rising of a corpse out of the ground. A dead, dull orb without radiance moving up into a sky like bile.


  It was an exciting and terrible thing to see. When he could take his eyes off it Caraway turned to the others and they were all gawking too.


  “It’s a sign,” Kickalong said.


  “Sign of what?” said Bee. Her face was shaking. “Maybe it’s over and finished and we won’t ever go now, it’s too late!”


  “Bee!” Kickalong shouted. As if she had no business to be talking like that. But she had, a bit, thought Caraway. They had come all through the land. And when Kickalong got them near to London they saw the great lightning come down and they knew they had missed it again. But just the same they kept on running and hurrying, as if they couldn’t stop till they got to the place. Now there it was, the biggest stadium in the world, and the shining dust all about.


  “We should’a been quicker,” said Bee. “It was Sal’s baby!”


  The baby had held them up with dying. Sal had gone and sulked in a wood and the soldier that came with them, he was called Mike, he went after her and got her out and made a fuss, that they had got to get the baby away from her and bury it. It all took time, but not that much time, an hour or two maybe, not enough to make them miss.


  Kickalong was staring at the funny sun.


  “It don’t mean that,” he said, as if it had just told him.


  Caraway asked: “What does it mean?”


  Kickalong turned and his eyes were completely round, a bit of white all round the edge of the seeing part. “It means everything’s okay.”


  Bee was flopped out on the ground. “What about us?” she said.


  “Us too. Bee, don’t worry—we miss this time, we go next time sure.”


  But a kind of oldness had got into Bee. She didn’t get set off so easily any more.


  “That sky is a message,” Kickalong said. “Don’t you see, it’s made of sickness. It says this world is sick, it’s done for. But that is waiting. You see now?”


  Bee nodded but she didn’t look so sure as he did.


  Kickalong had this way of giving you a surprise, turning something right inside out on you. But if you were so dog-weary as this, it didn’t always work. You couldn’t follow.


  Sal was weeping. “My baby,” she said, “he won’t go there.”


  “That baby was too little,” Kickalong said.


  And it was true, Caraway thought. Sal’s baby has been really no use for anything except to drink the milk out of Sal, and slow things up. You couldn’t imagine it going anywhere good.


  Kickalong still had that guitar. He’d brought it all the way but now he dropped it on the road and knelt down. He looked into the sky. Not at the rising sun this time but straight up.


  “You harness the lightning!” he shouted out.


  He was talking to the Planet.


  “You turn the colour of the sun! You make it shine to tell your People! You call us soon! We’re waiting!”


  They all feel down on their knees, shouting “We’re waiting!” and “Call us!”


  “We know that we come soon!” yelled Kickalong.


  Bee was gathering up handfuls of the dust and rubbing it on herself. She was always rubbing herself somewhere, Bee, but this time it seemed the thing to do, so everybody did. A bit of magic, to bring it nearer. Even Mike that had been a soldier and didn’t join in much. She scuffed some of the dust over him and he went at it too.


  Then Bee started chanting, and the rest got caught up in that too, puffing out their breath “Hah! Hahah! Hahah!” till they could feel their lungs sizzling and their brains jump.


  All of a sudden Kickalong yelled out: “Look!”


  He was pointing at an old raggedy man that was coming out of the turnstiles with a cop. Caraway thought it was somebody that had been pinched.


  “It’s the science man,” said Kickalong, “come here to try and stop it all!” The others had a good look and they saw it was him all right. He was just as surprised as they were. “But you didn’t stop it!” Kickalong shouted at him. “There was nothing you could do, with all your science! Hear me? They got away!”


  “Got away, got away!” shouted everybody.


  “In every bit of the world, it’s happening! We’re going, we’re leaving you, old science man!”


  And Bee screamed: “We’re leaving you, we hate you!”


  “We’ll leave you in the blackness you made!” shouted Caraway. He was remembering about the rockets.


  Even Sal. “We’re going soon! Next time!”


  “Huffity, puffity, puff!” shouted Kickalong. It was the song that had gone through the land ahead of them, but this time he just talked the rhyme, not sang it, as if the old man wasn’t anybody to be sung to. “Huffity, puffity, Ringstone Round—”


  “If you lose your hat it will never be found,” shouted the others.


  “Lose your head!” yelled Kickalong.


  “So pull up your britches right up to your chin—”


  “Lose your mind, science man!”


  “And fasten your cloak with a bright new pin—”


  “We’re losing you!”


  The old man turned away but they all went on yelling it after him: “And when you are ready, then we can begin—”


  “Not you, grandpa, you can’t come!”


  The pay cops were all round him now as if they were taking him in charge, but it wouldn’t be that. They’d be looking after him. Fussing over some old man, that was about their limit.


  Caraway turned.


  Some people were standing there watching it all. Not gangs or anything, just ordinary mother-and-father people. A woman with a pram, that might have been a looter because that was the sort of thing they often used, but she wasn’t running off at the sight of the pay cops so it was probably a baby she had in it. A man with a bike. And some other woman that suddenly ran towards Bee. Caraway thought she was going to hit Bee and he was making a grab at her when down she went on her hunkers, right alongside Bee, holding up her hands as if she was saying prayers. And joined in with Bee, chanting. Trying to do it properly.


  Then the man did the same. He dropped his bike and ran over. And the woman with the pram knelt down. All of them looking up into the sky.


  Maybe it was having the sun the colour of sick that did it.


  For the whole of that day Quatermass hardly knew whether he was in protective custody or just custody.


  “In de kwela-kwela,” ordered the lieutenant, and he found himself bundled aboard a Contract Police truck. “Just to be safe, meneer,” said the man, “while I break up that little prayer-meeting.”


  The squad ran to disperse the Planet People. “Donder ’em good!” yelled the lieutenant. “Blerrie opstokers!” They paid particular attention to the women, setting about them with gun butts. One was left lying on the ground as the rest scattered. She did not seem to be wearing a poncho but ordinary clothes.


  Quatermass tried to get out and protest but he found the doors were locked. He was still rattling at them in a fury when the pay cops returned. The action seemed to have restored their shaken nerve. They bundled in beside him, plastic armour clashing like the shells of beetles. He found himself shoved along the bench seat to make room.


  The lieutenant was trying to make radio contact with his base. Failing, he took the decision himself. They would quit Wembley.


  The mercenaries’ good humour rose high.


  One of them thumped Quatermass jovially on the back and bellowed in Afrikaans. The others roared at the joke.


  “Not so, Oupa, not so?”


  Hard, grizzled creatures to a man. He wondered at their reputation for cowardice. More likely a calculated concern for their skins.


  The sun shone its new brown colour on all the streets they drove along. It seemed to cast over everything not so much light as a kind of glowing darkness.


  Seventy thousand . . . that had been guessing, of course, but say fifty thousand or even thirty . . .


  You could not think of numbers.


  They shrank down to one person, and number that one a hundred thousand billion shattered cells . . .


  “Trek swarm!”


  They were passing a line of trudging figures. The first few were unmistakable with their P-marked faces and ponchos. Then ragged creatures in blue, or with dreadlocks, and young soldiers who had thrown away their guns—the pay cops pointed at these and yelled in derision—and then other followers, people of every kind except the old. Quatermass peered past the driver to see them. They looked like unwilling refugees as they hurried along with their bundles of belongings. They had caught the wild look but in them it seemed different. They had joined a cause that frightened them.


  “Pas op! Pas op!” yelled the driver. “You want to get tramped?” He twisted the wheel to avoid them, not trying too hard.


  Another street, another shuffling column. Mouths opening and shutting in a chant. Quatermass could not hear the words but he could guess. They would know that rhyme. They would have taught it to their kids. There were children running with them now, panting alongside, excited as if it was the start of an adventure.


  It was the same in the next street, and the one after. All the roadways were brown with the dun sunlight. Like driving through faded photographs.


  Quatermass drowsed.


  From time to time he panicked awake, and wondered whether his exhaustion was from shock or something worse. He stared at the skin of his hands but found no sinister change there.


  At last the truck stopped.


  They were outside a towering slab of a building, windowless on the lower floors, its entrance fortified with concrete blocks and sandbags. It was vaguely familiar, but for a moment the words he read there failed to convey any meaning, NEW SCOTLAND YARD . . . POLISIE KOMMANDO HOOFGEBOU.


  “Come along, meneer.”


  Quatermass hesitated on the truck’s step. “But I don’t—I have to go on—”


  “Inside, please.”


  He followed the lieutenant in a daze. Yes, he had been been here before, and recently. He had come searching for a missing-persons bureau and had encountered only these brutal armoured beetles. Now he was in a muddle. Was there such a bureau after all? Was that why they had brought him here, to help him?


  “This way, meneer.”


  In every passage there were bi-lingual touches, notices in Afrikaans as well as English. Inlisting . . . Nooduitgang. The lieutenant pushed open a door marked Wagkamer above the Waiting Room.


  “In here.”


  All that Quatermass saw were the padded benches. Gratefully, he lay down on one of them and was asleep in seconds.


  It was a big red London bus of the old, proper sort. The sight of it warmed his heart. As it drew in he saw that the word SPECIAL had been wound up on its destination indicator. From every window faces looked impatiently out. Nearly all of them were young faces.


  He pulled himself aboard. “Excuse me, is this the right bus for—?” he started to ask.


  But then he knew it was. He could see Annie inside, about halfway along. There was a child standing with her, holding on to her hand. It must be Isabel. For the moment neither of them seemed to have noticed him, but that was all the better. He would surprise them.


  “You just got on?” It was the conductor clattering down the stairs from the upper deck. “Right, let’s have it.”


  Quatermass fumbled in his pocket.


  “What the hell’s that?” said the conductor. “That’s no bloody good!”


  Quatermass stood holding it out. It was his old-age pensioner’s pass, his entitlement as a senior citizen to reduced fares. It even had his photograph on it to prove so. He waved it at the man. “It’s all right,” he said.


  The conductor shook his head. “You’ve got to have one of these,” he said. He pulled something out of his leather bag. It was a big colourless crystal. It lay in the man’s hand and glittered.


  Quatermass shivered at the sight. He could hear others rattling in the conductor’s bag as he shook it. It must be full of them. Passengers were looking round at him, calling out: “Hurry up!” But their faces were no longer clear. He could not make out their expressions. He seemed to see through them.


  “Annie!” he shouted, before it was too late.


  She started to turn her head but there was something wrong. The shine was there too. He did not want to see. He wanted her but not that.


  “Off you get!” cried the conductor, pushing at him.


  Quatermass found himself stumbling about in the road. The bus was pulling away and he could see now that no part of it was as it should be. Its shapes were altered. It wasn’t red any more.


  It was moving very fast. Soon it was out of sight.


  He turned back to the bus stop. The others were still waiting there patiently, Jack and Arthur and Jane and Edna and the rest. “I tol’ you, guv,” said Jack, “there wouldn’t be no point.”


  “But I saw her,” Quatermass said. “She was on it.”


  “They wouldn’t take you,” said Arthur. “Not you, not with that. They wouldn’t reckonize it.”


  The pensioner’s pass.


  “It’s a crying shame, love,” said Edna, “but that’s how it is.”


  He looked at them standing there in line, all so passive.


  “What are you waiting for, then?”


  “What else can we do?”


  “Just wait here?”


  “What else?”


  “But if another bus comes along, that won’t take any of us either?”


  “It might.”


  Hopeless. Too foolish to be anything but a dream. None of these things had been said and the bus had not come with Annie in it. Yet . . . he had stood inside it, physically, with the feel of his shoes on its floor and cold metal under his hand. He had seen her. The illusion that he had been dreaming all that was a trick of the mind, a lapse. Surely . . .


  “Come on now. Time to brush up.” He was being shaken awake. He sat up, gasping with cramp. A man in the rough uniform of an orderly steadied him and held a cup of brown fluid under his nose.


  “Get this down you and you’ll feel better.”


  For once not a South African. A cockney, good enough for menial work.


  Quatermass swallowed some of the brown stuff down his cracked throat. He submitted to being led across a passage to a washroom.


  “Don’t be too long,” said the orderly.


  That face in the mirror. It was a vagabond, the looter who nearly got shot on sight at Wembley. Hair plastered with dried slime, heavy white stubble, bruises, cuts, filth.


  If it was only filth—!


  With a swell of anxiety he peeled off the remains of his jacket and examined his arms and chest under the strong light. There were bloody abrasions, pores like little pits full of forced dirt. He filled a basin with water and began to work on it, sluicing the muck away and rubbing fiercely and peering at the result. Until he was sure of his skin.


  He was more presentable when the lieutenant came to find him.


  “The commandant’s waiting.”


  “Who?”


  “Commandant Van Gelder. He wants to see you.”


  No further explanation. Quatermass followed the lieutenant along corridors and up a dozen floors by lift. He was set to wait again at the side of a large office. Or it might have been a rest-room since no work was being done in it. Half a dozen pay cops were sitting there, muttering idly. “They’re just a span of blue-bummed old bobbejaans!” . . . “It’ll be Hottentots next, I’m telling you!” . . . “True as God, you either get some small little nothing or you bloody well sneezing into an aardvark’s burrow!” They were grumbling about the women supplied to their barracks.


  The lieutenant had disappeared. Quatermass could stand it no longer. He called: “Which way do I get out of here?”


  Surprised faces turned. “What you hooting about, toppie?”


  “I want out of this place! Immediately!”


  They frowned. “You for the commandant, not so?”


  But it was only when Quatermass set off angrily down the passage that they made any move. They ran after him and brought him back and ushered him, checking with each other and shouting all the way, to a more impressive office from which came a cry of “Kom binne!”


  Inside, the walls were covered with heroic, bad paintings from the old country, of Table Bay and labouring ox-waggons and the Battle of Blood River. There was a huge map of England so plastered with stars and pins and ribbons that it looked like a conquered country. The total effect was gaudy enough to make Quatermass miss, for the first instant, the man who was there.


  Commandant Van Gelder was surprisingly unimpressive. He was not tall and the superior cut of his uniform, intending elegance, only made him look skinny. His eyes were so blackly ringed about that they might have been hit, but it was probably sleeplessness. He almost ran from behind his desk.


  “Professor—I’m glad you’re here. You’re the man to help us.”


  He grabbed Quatermass’s hand. An unpleasant touch of nails that been almost chewed off.


  “Oh, I heard all about you but they stopped us meeting, not so? Typical, completely typical! You know who I’m talking about, don’t you?” He kept twisting his face about as he spoke, as if to confuse anybody who might be trying to read his lips. “The army, the regulars! They do dirt on this service all the time! Just because they got their bloody oath of allegiance and we go by contract! We’re scum, uitlander scum! They bad-mouth us and they got everybody believing it!”


  He broke off, glaring at Quatermass as if he expected him to argue.


  “And now what happens? The bastards are falling apart! Mass desertions, not so? All their young men running off and joining the gangs, what about that?” The little commandant was grinning now. “Always knew it would happen, they got no discipline. All the same, this!”


  Quatermass was at a loss. “Commandant, why did you bring me here? If you’ve nothing more to—”


  Van Gelder grabbed him by the arm. “It’s our time now! When the main attack comes, it’s us that’s going to be ready! True as God, this is going to be the hour of need, and the Contract Police are going to bite their teeth and stand fast!”


  Main attack? “Commandant, just what do you imagine—?”


  “They come soon, not so? They must!”


  “Who?”


  The black rings blinked at him in surprise. “After all these raids—man, wasn’t last night enough for you? I’m told you were there by Wembley.”


  “Yes, I was.”


  “Well, then—!”


  Quatermass’s heart sank a little lower. He knew what it was going to be. It showed in the stupid gleam of the man’s eyes.


  “Professor, I bet you a lot of vodka’s flowed in the Kremlin since that!”


  “Commandant—” It was pointless, he knew. He remembered drivelling arguments in the Big Bunker on this same theme. Perhaps they found it more bearable than the reality. He managed to say: “Commandant, I detest their politics but they’re not responsible. You’re wrong. The Russians are being hit as hard as anybody.”


  “Fake! All fake!”


  Of course, that came with it.


  “First rule, confuse your enemy,” cried Van Gelder. “So that’s what they give out. What else would you expect them to say? Professor, those army shits may have swallowed it but not us—not this service!” His eyes were shining with what must be pride. “We face the facts, meneer. And now we’re going to step into the breach!”


  Quatermass found it hard even to raise the image of those lumbering beetles squaring up to Red Army tanks.


  “Now then, in this situation,” the little commandant was babbling on, “we mustn’t let ourselves get carried away by loyalty. That’s too easy. We must have regard for our worth. We’ve got to remember that we’re the Contract Police.”


  As if they ever forgot it.


  “Professor, we must act very quickly to secure our rights. You may not be aware of it but there’s a new basic contract under negotiation at this very moment. Now if we’re going to be called upon for additional risks—”


  “You want more pay.”


  The disgust in his voice should have have been enough. But the little commandant seemed beyond offence. His lip contortions only become more complicated, like bent and unreadable smiles.


  “Professor, it’s not so simple. For us cash is no good. It’s got to be barter-warrants and transferred credits, above all guarantees against collapse of contracting parties—half of them are up shit creek!”


  “It’s nothing to do with me—”


  “Oh, yes, it is, professor. I want you help us with your special knowledge of the risks we got to take. You’ve seen ’em for your own self! You were by Ringstone Round, not so? You seen my boys there, busted by that Russian dingus!” He grabbed up sheets of flimsy typing from his desk. “But look at this, look at this! There’s a clause there, it makes me kotch on the floor! If they think they can slip that one in again—in the new contract—well, they’ve bloody well got to—got to—”


  He seemed to forget what he was talking about. His black-ringed eyes were staring in front of him. Quatermass pulled himself together. This was ludicrous, he had to get out.


  “Commandant, if you’ll just show me the way—”


  As he turned he saw what Van Gelder was staring at.


  Beside the door there was a red lamp, and it was flashing steadily.


  “What does that mean?”


  Van Gelder seemed paralysed. Somewhere deep in the building a klaxon started to hoot. A second joined in and then others in a sudden chorus.


  “It’s on,” said Van Gelder.


  “Commandant—”


  “Your bloody Russians!”


  For a moment Quatermass could not believe it, but then he could. There might be somebody over there mad enough.


  “The ones you weeping over, toppie! Well, here they come!” The commandant grabbed Quatermass by the arm, hauled him out into the passage. Red lamps were flashing every few yards. The klaxons had blended into a great howl that filled the building.


  It’s a trick, Quatermass kept telling himself, it’s some kind of insane trick to convince me. But then he saw the sweat beading out on the little man’s face and it wasn’t acted.


  “Kom! Kom!” Van Gelder shouted at the lift doors. When one of them opened he bundled Quatermass in against a load of frightened clerks. They started down. At each floor more bodies forced themselves in and the lift sagged and there was more information. “Radar positive!” . . . “Early warning says it’s a strike!”


  “The nukes!” Van Gelder gasped.


  He was trying desperately to keep up some show of calm. At the ground floor he personally shoved out three pay cops who tried to batter their way in. “Use the stairs, men!” he bawled at them. “Loop! Loop!” They obeyed his uniform and went running.


  The lift hit bottom so overloaded that it bounced. Everybody scrambled out.


  “Down here we’ve got a chance,” said Van Gelder. The huge cellar was swarming with people already, most of them pay cops still in their plastic armour—that must be an instruction, Quatermass thought. More were appearing every second, pouring in from the lifts and stairs. The klaxons stopped. Whistles blew, as if for a final call-in. There were shouts. Then a rumble of blast doors closing.


  Van Gelder led the way to where a small crowd had gathered. There was a switchboard manned by a couple of pay cops with headphones. One of them turned and rapped out: “They’re over the coast!”


  “Missiles?” asked Quatermass. If so it could only be a mattter of seconds.


  “No . . . I don’t think so.” The cop seemed not to know what he was getting through his headphones.


  “Aircraft?”


  “I dunno, sir, there’s such a lot of twak—”


  “Give it here!” Van Gelder tore the phones off the man’s head and listened himself. He scowled and frowned. The other switchboard cop kept repeating requests for information but was not getting any either. Somebody else started kicking a loudspeaker.


  “It’s planes!” the commandant shouted suddenly. “It’s a confirm, positive!”


  “How many of them?” Quatermass asked.


  Van Gelder shook his head. He was listening to the headphones and now he started picking his nose furiously, poking and scraping about in his nostrils with his bitten nails.


  The cellar was growing quiet, everybody pushing towards the switchboard. Beefy faces were set grim. Heavy eyes were alert at last.


  “They kept low, trying for under the radar screen,” reported Van Gelder. “They didn’t manage it.”


  That was something at least. Sneakiness detected. Red faces nodded with the satisfaction of having scored a point.


  Word came in fast confusing driblets. The enemy planes were few in number. Quick contradiction: only two of them. Contradiction again: the force consisted of a single aircraft. It seemed to be on a direct heading for London.


  Quatermass felt despair. Even one would be enough. And if the antiquated defences were as vague as that—


  “Our planes have made contact!” shouted the commandant.


  There was a great stir in the cellar.


  “They’ve got him in range, the bliksem! I tell you, it’s their chance now! They can knock him down!”


  He waited for the report that they had done so, getting more and more frantic as he listened, scratching his face and peeling rinds out of his nose.


  “Why don’t they do it, the domkops!”


  It grew more puzzling. The invader was still coming, but on an accepted flight path. It sounded as if he had accepted defeat. He was reported to be making conciliatory signals, wheels down and lights flashing. The fighters were escorting him.


  “It’s a bloody trick!” cried Van Gelder.


  Now there was precise identification. The Russian was a Yakovlev 36-B, codenamed Forger, an aircraft with vertical takeoff and landing capability but otherwise undistinguished. He appeared to be unarmed. There was no visible sign of bombs or missiles. He was answering radio messages in English.


  “Bloody simple backvelders, if they let him through!” wailed the commandant. “Ag! Ag! Domkops—donder hom!”


  Four minutes later the Russian VTOL was landing in Hyde Park. They even had the precise location—the open northeastern sector, the part where the old Speakers’ Corner had once been.


  There were pay cops in the area!


  Van Gelder grabbed a microphone. He gave rapid orders. “Get these trucks in there—take the bliksem! No, there isn’t any danger, men—not if you’re quick!”


  But he knew there was. So did the whole cellar. Nobody stirred a toe out of it until the confirmation came through. The Russian jet had been captured without resistance. Its crew were in the hands of the pay cops!


  “We got ’em!”


  The cellar went wild. Cops hugged each other and cheered, armour clashing against plastic armour. Quatermass found himself being thumped bruisingly in the back like everybody else. A rich taste of victory in everybody’s mouth, just when needed most. Over by the lifts there was an outburst of singing, a Voortrekker march. Red faces beamed congratulation at their little commandant.


  Van Gelder was still listening to the headphones, one finger picking again. He was puzzled.


  “Yes, yes, of course I can get him but I don’t see why he—” He turned to Quatermass with some annoyance and said: “It’s you they want there!”


  Once again he was bumping along in the back of a Contract Police truck. Commandant Van Gelder was sitting beside the driver ignoring him.


  Through the window-slit showed the dark expanse of Piccadilly Circus as they swung through it, past the fire-twisted little figure of Eros in the middle. On through the ravinelike length of Piccadilly, past the bombed-out Ritz, the checkpoints and gun posts that guarded the inner city.


  Then they were moving through the overgrown thickets of the once royal park.


  Quatermass caught glimpses of the distant shanty town, its crooked roofs even uglier in the sour light. There was no sign of life there. They must have all joined the wandering columns.


  “Look!” said Van Gelder.


  There was the shining jet plane with the red stars on it. Pay cop trucks stood parked all round, at least a dozen of them. Some more of them must have got in on it, no doubt to make a claim later.


  There were cops everywhere, in full armour, a confident press of huge cockchafers brandishing guns and shouting. Commandant Van Gelder joined his captains to enjoy their full report.


  “Professor Quatermass? This way, meneer.”


  Quatermass followed a sergeant.


  The Russian pilot had been divested of his helmet and other specialized kit. He was still standing in his under-garments with his hands in the air, being carefully searched.


  “It’s the other one, meneer. The civilian.”


  A thickset man with white hair, wearing a heavy coat. He was sitting wearily on a split old wooden rostrum painted with faded words about the Wrath of God that must have been a relic of Speakers’ Corner. As a gun barrel prodded him he rose and turned. An ugly, intelligent face that Quatermass had last seen, fuzzy and streaked, on the monitors of the Tittupy Bumpity studio. He looked nervous.


  “Pavel Grigoritch—”


  “Quatermass.”


  Gurov’s voice was husky. The gun barrel pointed at him again. “Professor, can you put a positive ID on this man?”


  “I can. This is Academician Pavel Grigoritch Gurov.” Quatermass turned to the Russian. “Were you sent here officially?”


  “Niet!”


  The shaggy head shook hard. Gurov straightened himself up and cleared his throat. He was so obviously about to launch into some kind of prepared statement that Quatermass moved in to clap a warning hand on his arm. “It’ll keep, Gurov.”


  “Now you are witness, I have duty to explain—”


  “Later. I want to get you out of this.”


  Gurov blinked. He pointed at the aircraft, which was now being proudly inspected by Commandant Van Gelder and his men. “First,” he said, “I must remove a device.”


  That word was enough.


  “Commandant!” yelled the sergeant. “Stand clear, they’ve set a dingus on it!” The pay cops scattered. Van Gelder was pulled to safety by burlier men. Marksmen threw themselves to the ground and pointed their guns.


  “Gurov!” shouted Quatermass.


  The Russian was blundering obviously towards the plane. His broad figure was a plain target. “Don’t fire, don’t fire!” Quatermass yelled to the cops, and ran after him. He had to take the man on trust. When he got to him he was already busy beneath the belly of the aircraft.


  “For God’s sake, Gurov! What is that?”


  It was something small and unmilitary. Something that looked to Quatermass, well used to experimental sights, like a typical lash-up. Misshapenly fashioned by thick clumsy fingers, probably Gurov’s own. It had been secured to one of the empty missile racks with many turns of wire. Gurov grunted as he unwound this.


  Whistles were being blown. Cops were running to take up firing positions on every side.


  “All right,” Quatermass yelled, “it’s not a bomb!”


  Gurov had freed it.


  He had it in his hand now, holding it as if it was precious. Quatermass saw a hopperlike opening, tubes, a bulbous container—


  “In here,” said Gurov, “particles.”


  “What of?”


  “Sky. Sky as we flew, sky that is gone sick.”


  “You took atmosphere samples—”


  Gurov nodded. “It is not efficient, this enemy. It makes great waste.” He was checking his contraption, closing tiny valves and clips. He said: “Particles of earthly personnel.”


  As if he could not longer bear to hold the thing with its contents, he pushed it at Quatermass. “Take it! Please take!” His eyes had started to stream copiously, and then his nose. Gurov rubbed at his face. Quatermass realized that what was bursting out of him in such a physical way was grief.


  “My son!” shuddered Gurov.


  He steadied himself against the plane’s nosewheel unit, struggling to get control of his feelings and not succeeding. “Yuri was major, Soviet Forces, Far Eastern Sector. With special duty to prevent these great crowd gatherings. But they run . . . they run with the rest. Even Red Army, they are being taken!”


  Quatermass put a hand on the shaking shoulders. So that was what had done it.


  He held up Gurov’s collecting device to let them all see it and demonstrate its harmlessness. The pay cops warily let them pass as he steered the shambling Russian along. Gurov stood by, still choking and rubbing tears away, while he made a brief explanation to Van Gelder. He would take responsibility for the man. It would have been a case of political asylum in the days when asylum could still be effectively offered. In any case they had the pilot and the plane. Honour for the pay cops was satisfied today.


  It was going to be all problems, he felt as they made for the truck. This shapeless, even mentally shapeless man for an ally. For that was what he had clearly appointed himself to be.


  They drove away through the wild park.


  Half an hour later one of the pay cops, happily drunk on Kaffir-beer as they called their potent home-made brew, was fooling about in the cockpit when he hit a real device. It was the plane’s self-destruct mechanism. The aircraft exploded instantly, with him and several of his companions who were sitting drinking on the wings. Also Commandant Van Gelder, who was peering up into one of the jet orifices at the time.


  The Big Bunker was even gloomier than before. Its unreliable electrical supply had been replaced by hissing paraffin lamps which shone with shifting strength on the white heads below.


  There were only a few cabinet members present.


  “We’re the Rump,” pronounced Helen Peacher grimly, but that was as far as she went in Cromwellian fantasies. Sitting in the late clown’s chair, she was already proving more effective than he had ever been. They would face facts now, all the facts that could be got.


  Quatermass ushered Gurov in.


  The Russian looked surprised. He must have expected something more impressive than this haggard little group.


  “Mr. Gurov has come here at great personal risk,” he said. “He has brought us his own special knowledge. Also some experimental material now under analysis.”


  Gurov was pulling papers from his pocket.


  “He has a statement to make,” said Quatermass. He wished he had not but Gurov insisted.


  “I will read.” Gurov cleared his throat. “What is this force that attacks us? Mass destruction of personnel in Soviet Union, and also in associated Democrat Republics of Eastern Europe . . . as well as other places . . .”


  He has a gift for it, thought Quatermass, he hasn’t changed.


  “. . . this indicates that it is not sensible.”


  Gurov raised his head with a look of profound conviction. Time to get in fast before somebody says they don’t think it sensible either, getting into bad habits like stripping the Earth of its inhabitants. And write him off as an idiot. What did he mean? He must have been at a dictionary, a rather old one.


  Of course.


  “Not . . . sentient,” he said carefully. “Academician Gurov now believes, as I do myself, that we are facing not an intelligence but a machine. Of unbelievable sophistication but still a machine.”


  “Da! Da!” said Gurov. And had the sense to keep quiet.


  Helen Peacher leaned forward. “Professor, surely a machine must have a maker?” Not contradictory but helping with a leading question.


  “Of course.”


  “An intelligence?”


  “The intelligence that made it is quite beyond our reach . . . and our understanding.” He let that sink in for a moment. “It’s probably thousands of light-years away. This is . . . call it a probe they’ve sent, just as we’ve sent probes to other planets in the solar system to bring back soil samples. This must be programmed to sense . . . living human protein. And to take it.”


  Gurov was nodding till his jowls jumped. “I agree! Now I do agree! In Moskva they think it alive. Kolpakov say! He is fool but he say and they believe—it alive!”


  “Marshal Kolpakov,” Quatermass filled in. “Extreme hawk.” He had met the man once, he thought in Gurov’s company. Face like a boxer.


  “He prepare now to send rockets,” said Gurov. “Many! Kolpakov wish to kill it. He can not. It will not kill!”


  Quatermass saw puzzled faces. The idea of attacking it appealed. The idea of doing anything at all. They must be feeling that in Kolpakov’s shoes—


  “He’s got no target,” he said.


  Gurov agreed. “How can he?”


  “Only if he knew in advance where the beam was to strike—”


  “Not possible!” from Gurov.


  “And he could manage to hit it during the twenty point two seconds that it lasts—”


  Wrong!


  In that instant he knew that it could be found and it could be hit, and exactly how.


  “Impossible to shoot at a william-of-the-wisp!” Gurov was saying, and God only knew what sort of a dictionary he had, and nobody was smiling. He was aware of Gurov at his side, nodding away and explaining something. His own mind had gone somewhere else.


  He knew how to do it! The idea had hit him like a bullet, as they always did when they were going to work. When they were right.


  “That, therefore, was my decision which I have made.” Gurov reading from his statement again. “I find I agree with Quatermass, so I must work with him. I leave Soviet Union for this purpose.”


  Yes, the plan was still there. Still coherent, as neat and finished as the paper in Gurov’s hand. A lot neater. That looked a mess, but he must have composed it under difficulties. All corrected and blotched, probably with his own tears.


  But the plan . . . it would work because it had to. There could be no other.


  He coughed. Gurov had just thumped him approvingly on the back. He had not realized the weight of those hands.


  “I will join him in the struggle,” said Gurov.


  Struggle. Yes, it would be that.


  Helen Peacher was looking steadily across the table at him. A handsome face they would have called it; impressive, not loved.


  Now she was old. That was the point. In the last few seconds it had become the main point.


  “Have you any idea at all,” she asked, “what can be done?”


  “I think I have.”


  That made a stir.


  “Time,” she said. “We haven’t any, have we?”


  “None at all.”


  “The Earth is losing of its young,” said Gurov. “It can die.”


  Quatermass said, “I need facilities but there won’t be enough of those either. So I want people.”


  “List them.”


  “They must have their wits about them,” he said to her. “As much as you . . . and Gurov here . . . and myself. Like us, they must be old.”


  She looked at him strangely. Perhaps it wasn’t a word a woman liked to hear at any time, even now.


  “The older the better,” said Quatermass.


  He put his idea to Gurov, who seemed at first not to understand and then to spill over with enthusiasm. Quatermass wondered whether he had really taken it in.


  The Russian kept to the cramped quarters he had been allocated, as if he felt safe there. He appeared to be undergoing successive waves of shock from it all. More than once Quatermass found him weeping helplessly. He spoke of the Soviet Union with hatred, and then with love as if he had been unwillingly torn from it. He sobbed over his wife who had died long ago in ill-managed childbirth; his dacha in the birchwoods outside Moscow, a prized retreat that had been burned by vandals; and of course his son, Major Yuri. Even processions through the Red Square were fondly remembered from the old days, and the cultural life the capital had had then. One one occasion he had been called in to give technical advice to the Bolshoi Ballet, for what must have been a curiously mechanistic production.


  Quatermass used that.


  “The same now,” he told Gurov. “We’re going to put on a show.”


  Try, at least.
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  The wrinkled skin of the cheeks tightened and tightened until it seemed it must split. The mouth drew wide in a rictus.


  For a moment Quatermass suspected shock, that his words had caused some fatal distress. He reached to pull away the layered covers and see if old Chisholm’s heart had given out. But a surprisingly firm hand met his. From the parted jaws came a kind of clicking that he realized must be a chuckle.


  “Back among the perfumes of the world,” whispered Mr. Chisholm. “I can’t wait!”


  Quatermass stepped out into the passage and signed to the men waiting there. It was best to be quick. Second thoughts crept in all too easily.


  The stretcher-bearers were two reliable, tough old fellows he had used before. In a few seconds they had Chisholm wrapped up like a parcel and were carrying him along the narrow passage. No chance of using a stretcher down here. “He don’t weigh nothing, sir.”


  Quatermass led the way between the walls made of van doors.


  He found Jack looking angry. He had been talking to the others and they had not understood either.


  “Where d’you think you’re taking him?” demanded Jack.


  “I need him.”


  “What d’you want with him?” Edna turned protectively. “Mr. Chisholm, love, if you don’t want—”


  “I need his help,” said Quatermass.


  Disbelieving looks. None of them could see how old Chisholm could help anybody. Edna gripped the ancient man’s hand to comfort him.


  “It’s a trick,” said Jack, “to get him away. I dunno what you’re up to but I bet—”


  “No trick, believe me.”


  Old Chisholm seemed to have a clearer grip on what was going on. “I’m going to be stretched,” he said.


  “What did he say?” Jane cried.


  “Stretched!”


  “Oh, no!”


  The thin lips were grinning. “Put to use, my dears. I find it exceedingly gratifying.”


  “If you hurt him—!”


  A clawlike hand patted Jack’s arm. “Jack, my friend, nobody will do that. I want to go.”


  He was borne off happily towards the ladder.


  “Jack,” said Quatermass. “Come too. I need a good thief.”


  Jack said nothing. But there was panic from the others.


  “Don’t take Jack away.”


  “Is Jack going to jail?”


  “What’ll we do!”


  “Oh, please don’t!”


  Edna’s face was red. Arthur was searching his wits for an argument. Susie was crying without understanding why. Jack was muddled too, but he was tempted. It showed.


  There was only one thing to do.


  “Very well,” said Quatermass. “I’m going to take you all . . .”


  Dean’s Yard, Westminster, had become the centre of operations. The concrete defences on the ancient gateways had been broken down to admit vehicles. Generators had been set up on the grassed quadrangle. Cables ran from them into Little Dean’s Yard, snaking through the school buildings there. Lasers shone in darkened form rooms. The fives court was filled with carboys of acid. College Hall trembled with the powerful sound of extraordinary and unbalanced frequencies.


  Every hour more equipment arrived. It was the result of ceaseless foraging.


  A deserted factory, a burned-out research centre, a forgotten store of spare parts, all of them could yield essential items. There had been infuriating discoveries too. A huge cellarful of priceless vacuum tubes, every one of them carefully and individually smashed in. Computers that had been hammered to fragments.


  People had been vandalized as well.


  So many of those he tried to trace had gone missing. Houses were found boarded up, the inhabitants long since fled or suicided. A nightmare journey to Cambridge in an army pig driven by a fumble-fisted pensioner ended in further horrors: a half-crazy Nobel Prize winner locked in a house full of wild dogs that had devoured his wife; empty colleges; the charred shell of King’s Chapel; the graffiti, ALL TO ELY! ELY SOON! And it had been soon at Ely, the town that jutted like a ship from the plain, a clean target. Taken with how many thousands no one knew, as usual. Its great cathedral must have been on one of the most ancient sites of all.


  But somehow he had found his people.


  Now it was old Chisholm who was being rolled in a wheelchair to the main laboratory. His parchment face was pale as a creature brought up from underground should be, but it showed relish. The darkened sunlight shone in through the big windows on to white or naked heads. All the men and omen at work here were old, some like Chisholm very old indeed. It was their apparatus that was younger . . . electron microscopes, centrifuges, mini-computers, all powered from festoons of cable. Lined faces looked up from inventive breadboards, lash-ups, improvized arrangements of wire and string.


  “Over here,” Quatermass directed.


  Chisholm was wheeled to a bench where a quick-eyed Indian was at work. Much younger than himself, a mere seventy or so.


  “This is Banamali Misru, our authority on pheromones. Harold Chisholm.”


  As they shook hands Chisholm was struck by doubt. “Pheromones. I’m afraid that’s new technology—”


  Misru beamed. “Say animal scent secretions.”


  “Ah!”


  “In his heyday,” said Quatermass, “Chisholm could distinguish one thousand and thirty separate odours.”


  “One thousand and thirty-two,” corrected Chisholm.


  “And now?”


  Chisholm tightened himself in the wheelchair, eager as a toddler. “Let’s find out!” he whispered.


  Quatermass left them to it. He crossed the passage to where Gurov was sitting at a computer terminal struggling with an increasingly baffling programme. He was surrounded with torn-up notes.


  “I got our olfactory genius,” said Quatermass. “I wondered if he’d survive. Now I think he may.”


  Gurov groaned.


  “What use? Those here already, they don’t remember or they remember bad! They don’t know what they do!”


  “We’re managing to co-ordinate—”


  “Co-ordinate? You can’t even read my cyrillic writing!”


  Quatermass picked up some of the notes. “I can read your equations,” he said.


  It was like changing parameters. Replacing a formal parameter with an actual parameter. They didn’t talk parameters in Trethearne’s day. Trethearne would have enjoyed this moment. He was the original defeated man. “Bernard, boy,” he would have said, “none of this is going to work, you know that.” Like the time they tested the rocket on Camber Sands, the first one, the little one, the T-1. It must have been in the early thirties, yes, nineteen thirty-two. T-1, T for Trethearne to keep him interested. Their mail rocket, three feet long, but it never carried any mail. It blew up. “I could’a told you, boy,” Trethearne said. “The bloody thing’s designed all wrong from the inside out!” Angry because he’d burnt his fingers picking up bits of it, and he stamped off along the beach. But the thing wasn’t all wrong. There’d been just one error in the design. He only realized it years later. If they’d kept on they could have fixed it in a week. A new T-1 would have flown.


  Gurov had taken something out of his pocket and he was flicking and clicking at it like a Greek with worry-beads. It was an abacus, small and very old.


  “When computer beat me,” he said, “I go back to this. All my life I use it, since child. Draws picture in mind, you can see problem.” He sat back and covered his eyes. “So now. We must keep problem clear in mind. How this thing attacks. It attacks on place marked from ancient time, but only when also a big number of crowd is there. Da? So, it must detect crowd like heat-seeking missile.”


  “Body heat. I don’t think it’s that.”


  They had been through this a dozen times. But go through it again if it helped Gurov. He was for ever prowling round the outside of the problem. Perhaps that was a mental discipline in Russia. Perhaps they were right.


  “Forgive that I think of missiles.” Gurov was oddly sensitive about his profession. “What about sound? Decision on ordinary noise of personnel? Do we use it?”


  “We use it,” said Quatermass.


  They would use anything that seemed to be a likely factor. He was remembering Ringstone Round, the first time he had seen the screeching and leaping, the chanting that sent them into shaking, sweating heaps of humanity. Sub-humanity. He could smell the sweat now. Perhaps all that activity was just to excite, to stir up glandular secretions, make them betray themselves.


  “The unique smell of the human species.”


  “Not us,” said Gurov.


  “What?”


  “Not the old. We stink.”


  Yes, right. It had to be right. “That’s our advantage, Pavel Grigoritch. The only one we’ve got, that we’re outside its programme. It should make us . . . invisible.”


  “Like ghosts.”


  “Yes, like ghosts,” Quatermass said. “We’re nearly that anyway. You and I and these others. We’re free to haunt.”


  Nobody could possibly look older than Harold Chisholm, thought Misru.


  He had installed him in the place assigned, a jobbed-up compartment of plastic sheeting to isolate him from fumes and dust. The ancient man had complained immediately about the smell of the plastic, which impressed Misru because it was remarkably odourless. Then he got down to sniffing the phials. There were hundreds of them in the racks, all meticulously labelled.


  “Pure, perfect zibetone,” nodded Chisholm over one of them. He sniffed again. “However did you manage to isolate it?”


  Misru smiled. The ancient person was good on the nose, less good on modern techniques. “I will show you,” he said.


  “The Spanish once used it,” murmured Chisholm, “Used civet, that is, for perfuming glove leather. Mm . . . mm. There were some unusual practices employed to obtain it.” He would go into detail, Misru knew. “The civet cats were so closely confined that they could not turn in their cages. The substance was secreted at the posterior end. It was removed with a special spoon. Rather cruel.”


  “I was not cruel,” said Misru. “I made it.”


  Chisholm was incredulous.


  “Not this quality!”


  “Synthetic.”


  “Never!”


  Some other time Misru would explain it to him. At present it was a matter of putting it to use. He slipped from the compartment to find his extended notes, and encountered Quatermass. Perhaps he had been listening. He seemed to be everywhere.


  “All right?”


  “Admirable. His score is still over a thousand odours.”


  Quatermass nodded and moved on. Poor civet cats, he thought, that had no ghosts to help them.


  A clatter out on the staircase.


  A cry of pain.


  A man had fallen and cracked his hip joint. Teddy Devitt of sound synthesizers. Words of comfort for old Teddy, shocked and shivery now, while the stretcher came. Teddy would do no more for them, unless from his bed. They had all been warned about such injuries that were special to themselves. Dry bones, ready to fail. Teddy had been careless.


  Old Jack arrived with the stretcher party. Hurrying, not running. The casualty was borne off to the infirmary.


  “Now, guv, come and see what I got.”


  Jack had become invaluable. He wore his thief’s harness openly, its deep pockets loaded with spanners, recharged batteries, cables, calculators, anything there might be call for.


  “I got everything on your list, bar niaouli oil. That beat me.”


  He led Quatermass to the latest loot. Trolley-loads of it, from vacuum distillation apparatus to feathers. Stone jars, cameras, headphones, fibreglass, watches, springs and sardines. “Sardines is for the cats,” he explained. “Got to ’ave cats or you’ll ’ave mice in among your electrics, shortin’ things out. Extra beddin’, that’s in the passage. The old girls are settin’ it up.”


  The old girls were Edna and Jane and one or two others from the metal catacomb who were still able. They had found plenty to do. Meals to help with, beds to look after in the passages so that people could stay close to their work.


  Once Quatermass had gone foraging with Jack. Once was enough. The old thief could take the risks he warned others against. He leapt across gaps where floorboards should have been. He crashed doors in. Then he would turn, grinning. “Come on, guv, it’s safe!” Holding out a hand.


  But ghosts were fragile.


  When spectacles got lost and deaf-aids finally expired, senses were lost with them. He had watched memories fail.


  There was O. T. H. Harness in the conversion unit.


  This was an original cross between the chemical and the electronic. It was the key to everything.


  Its benches held the familiar sight of bubbling flasks, and fluids that winked their way through assemblies of glass and rubber tubing. But there were also stranger pieces that looked like medieval alembics crammed with microcircuits and light-emitting diodes.


  O. T. H. Harness sat at the control desk with its displays and monitor screens.


  The sight of him aroused instant apprehension. The man was red, as if he had been shaped out of some hot substance that did not cool. On top of his head the white hair was like a powdery exudation. He sat and panted with tension, shifting his body about as if he could find no comfort.


  His chief researcher, Frances Makins, and his technical assistants, working to bring the desired images on to the monitor screens, knew it was a race. Sometimes it seemed like two races run simultaneously. One by Harness against his own death, the second against the death of others. But really they were the same race.


  He looked at Quatermass and said one word.


  “Blackdown . . .”


  Quatermass nodded. He put a hand on Harness’s shoulder and felt the substance he was made of shaking under the cloth. He left him watching the screens and waiting.


  Blackdown had become another of the terrible places. The big army base where eleven thousand young soldiers had waited for their fate. For once the number was known. But others had joined them. Girls and gang-boys and Planet People. Dancing on the drawn-up tanks and screaming.


  Until it came.


  And there were just the rows of blistered tanks.


  He found Gurov slamming a window to cut out the distant chanting. “Across the river,” he said. “Not many, I think.”


  Planet People still.


  At moments like that one felt, why go on? Let them gather, follow them, watch them, encourage them, set it up! A hundred thousand all in one spot, that would be about enough!


  “Why not use them? It’s what they want anyway!”


  “You could not.”


  No, of course not. It would have to be done this way, the hard way.


  He turned to the window.


  It was an appalling sunset, brown sky seared with bands of green and purple. The clouds too were in shapes he had never seen before, loaded with what was in that sky.


  “Quatermass . . . do you still say harvest?”


  “Yes.”


  “Perhaps we mistake. What sort of harvest gets thrown away like that?”


  “Discarded. But something is taken.”


  “You think what?”


  “Some . . . trace. A flavour. To enrich the life style of . . . inconceivable beings. Perhaps not even that. Just . . . amuse them . . .”


  A ghost.


  The idea possessed him that this was what he had become. Moving through the ancient school at night, along flagged passages, it was all too easy.


  Old faces met his. Hands offered analyses, computer readouts. The work of other ghosts. He found himself marvelling and grateful. It was better than he had ever hoped. Only echoes of their strongest times, but echoes were what ghosts knew how to handle.


  Their brains were better than their arms. Half an hour ago a great lathe had burst loose in the Lower Boys’ Hall. It had not been bolted down securely. Damage and injuries, blood and distress. The infirmary doctors would deal with it as they had dealt with Teddy Devitt’s hip and would deal with others soon, the fits and strokes and fractures to come.


  There were camp beds in the passage. Practical old Edna was tightening sheets on those not in use. Hospital style. Some long-dead matron would have approved of Edna’s remembered training. Jack was snoring in a chair. He had grown used to sleeping like that in the car dump, could rest no other way. Winnie, curiously revived, was brewing hot drinks.


  He saw them as old but not himself. He could feel the stiffness in his joints but as a temporary indisposition. The remarkable thing was that, by the concern in their eyes, they saw him as old.


  He had had a cat in the manse. A working tabby that had done long, skilled service as a mouser and ratter. But at sixteen years its belly prolapsed. Its hindquarters gave. It became incontinent, fouling carpets. Yet it was amazed, unable to believe that it had offended. He had given the word for it to be put down. He still remembered its eyes, clear to the last, young and troubled.


  They were ready for that too, the sudden shaking weakness that stress might bring on. Appliances were in store.


  He had caught himself looking hard into eyes, searching for ringed corneas, the stigmata of senility he might have missed before. Noticing sudden bewilderments. Once or twice he had seemed to hear laughter with too wild an element. Note it and wait. The confusion of being in an unfamiliar place, put it down to that for the moment.


  Old Susie was a touchstone. She was installed with some other old people who had nothing to contribute, in one of the houses on the far side of Dean’s Yard. Transfer from the catacomb had given her the final nudge. She was crazy and helpless and happy.


  Chisholm was still on the job, he noticed. Light glowed through the misty plastic of his dustproof compartment. Perhaps even he had the delusion of being young.


  Quatermass listened. He could hear the weary Indian yawning. And Chisholm, immortal, declaring: “I never sleep. I have not slept for . . . let me see . . . oh, quite a number of years.”


  Move on.


  Quatermass, ratter and mouser, past his time but not as old as that.


  He glanced into the conversion unit. Lights still burning there. They were having one of their recurring crises. Inside one of the alembics a spot of luminance moved. Frances Makins was frantically adjusting some botched-together assemblage of wires. O. T. H. Harness was knotting his hands. She was distressed: “My God, I can’t tell which of these—!” He was desperate: “There—the digital filter—!”


  Sometimes this would go on for hours. He left them to it.


  Tomorrow he would make an expedition. It would be good to leave Dean’s Yard. A necessary reconnaissance, to be performed in an iron box on wheels, with guns ready.


  “AA Service, sir—can I help you?”


  A man in cavalry trousers on a motorcycle combination, saluting.


  His first car, and a tyre had blown. Squatting there by the roadside, sweating. Grateful to hear that voice. “Can I help you, sir?” His wife on the hedge, watching. Not his wife, not yet. His girl. Going somewhere for the day, to find a place on their own to be lovers in . . .


  “How long will you be gone?”


  It was Gurov. He looked exhausted, depleted to the point where one organ would subtly steal strength from another and disorder came.


  “A day should be enough,” said Quatermass.


  He found a bag under his desk and began to put things in it. A camera to record the extent of damage. The first report had said it was limited, but that had only come from pay cops.


  Ghosts.


  The peculiar misery of ghosts must be that they had no existence but thought they had. They deceived themselves. They had no influence on real events. They could do nothing, only watch. Their time was past.


  It was like a metallic taste in the mouth, the feeling of futility.


  “Who is that?” asked Gurov.


  He was nodding at the small photograph Quatermass had pinned on the wall.


  “My grand-daughter.”


  “Grand—?”


  “The child of my child.”


  “Gone?”


  “I’m afraid—”


  “She was like you,” said Gurov.


  There was a piercing screech somewhere. It was inside the laboratory. A woman’s cry.


  Quatermass ran, nearly colliding with Misru as he emerged wide-eyed from the plastic compartment and ran too. Other people were stumbling in from the passage.


  It was the conversion unit.


  Frances Makins and her technical assistants were struggling with the helpless shape of O. T. H. Harness, who had turned from red to a dreadful grey, as if he were cooling at last. His eyes might or might not have been taking in information, and his breaths had become gulps.


  “He collapsed!” she was crying. “It was too much for him! Help him—oh, help him!”


  Quatermass yelled: “Jack!”


  Jack had anticipated him. He appeared dragging a stretcher. In a matter of seconds he had superintended Harness’s heavy form on to it.


  “Infirmary—quick as you can.”


  It had resuscitation equipment of all kinds. If there was anything to be done for Harness they would do it. But one thing was clear. He would not be coming back to the conversion unit. A vital link had gone.


  “This is bad,” said Gurov.


  Frances Makins was sobbing, holding hysteria down as she watched her boss lifted away.


  “All right, Frances,” Quatermass said. “Calm now. This is the sort of setback we had to expect. I hoped it wouldn’t happen. Still—”


  “Setback?” Her voice was suddenly as wild as when she had screamed. “But we did it!”


  She grabbed Quatermass, roughly, out of self-control, and pulled him along.


  “Come and see!”


  On one of the monitor screens by the control desk an eerie pattern was quivering. It was brightly coloured and in constant motion. Not wholly unlike a thermographic image but far more tenuous.


  Frances Makins’s mouth was open as she watched the screen, as if it were a shrine.


  Then she said: “That’s formaldehyde.”


  Quatermass could feel the excitement rising in him too, tingling up from the stomach. He turned to Gurov and saw the pale eyes bright.


  “The electric image of a smell,” said Quatermass. They were looking at it.


  Full conversion in fact, no longer theory.


  Gurov said: “Now we begin!”
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  The army pig rumbled past the mound with the standing stones. In the brown sunlight they looked even uglier than Quatermass remembered. All round them the ground was dead.


  Then, peering past the driver, he saw the huts. For a moment they seemed intact and he found himself looking for the goat and the running children.


  But nothing moved.


  A little closer and he took in the dreadful blistered glitter. Just the same, he must look. He tapped the driver’s shoulder. “Stop for a moment,” he said.


  “Getting out, sir?” Corporal Mildmay, on the seat opposite, grabbed his gun. He had orders to stay with Quatermass wherever he went. He threw the rear doors open with a clatter and got out first. Quatermass followed, stiff from hours on the hard seat. It was like release from a steel safe.


  He waited while the corporal ran ahead to check. He was a tough little creature with grizzled hair. Corporal “Tosser” Mildmay. He might have done some wrestling in his younger days, unless the nickname had some ruder connotation. Old enough now. Lines in the face, whitening of hair, loss of it, these were what one had to look for and value.


  “All clear!”


  Mildmay was signalling. Quatermass went to join him near the hut.


  It was a shell of tin and shattered glass. Some crystalline dust lay in small drifts. There was something frozen about it, like a shelter left by a polar expedition and rediscovered after many years.


  “You wouldn’t think it was really ever in use, sir,” said Mildmay.


  “Oh, it was.”


  “Must have been. You can tell by the old stove and stuff.”


  Quatermass found himself more moved than he had meant to be. He turned abruptly.


  No trace of the vegetable patch, not one cabbage stalk. Of course it would have been trodden flat in any case, when the swarm came.


  “Let’s get on,” he said. They went back to the pig.


  The station, as they drove towards it, seemed in better shape. The dish-antennas looked almost intact and below them he could see grass sprouting. A tree with some leaves left, that must have been clear of the affected area.


  Once again Corporal Mildmay went first. They left the pig with its engine running and the driver ready for a quick getaway if needed. As well to be sure, since the gang kids had spread so far afield.


  They went through to the platform for a closer look at the antennas. It was reassuring. Here and there the mesh covering hung in strips, but the big dishes were secure in the mountings, the bogeys still on the tracks. He took a few photographs.


  “I think we may be in luck, corporal.”


  “Don’t seem too bad, sir. Let’s have a shufti inside.”


  He kept his submachine gun high as he made for the door and kicked it open. It had remained in one piece.


  Quatermass followed him in.


  The control room had suffered. Plastic sheeting had been torn down from the gothic windows and brown light streamed in. Every piece of apparatus was blackened, lids and covers and doors blown open. Inside were fused, melted electronics. All circuits burned out. That was only to be expected.


  “Look at this, sir.”


  Fused modules had been lifted out of the control desk and laid aside. There were coils of bright wire, pieces of cable.


  “Yes, somebody’s been here.”


  “Having a go at repairs. What a hope!”


  Quatermass picked up a partially rewound coil. It had been done with skill and knowledge.


  He called out: “Hello? Is anybody there?”


  He started towards the old ticket office. Where the glass door had been only a frame remained, with shivered fragments clinging. Beyond it there was a faint flicker in the brown light.


  The corporal moved quickly ahead of him through the doorway.


  Candles.


  Three of them in the branched menorah where it stood on the floor of the ticket office. The silver looked scaly. The candles were crude, made out of something like rushes, oiled.


  There was a tangle of straw, flattened like the nest of some large animal. A pile of gnawed roots, turnips and potatoes, food for whatever lived in the nest.


  A bucket of water, a tin cup. A scatter of personal things, a tin box, a woman’s jewellery. And the beaker, of all things. The beaker made by the Beaker Folk.


  Mildmay motioned with his gun.


  He had his eyes on the steel cupboard, scoured of paint and rusting. Its door stood wide open. In a single bound he was across the room and knocking it aside with his gun barrel.


  Pressed against the wall was a rigid figure.


  “Joe!”


  Kapp was hardly recognizable. He was bearded and filthy, his clothes rags.


  “Are you hurt?”


  No answer. “Seems more like shock, sir,” said the corporal. “You know who the man is?”


  Quatermass nodded.


  As he went closer he saw how thin Kapp was. As the muscles of his face moved, little sinews picked their way to the surface. And it was not just their raggedness that made his clothes dangle. He had been starving.


  “If I’d had any idea that you were . . .” don’t be too blunt “. . . were here. The place was reported hit. Joe? Your family?”


  Kapp spoke for a moment. “Alive,” he said.


  “They escaped?”


  No answer. Kapp had turned his face to the wall.


  “I’m glad,” said Quatermass. It might be true, in spite of the hut, the menorah and the other things. “Where are they?” he asked.


  “Alive,” Kapp said again. “All . . . all alive.”


  He moved at last. He made his way past them with weak loose-jointedness, glancing down at the candles as if he thought they might in some way betray him. And into the control room.


  “Corporal, it might be better if you wait outside,” said Quatermass.


  “Sure, sir?”


  “Don’t worry.”


  Quatermass found Kapp standing by the control panel. He had hidden the coil with the bright wire. He had a private, slightly offended look.


  “You can go too,” he said.


  Quatermass found himself wondering if he had even been recognized. He nodded at the control desk. “You’ve been working on this.”


  Kapp nodded. He looked at Quatermass and, yes, it was recognition.


  “There’s less damage than I thought,” he said.


  Less damage!


  “I’ll get it all going,” said Kapp. “I’ve got to try and communicate.”


  Then Quatermass knew.


  “Simple signals,” Kapp said. He was less hesitant now. “Just enough to indicate we’re capable of understanding . . . a simple signal it sends back. I know it won’t be easy but—”


  “Joe—”


  “But I’ve got to try!”


  “Joe, it’s been tried!” Kapp shook his head so he moved closer. Kapp kept his distance, not wanting to hear it. Was there any point? “Chuck Marshall died in the attempt.”


  Kapp just kept shaking his head. Was he denying it or was it despair?


  Quatermass talked. He could not humour this man. He kept talking, just pouring out the dreadful facts. Addressing the Kapp brain as it had been, quick and direct and curious and honest. What had happened around the world since Ringstone Round and Gratton Halt . . . the sheer numbers . . . what could be guessed of the process . . . its programming.


  At the end Kapp was still shaking his head. In a small, withheld voice he said: “No. They aren’t destroyed. They’re all alive. I’m going to find them.”


  Quatermass felt his skin stir.


  Better if Kapp had screamed it wildly, beyond reach. This was Joe Kapp rational, but moving away on some separate track.


  “Come with me, Joe?”


  Kapp was patient. “I told you.”


  Call Mildmay and the driver and have him dragged out to the pig? Not that.


  “I’ll be back,” said Quatermass.


  Kapp stood quite still, listening. Hearing the old man’s footsteps move out and along the platform, and his voice talking to the soldier. And quite soon the engine roar of whatever they had arrived in. It sounded big and heavy and slow. He had to be patient, waiting for the noise of it to die finally away.


  Only then did he move.


  He picked up a screwdriver and went to the banks of correlation receivers that stood with their covers blown open. He started digging at a blackened module to prise it free.


  It was a little while before he heard the voices.


  He had got them going well in the other room, the ticket office, when he lit the candles. The candles always helped. The old man’s coming had broken it all up. He was always afraid that next time it would fail to happen. It was like setting up a very delicate circuit.


  The smaller voice came first. It always did. It gave one of its impatient, emphatic sighs.


  “What are you doing now, daddy?”


  Kapp smiled. “Fixing,” he said.


  “Always fixing.”


  Then the second voice, old enough to know what it might be missing. “Let’s go somewhere, all of us.”


  “We will,” he promised.


  “Somewhere we’ve never been?”


  “How about the seaside?” said Kapp.


  “Yes,” said Sarah. “Oh, yes please! Say when!”


  Careful now. “When you’re bigger,” said Kapp.


  “Oh, Joe, that’s cheating—”


  “Listen, bubeleh—”


  “When you make a promise to kids—”


  “I know, I know! Don’t get at me about it!”


  “We’ll go soon, won’t we?”


  “Okay,” he said.


  “Soon,” said Clare. “Very soon. There now, daddy’s promised and it’s all fixed. This time we’ll really go. Oh, you’ll both love it. The sea for the very first time.”


  “I’ve seen it.”


  “Sarah, when did you?”


  “That picture in daddy’s office. A boat man dancing by it.”


  “That’s right,” said Kapp. “ ‘Skegness Is So Bracing.’ Got him so excited he had to dance. But the real sea is even better.”


  “Can we take Puppy?”


  “If daddy says—”


  “Daddy, can we? He likes going in water. The river—”


  “Oh, let’s take Puppy!”


  Puppy . . .


  Kapp was frowning. He shouldn’t have let them say that. It broke in. The fur and the bones showing. The skull that had got in the wrong place. The leaves and the dust that sparkled.


  He pressed his forehead against the cold steel casing and gritted his teeth hard . . .


  “You know what I reckon, sir?” Mildmay did not give up easily. “That feller’s round the twist. I mean, I don’t blame him. I’ve seen a few sights lately . . .”


  They detoured to inspect the old railway track, the long curve where it had once descended to join the main line. Quatermass got his maps out.


  There was a little farm not far away. Mildmay reconnoitred and found it deserted apart from some pigs which appeared to have the run of the place. He reckoned they had been hunted out of it some time and had come back of their own accord. Now they were in and out of the farmhouse itself.


  He suggested bringing one or two back. A matter of food supplies.


  It was hard to refuse him.


  While Quatermass pored over his figures the two soldiers set about it. The pigs were almost wild and proved surprisingly good runners. Mildmay used his submachine gun to shoot three. He had little finesse.


  The journey back was indescribable.


  “Ghosts could not do this!” said Gurov.


  “No.”


  Quatermass felt awed. All that was in them was being spent, generously and accurately. Old men ran in Dean’s Yard. Weak hands forced themselves to grip. Limbs lost their tremor in this last renewal of energy. It was as if they had all decided to expend themselves, but not pointlessly. When thin blood spilled it would be on the sharp edge of the correct lever. Burns came, but only from essential tests. The infirmary was filling up.


  Now there seemed to be faces Quatermass had never encountered before, had not sought out. Yet here they were acute, concentrated, brought to Dean’s Yard by some chance or instinct.


  He recognized it. It was a human phenomenon that happened under certain pressures.


  He had seen it once in the Rocket Group, a sudden surge that broke down every problem as it showed. A huge certainty, an elegance of energy. As if order were the natural condition of things and they had broken through to it for a little while. For long enough. To do what was needed.


  But for his companions now, in their age, it was more wonderful. It was a rejuvenation.


  When King David was stricken in years they brought unto him a virgin to lie in his bosom so that he might get heat. This time the rejuvenator was not lying close, not in the bed oiled and fondling. It was light-years away and it bore no love.


  But these old, for the sake of the young, got heat.


  It was, suitably, old Chisholm who provided the final breakthrough. “That Chisholm!” marvelled Misru, “Such faculties of discrimination, and they actually increase! No machine could do it! Quatermass—!”


  He threw back the flap of the plastic-clad compartment. The old creature inside it snapped out of a doze.


  “Mr. Chisholm—”


  “Ah yes.” He came to life. “Ah yes, you see. I remembered, you see, the first girl I ever lay with. Her body odour, the precise constituents. Seventy-four years ago . . . mm . . . mm . . . I was nineteen at the time, I dare say a little retarded by later standards. Mm. It was in a field, a field of barley, during a charabanc outing organized by the Rechabites, a teetotal organization to which I was happy to belong in my apprenticeship days. Her name was Madge . . .”


  His saurian smile was utterly happy.


  The request was dealt with in the Big Bunker. To give it full authority, Helen Peacher attended. No one else but the two specialist officers, a lieutenant-general and a brigadier. Both men had been dragged back from the safer obscurity of age. They looked uneasy.


  Quatermass explained at some length what he intended. He would use every form of transmitted impulse . . . radar, lasers, radio and light waves, even direct sound.


  “That sounds like a lot of guessing,” said the brigadier.


  He agreed. It was a crash programme of the most extreme kind, untested because untestable. But if they were to have any chance to stop mankind becoming an endangered species—


  “What precisely are you asking for, professor?”


  “A focal bomb.”


  The officers looked at each other in concern, as he had expected. The brigadier began to explain to Helen Peacher. This was one of the most heavily classified items ever to be included in the country’s arsenal. It was still a major secret—


  “Where did you hear about it?” asked the general.


  “Gurov.” It was like putting a trump card down on the table very quietly. They both stiffened.


  “Your Russian defector?”


  “I always wondered if they knew,” said the general.


  Quatermass had been fully briefed. It was at the Kapustin Yar missile base that Gurov had first heard of the British weapon. Later in Moscow he had seen full specifications of it, even detailed drawings supplied by a reliable source.


  The general sighed. But his colleague was still unsatisfied.


  “Did he describe it to you?”


  “Thermonuclear warhead, thirty-five kilotons. Blast area variable. Can be focused or set to extremely small diameter for maximum takeout of enemy silos and bases, with low fallout. I’ve got full figures with me—”


  “No need,” said the general.


  Quatermass knew the point had been passed. “Do any of them still exist in reliable condition?”


  The officers considered.


  “When do you want it?” asked the general. “And where?”


  It was Caraway who first recognized Kapp’s waggon.


  The thing was standing in the middle of the road and it looked as if it had been there a long time. Dead leaves had drifted all round it and even inside it, because the door was open. Thick on the seats and on the floor under the pedals. Caraway had always been good at cars and this one started getting familiar to him. When he saw the particular way the windscreen was damaged, he knew. That happened at Ringstone Round.


  “Kickalong!” he yelled. “Look!”


  He had run ahead of the rest. Now they were catching up.


  Kickalong was high above them all, of course. He was standing up in the cart, whirling that special plumb-bob of his to make the mule go. The whizz of the bob always scared it. It was stupid and never learned. Kickalong got the bob going so fast you couldn’t see it, only the shining circle it made, but you could hear it drumming in the air and that’s what scared the shits out of the mule. Perhaps it thought he might let go and it would get stung dead. It was that stupid. On the other hand it might have been right.


  You couldn’t take your eyes off Kickalong if you once looked. He had a woman’s fur coat on over all the leather gear, and his guitar, and a submachine gun in his free hand. The whole cart was full of loot. It was a totter’s cart really. Kickalong saw some people using it, sort of like refugees, and he took a fancy to it. So he heaved them off it and slung a few shots after them, and after that it was his. Nobody else got a ride, though, even if they were sick. Particularly not if they were sick.


  Sometimes he got some real action into that mule. Going down hill, of course, but even on the level if he could throw enough scare into it. Like now.


  They all had to run to keep up with him. The People of course, and them that had been gang kids but had forgotten about it and you could only tell them by the remains of dreadlocks that had been mostly washed out, or bits of blue-rag uniform if they had been inclined that way. And young kid soldiers that had slung away their guns and stuff, and a lot of their uniforms too.


  And the others. They were a laugh.


  There were men and women on bikes or running along shoving looter-prams. One woman they called Batty was wearing a white wedding dress but she was past being any sort of bride, so she must have looted it. It was all torn and muddy. Another woman had her dog with her, some sort of little terrier thing, and she wouldn’t ever let go of it, just carried it in her arms as if it couldn’t walk. Maybe it couldn’t, nobody cared. No worse than Sal with that baby, really, when you thought about it.


  There were a whole lot of others wearing coats and overalls and denims, anything. Old people. Not that old in fact, old like your mum not like your grandma. Those just couldn’t have kept up, the real old wrecks. You never saw any of them on the road.


  And of course the People. Bee and them. Sal was in pod again or just fat, you couldn’t tell, and probably she couldn’t either. She had a real job keeping up, plodding along. Bee was getting crazier. You found her looking up at the sky and singing.


  Singing wasn’t important. It was the place that mattered.


  They had gone all through the land again, taking this direction and that. They had found places where it had been. Like now.


  “This place was favoured!” Kickalong shouted. “It did come here!”


  He was seeing the bareness of everything, and the sparkle in the ground. Everybody got excited. Some of them started jumping up and down just at the feeling that here was special. Kickalong whirred up the mule again and they all had to run. They always did what he wanted. They knew he would lead them to where he promised. They were scared of him, too.


  Caraway saw that there were stones standing up out of the earth, a bit like Ringstone Round but quite little. It was always good to see such stones. They sort of proved.


  Bee ran among them, yelling and pulling at her hair. Sometimes she pulled bits of it right out.


  Caraway saw what she was yelling about, and pointing. It was science stuff. Some old building right ahead. That didn’t matter, didn’t upset anybody. But sprouting right up high were two big round things made of metal, shaped like soup bowls tipped up so if there had been any soup in them it would all have spilled out. But enormous.


  Bee hated the sight of anything like that.


  She was belting over there like some kind of mad bug, screaming and bawling at it.


  Everybody ran. Even the mule, as if he cared about it as much as Bee. Or perhaps Kickalong had given him a thump with the gun.


  It was a railway station, Caraway saw now, or it had been once upon a time. A place for the noddies to go and buy their little tickets. A door with KEEP OUT written on it.


  So they all poured in there.


  “It’s him!” Bee screamed out. She always knew faces. Now Caraway saw him too, looking scared and all muddled up as if he’d wet his pants. It was the younger one they’d met on the road that time and then again at Ringstone Round, the one that drove the waggon at them. That bastard!


  “We know him!” Caraway shouted.


  They all waited to find what Kickalong would do. He came pushing through but he hardly needed to push really, because people always stood back from him.


  He said, “Is this your place?”


  “Yes,” said Kapp.


  “All gone but you?” Kickalong turned to his followers. “We seen this before, haven’t we? Always one or two left crying.”


  He seemed to have swollen, thought Kapp. When he flapped the fur coat open it was to display a mass of looted jewellery. He was displaying.


  And the others. Kapp stared at them, not at the half-familiar faces of the Planet People bur the ragged creatures that looked as if they had strayed from town gangs, and the middle-aged with their faces daubed P. P. What were they doing here?


  Kickalong strutted to the middle of the control room as if he was taking possession. His followers were still crowding in through the doors, men in muddy coats, a woman clutching a dog. They were like creatures under the spell of a shaman.


  “Yes, it touched here all right.” Kickalong was inspecting the blown receivers. “All touched with the fingers of the lightning.”


  “The lightning,” they murmured. “The lovely lightning.”


  Kickalong looked angry as he made for the control desk. “What you been up to? What you been trying to fix here?”


  He snatched up a module with bright copper wire trailing from it.


  “What’s all this silly stuff? All this wire and stuff? Why don’t you leave things alone?” He ripped a coil out of it and threw it away.


  “Don’t!” shouted Kapp.


  “Science man, this is no good for anything!”


  “I’ve got to use it—I’ve got to try and get through—”


  Kickalong swung the heavy module up by its handle as if it were a weapon. “Get through? Get through? What kind of talk is that?”


  “Communicate—try and transmit some kind of—”


  “Communicate!”


  “He’s interfering!” screamed Bee.


  “Don’t let him!” shouted Caraway. “Stop him!”


  Kapp stood pleading. “Listen, if we can find a way—make ourselves understood, show we want to understand, that we’re capable of understanding—”


  The module smashed down into the exposed contents of the control panel.


  “Bust it all!” yelled Kickalong.


  It was what they had been waiting to do for him. Howling like animals, they set about a final demolition. Caraway grabbed a steel chair and slammed it down on a graph plotter. Receiver banks were thrown down from their places. Fused elements were hammered flat.


  Kapp went at Kickalong. He was seized in a grip that told him how weak he had become.


  Then he was on his back.


  He was half stunned, staring up at the blistered ceiling. He could still hear the sound of wrecking but there could not be much left to smash.


  Faces looked curiously down at him. Some were faintly familiar. A fat girl who might have been at Ringstone Round. She had had a baby with her then, he fancied. A softness in her. A man in a bowler hat. Another girl whose face was vividly recognizable yet he had never seen her before, and the knowledge of her must come from somewhere else—a photograph—


  “Hey, look!” said Caraway.


  They had found everything.


  Kickalong was squatting on the completely wrecked, collapsed control desk. In one hand he held the menorah and he was lighting a cigar from one of the half-spent candles.


  “This is a kid’s toy,” said Caraway. He had the tin bucket that had never been to the seaside. He stuck it on his head and grinned. Bee had the little box. She rattled it and opened it and took out the metal frog and the marbles. “All kids’ things,” she said.


  Kickalong turned to Kapp. “Your kids? How many?”


  Kapp said nothing.


  Sal whispered: “I had a baby.”


  Caraway giggled. Anything about that old baby always gave him fits.


  “You wanted to be with ’em? asked Kickalong. “Go after ’em, find ’em? That was no way, science man, all them silly wires. The Planet don’t want none of that. It takes you if you’re fit to go.”


  The murmuring and nodding started again, all round the walls. “The lightning . . . the lightning comes . . .”


  “Fit?”


  “Your woman and your kids, were they fit to go? Or did you spoil ’em for it?”


  Kapp glared.


  “He’d spoil ’em,” said Bee.


  “Too much think and too much talk, that’d spoil ’em,” Kickalong agreed.


  Caraway shouted at Kapp: “You! You got to know it all!”


  “Know it, know it, know it!” screamed Bee.


  Kickalong sucked at the cigar. “If you done that, daddy science man—if they’re no good—they just get spilled away.”


  Kapp felt his chest tight. “Spilled—?”


  “You see the sky all sick? What that is, is spillings.”


  Don’t think about what he says! Whatever he says it’s for the wrong reason, to put the boot in, to hurt.


  Kickalong was waving at his followers. “All them, they’re fit to go. I picked ’em.” He shouted at them: “I picked you! I walk you and guide you and gather you till it comes for us!”


  “Comes for us . . . the lightning . . .” Fervent gratitude all round.


  Somebody touched Kapp’s hand. It was the fat girl, Sal. “Come with us,” she said, and her eyes were soft. “Can he come?” she asked Kickalong.


  Kickalong was relighting his cigar. He scowled at the menorah in his hand.


  “You a Jew?” he said.


  So that was it, they had got to it at last, thought Kapp, the question put in a thousand persecutions and pogroms.


  “Yes,” he said.


  He nerved himself for the threat. But Kickalong was nodding. It was some sort of approval. “Okay, that’s a start,” he said. “It’s religion, it’s believing. But you don’t do it right. You got too much sin.”


  “Sin?” Kapp was suddenly lost.


  “All this—is sin!” Kickalong waved his hand round the control room. “That’s why it got bust. That’s why we come and bust it too. Your sin is to know things! You always want to know and understand!”


  Kapp struggled with it. Something was being turned upside down and he couldn’t deal with it. His head swam.


  The fur-clad figure scratched himself. Jewellery twinkled. He blew more smoke. Kapp waited for the next twist. It came.


  “You science man—you want to come with us, you got to get it all out of your brain.”


  “Get it out?”


  “Your sin. All the muck you learned into it.”


  Kapp trembled. In spite of himself he was gripped by the sheer lunacy of it.


  “You can’t—unlearn,” he said.


  “You can, you can! All them words in there!”


  “Got to get ’em out!” hissed Bee.


  “Get ’em out!” grinned Caraway.


  “Words?”


  Kickalong nodded. “That’s it, you’re getting the hang.”


  “How?” Kapp had to ask.


  Kickalong threw the menorah down and turned his full attention. “The same way they got in—at your mamma’s knee. That’s where you went wrong, right at the start. Mamma, what that called? Mamma, is that spoon? Is that arm? Is that leg?”


  He beckoned.


  They grabbed Kapp and swept him up close. Kickalong slapped himself on the arm. “What’s that?” he said.


  Kapp’s mouth went dry. “I won’t!”


  “Say!”


  “Say, say!” they shouted.


  Kickalong repeated the slap on himself and glared into Kapp’s face. Expectant.


  “Arm,” said Kapp.


  But Kickalong shook his head. He slapped his arm again. In a kind of horror Kapp found himself waiting to hear the right answer. The answer that was no answer.


  “Leh-leh-leheh-leheh!” yammered Kickalong.


  They all picked it up, the ululation that snatched their breath. “Leh-leh-heheheh-leheheh!”


  Kickalong pointed at Kapp. It was an order.


  And slapped the arm again, a demand for an answer that had got to be the wrong one. Kapp could feel the hysteria all round him, rushing into him.


  “Leh-leh—” said Kapp.


  Kickalong nodded. He snatched up a spanner and held it in front of Kapp’s eyes. And told him what it was.


  “Lah-lah-lahah-lah!” cried Kickalong.


  “Lal-lah-lahahahahah-leheheh—!” The sound came beating out of them all. Kickalong was snatching things up at random—a piece of twisted cable, scraps of metal—and every time the hoarse panting changed a little, naming them with a denial of names.


  “Leh-leh-leheh—loh-loh-lohoh—lah-lah-lahahah!”


  The faces round Kapp had taken on a blankness. Open mouths and dry flicking tongues. They were creatures in ecstasy but it was a purified despair.


  “No!” shouted Kapp.


  He pulled free, tearing at their clutch on him.


  “No!”


  He was sprawling. The chant went on but broken, interrupted. Kickalong stooped over him.


  “You can’t be made fit!” said Kickalong. “Them too. Your woman and your kids—they’re spillings!”


  The chant was a whisper.


  The others were as frightened as the man on the ground, who turned his face down to it so they they wouldn’t see him.


  The girl who was the grandchild had even ceased to whisper. She put her hands to her face as if to share something.


  Kickalong turned.


  He raised his arms high like flapping wings of fur, to urge them out. The grandchild girl was swept along with the rest.


  Kickalong sprang aboard the mule-cart and they were away. Caraway and Bee and all running alongside. The woman with the terrier ran, feeling its little heart beating with excitement. The man, whose bowler hat had fallen, snatched it up from the sparkling dust and put it back on his head and ran faster. Untangling dreadlocks were shaken out of faces. Bare feet ran and soldiers’ boots.


  They had only gone a few hundred yards when fat Sal broke away.


  “Hey you!” shouted Kickalong.


  “I’ll stay with him,” Sal called.


  She turned and started slowly, heavily, back towards the station.


  Kickalong aimed. He shot her down like a rabbit.


  His followers hardly seemed to notice. The mule-cart rumbled on. Kickalong snatched up his plumb-bob and swung it round his head. The whole wild gallimaufry went pounding down the road.


  When the moon came up it too was always discoloured. Kapp had noticed this as it shone through the high gothic windows. Not the mellow look of a harvest moon but a greenish tinge, a metallic khaki.


  Even this sick glow was enough to pick things out. For the past hour he had hardly moved except to lean himself against the wrecked control desk. He had been lying there imagining things. There was the crumpled metal shape a few yards away. At last he had identified it as the casing of some small electronic parts and crawled across to check. It was the tin bucket, considerably trodden. He began, very carefully, to pull it into shape. The thin metal was rusted badly and it cracked.


  He listened.


  All the time he had been lying here he seemed to hear sounds in the distance. At first he thought it was them, coming back again, and that this time they would not leave him alive. But the sounds stayed distant.


  A metallic sound, barely perceptible.


  He put the bucket down to concentrate. He turned this way and that, trying to direct his hearing. It seemed to be low down. It was louder now.


  It was outside in the rails . . .


  He sat upright. A sudden gusting that came back to him out of childhood. It was the puffing of a steam engine.


  He waited. It came again, louder, and he shivered at the clarity of the delusion. It was one thing to will such things, quite another when they arrived unbidden.


  The rails hummed. The heavy puffing and chuffing approached steadily. Now he could hear the wheels on the metals and the thudding clank of coupling rods. The whole station shook with the power and weight of what was coming.


  The puffing speeded up. It was outside, shuddering to a halt. A searing blast of exhausting steam, it seemed only yards away.


  Then—men’s voices.


  Orders were being shouted. Running footsteps outside on the platform. Lights flashed across the broken windows.


  A beam from the doorway blinded Kapp.


  “One man in here, sir!” shouted a voice.


  Kapp peered. There were more lights now, reflecting on faces. There was one he knew. He pulled himself to his knees.


  “Quatermass.”


  The old man helped him up and across to the doorway. He stared out, hardly able to believe it.


  Belching white clouds across the platform was an old steam engine. It had stopped close to the first of the antenna bogeys. It seemed to have its own bright lamps, and by their light equipment was already being unloaded from the trucks it had hauled here.


  There was an old-fashioned magic about it, the twisting steam and the smell of fire.


  Kapp whispered: “They never went on a train.”


  He turned away and moved a few steps along the platform.


  “They’re dead,” he said.
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  It was a military rocket of the heaviest type, designed to operate its multiple warheads against enemy cities or bases or satellites. Even with its boosters spent and discarded, it was of forbidding size. The instruction panels and stencilled warnings along its side were in Russian cyrillic.


  It had left the Earth far behind, a glowing disc with its blue-green dusted brown. The rocket seemed not to be moving but in fact had a velocity of twenty-seven thousand miles an hour. It was strangely tilted, out of line with its flight path. With infinite slowness this pitch went on until the great rocket was pointed towards the way it had come, and continued steadily round. It was performing sluggish cartwheels, end over end.


  Fifty miles away another, identical rocket had turned itself sideways, to point at ninety degrees from the angle of flight . . .


  “Mr. Gurov!”


  The wiry old orderly was yelling from the doorway of the ticket office, trying to make himself heard above the din.


  The control room was in temporary chaos. Its ruined apparatus had been ripped out and dumped. Now grizzled sappers were wheeling in the new, opening up the bulky crates under the anxious supervision of the team from Dean’s Yard.


  “Mr. Gurov—I’ve managed to get that call through, sir!”


  This time Gurov heard. He hurried to the ticket office.


  Quatermass marvelled at Frances Makins. She seemed to have taken over. Grey hair straggling across her face, she was ordering the sappers about as if she were one of their own officers. “Look out for the marked crates! They shouldn’t be opened up yet! Yes, that one over here! Now, where’s Mr. Misru? Mr. Misru—!”


  Quatermass left her to it. He followed Gurov.


  The Russian was clutching an army field telephone of the simplest kind. They had decided to work with plain wire and sturdy connectors whenever possible.


  He was speaking in his own language but not saying much. His queries seemed to break off after a few words each time. He was listening with increasing and obvious stupefaction.


  Quatermass turned to go but Gurov had seen him and signalled. At last he put the phone down.


  “My embassy contact,” he said. He looked dazed with the impact of too much all at once. He shook himself. “Kolpakov, he did it! Like I say. He did deploy against that . . .” he waved a hand at the ceiling “. . . greatest part of strike force of Soviet Union. Hundreds of rockets.”


  “Well? What happened?”


  Gurov threw his hands wide. “Useless!”


  “He had no target, of course.”


  “Some did locate,” said Gurov. “Went into instant malfunction. Most located nothing, went out into space.”


  It was unbelievable even so. “Not one? Not a single one?”


  Gurov made a wry face. “Oh, a number of them successfully found the Moon, and attacked that!”


  Quatermass felt himself pulled about by contradictions. One would wish it to have worked. One knew it couldn’t have.


  “So we were right,” he said.


  But Gurov seemed to have something even more astonishing on his mind.


  “It was a last throw,” he said.


  “What?”


  “The government has lost control.”


  For a moment Quatermass failed to understand him. “You mean, your government?”


  Gurov nodded slowly. “This, on top of all. In Soviet Union, revolution.” Something else dawned on him. “I can go back,” he said, and then: “If there is anything . . .”


  Joe Kapp was used to strange awakenings. Finding himself drifting back out of delirium or in the shuddering hollowness of having eaten nothing for days. This was different. He could taste the chemical in his mouth, feel it in his head.


  He was in a tent. He was lying on a low bed hearing the canvas drumming in the wind. There were other beds too. Orderlies, a white-haired officer. The officer was a doctor, preparing something. He came across to Kapp with it in his hand. A hypodermic.


  “I’ll give you another shot.”


  Kapp shrank.


  “Sleep till it’s time to evacuate.”


  Evacuate . . . medical term . . . like, have you had a motion?


  “You’ll go out with the last group,” said the MO. “Don’t worry, it’s all under control They’ve just about cleared the area.”


  “What area?” Kapp found the words stuck so he said it again. “What are they clearing? Why?” He waved the needle away. “I don’t want that.”


  He sat up and threw the blankets off. They had cleaned him up. His head felt strange. He touched it and found it bandaged.


  “I really would advise—” said the MO.


  But Kapp was outside the tent.


  His station had been taken over. It was full of people and equipment. The old engine was blasting steam across the platform, just pulling to a halt with a load of flat trucks loaded with tarpaulined shapes. Searchlights had been set up, and what looked like enormous loudspeaker systems. His antennas had been moved along the rails and riggers were up there working on the mesh of the dishes.


  “Where’s Quatermass? Where is he?”


  They seemed to have no time to answer a question, no scrap of energy to waste on somebody who did not know what he was about. Brief headshakes were all he got. White heads, strained faces. They were all old, he saw, old men and women. Forklift trucks swung crates on to the platform, and gnarled hands seized them to drag away. They went at their work with a ferocious concentration.


  “Have you seen Quatermass?”


  This time he got an answer, from an old man who had fallen out and leaned against the wall. He nodded and pointed.


  And there was Quatermass coming out of the ticket office with another man, a bent-backed Indian with a clever face who hurried off, hands full of plans.


  “Quatermass!” Kapp shouted. “Tell me!”


  “I tried to tell you—”


  “Tell me now!”


  The chanting of Planet People burst from the loudspeakers, magnified to the point of pain and then beyond. Kapp clamped his hands on his ears. Technicians were working on the control panel that had been set up on the platform, testing.


  Quatermass steered Kapp along. An enormous roller of cable, yards high, was being manoeuvred by two sappers and a man Quatermass was not surprised to see was old Jack. “That’s it—to me, now—easy!” he was shouting. Jack, the weight expert. Quatermass had insisted on including him and two or three others from the catacomb. They were lucky, he said. This was a time to call on luck.


  “ ’Ello, guv.”


  “Where did you find that?” As he was supposed to say.


  Jack winked. “You got to know where to look!”


  The train was pulling out. Steam seemed to blast from every part of the engine. Quatermass pulled Kapp round a corner, past the water tank, to where he could be heard.


  “All this talk about evacuation?”


  “I’m sorry, Joe . . .”


  “They tried to get me out—”


  “. . . Sorry I had to take you for granted,” said Quatermass. “I’ve got to use this place. “It’s the only possible.”


  Kapp couldn’t understand. “But, it’s been hit—”


  “That’s exactly why!”


  Kapp shook his head. “I can’t seem to—”


  “It means there’s a marker,” said Quatermass. “Somewhere deep, we think.”


  “Marker?”


  “A marker beacon left about fifty centuries ago. That’s why it was hit and why I can use it. Why I can use those.”


  He pointed up at the antennas.


  Kapp looked at the riggers busy on the lattices. “Then—you are going to try and signal?”


  “I’m setting a trap,” said Quatermass.


  Another brain-curdling bellow from the loudspeakers, as if a whole multitude of Planet People had been brought to one point and set chanting at the same instant. The air shook. Laser projectors were being set up, aimed skywards. Behind the station there were generators, big ones, more than Kapp had ever seen assembled in one space.


  “A trap?”


  “If you’re after a wild beast,” Quatermass said, “You don’t chase it all over the landscape—you bring it to you. You bait a trap for it.”


  “A beast—”


  “A machine-beast, a man-eater. I’m going to put out the analogue of a human presence here. The sound of them, the smell of them, their blood and their secretions, hormones, pheromones. Human young, about a million of them. How’s that for bait?”


  “And the poison?”


  Quatermass nodded. “There’ll be poison.”


  Kapp turned away and walked while he took it in. Quatermass walked with him.


  It was quieter now.


  The loudspeaker din had stopped for the moment and the train had gone. There was some shouting on the platform, a short chorus of anxiety, then laughter. A whistle blew for help, according to instructions. One more casualty.


  It was the giant cable roller.


  A forklift had collided with it and sent it teetering. People scrambled clear as it crashed over flat on the rails. When nobody seemed hurt there were laughs of relief. Then they saw Jack pinned under it. Hands heaved at the roller till he could be dragged clear. The old thief’s face was grey. He was in a bad way and he knew it. He had heard his bones crack. All round him there were anxious faces, murmured distress. It was as if they were being struck at for being old. Then Misru was shouting: “Keep on! Keep on with it! Don’t stop now!”


  Kapp listened.


  “Why are they all so old?” he said.


  Quatermass told him: “We’ve got to be.”


  “Old and crazy! You think you can destroy that with a bomb? That?”


  Quatermass shook his head. “I know I can’t.”


  “Eh?”


  “No question.”


  Kapp looked baffled. “But you said just now—”


  “Sting it, send a shock back through its ganglia. It’ll be like a man who’s stepped on a hornet,” Quatermass said. “That’s all.”


  Kapp took a few steps in silence. Then he nodded. “And somewhere . . . on the other side of the universe . . .” He nodded again.


  They were close to the huts now.


  Kapp’s bandage was coming undone. He ripped it from his head. His eyes were on the rusty shell, a tin shanty on the point of collapse.


  “The bomb,” he said. “What fires it?”


  Quatermass did not answer him for a moment. Then he said: “No more malfunctions. This has to be kept simple.”


  “Manual?”


  “Yes.”


  “Who, then?”


  Put it lightly. It was a light enough thing after all, a man in the eighth decade of his life. He said: “It’s my idea. My game.”


  Kapp turned from staring at the hut. He shook his head and said: “This is my place.”


  Nothing light about that.


  “Besides,” Kapp said, “I’m older than any of you.”


  They were waiting.


  All work had ended. The silence was so complete that every small sound rang out magnified. The chink of a cup on a saucer, a tool being put down.


  People sat and sprawled in small exhausted groups along the platform, wherever it was not blocked by apparatus. The sappers were clustered on their own, puffing at their special handout of cigarettes. The section leaders from Dean’s Yard had separated from their teams and were comparing final notes in whispers.


  Quatermass stood looking along the empty track.


  It was time they came.


  He glanced up at the antenna above him. He could see Kapp there, spreadeagled on the lattice, checking the work that had been done.


  “Another cup of tea, love?”


  It was Edna. She and her helpers had set up a trestle table and covered it with a cloth and had served out many cups from a big canteen pot, refilled again and again. And food they had made. Towards the end it had taken on a curiously sacramental quality.


  He felt grateful to her but he wanted no more. He shook his head.


  Now they were clearing away. He saw Gurov come out of the control room from his final checks, and Edna offer him too a last cup. Gurov merely looked offended, finding some vulgarity in it. He was an oddly unproletarian person.


  He was glancing at his watch as he crossed the platform.


  “Well, Quatermass?”


  “I know. They’re late.”


  “Perhaps they find some technical fault.”


  “Perhaps.”


  “The focal mechanism,” said Gurov. “It is most ingenious but our people did have certain criticisms.”


  “Where the hell is it!”


  Gurov was watching him now, uneasy at having said the wrong thing, ready to show his true feelings.


  “Quatermass, this should not be for you to do! I say once again, one more time, please—!”


  Head him off quick.


  “You can trust me, Pavel Grigoritch. I won’t make a mess of it.”


  “I did not mean—”


  “I’ll manage, I really will.”


  “Quatermass, I did not intend to imply—”


  “Besides, I’ll have help.”


  He nodded at Kapp on the antenna.


  And now he saw that Kapp was clinging to a support rail up there, very still, as if he had seen something. He started waving. He shouted.


  Far down the line there was a plume of white steam.


  People were stirring to their feet. Misru appeared from the control room. The sappers were finding their gear.


  Very slowly, as if driven with extra care, the steam engine approached. It was pushing a flat truck. On the truck was a bulky shape covered with tarpaulin.


  “They’ve got it,” said Quatermass.


  People started moving down the platform, the sappers forming into some kind of military semblance. The train was close now, the engine exhausting steam as it slowed. Couplings clanking, it slid the truck along the rails to stop neatly, precisely, just short of the first antenna bogey.


  That shrouded shape was it, the focal bomb.


  There were coaches behind the engine. Doors were being flung open. An officer came hurrying along the platform. Quatermass recognized him. The lieutenant-general, accompanying his charge in person, his worn uniform smartened up as if for a parade.


  “Well, there you are,” he said. “I only hope to God you know what you’re—”


  “Thank you,” said Quatermass.


  The man took in the bulky shape nearby. “Forgive me,” he said, “is this by any chance—?”


  “Academician P. G. Gurov,” said Quatermass. “He’s been explaining to me exactly how it works.”


  Gurov made a stiff bow.


  “Well, I trust there’s no question of his taking charge?”


  Even now. Incredible.


  “None,” said Quatermass firmly, before Gurov could be tempted to offer.


  When it was stripped of its tarpaulin, the object looked even less like a bomb. It was a device of eccentrically joined cylinders. As Gurov immediately explained, it was designed to fit inside the nosecone of a Poseidon missile. Now it lay in a roughly welded cradle. A cable ran from it to the firing mechanism on the platform.


  “The simplest arrangement we could give you,” said the lieutenant-general.


  It was as crude as a box. On top of it was a small cage, which he unlocked with a key. There was a broad red button. He mimed bringing his gloved hand down on it. “Just thump it,” he said. “It’ll do the trick.” He closed the cage and locked it and handed the key to Quatermass. “Quite foolproof,” he said.


  There was a kind of embarrassment in the air. The chuffing engine had been carefully uncoupled from the flat truck with the bomb on it. Down the platform, the weary sappers were boarding the coaches.


  The table on the platform had been arranged neatly. A field telephone was set ready. An oil lamp was lit. Two canvas chairs were placed nearby, with rugs to keep out any night chill.


  “I’ll confirm the moment our patrols are clear,” promised the lieutenant-general. “About half an hour.”


  “What about civilians?” Kapp asked.


  “Done our best. And by the nature of the weapon there shouldn’t be too much—that is, the fireball isn’t—I mean—” He became tongue-tied. “Sorry, gentlemen, I don’t know how to—”


  Quatermass said: “We’ll probably see you in the morning.”


  “Yes. Yes, I dare say.” He stood to attention just the same, and gave them his best parade-ground salute. Then he went off briskly down the platform.


  “Bye, love,” said Edna.


  She was standing fastening her belt. For a moment it seemed as if she was going to kiss Quatermass goodbye, but she was pre-empted. Gurov suddenly appeared from the control room and plunged forward to seize him in a bear-hug. Then without a word he rushed off towards the train.


  “I made some sandwiches.” Edna nodded at the table. “They’re there.”


  She followed the others.


  Doors slammed along the coaches. A rush of steam and the train pulled slowly away.


  The line was so perfectly straight there was little sense of it moving, only shrinking. A trail of smoke went up from the funnel and was left behind to hang and spread and fade. There was a flash of dull sunlight from the cab window as the engine started into the bend. In another moment it was out of sight.


  A last, distant toot on the whistle.


  They turned. The bomb lay there on its truck, a presence now. A third person. Later, one of them must always be close to it, within a yard of that button. In hitting range.


  “By the way,” Quatermass said. He brought a creased paper out of his pocket. “Our military friend left this. The latest statistics.”


  Kapp took it. A glance at the sickening list was enough.


  Quatermass had found something else in his pocket. The photographs. He brought one out and propped it against the Thermos flask that Edna had left with the sandwiches.


  When Kapp saw it he wondered.


  That face . . . where had he seen it before, and had he really seen it at all? Considering everything, he had probably imagined it. He was almost sure he had. So there was no point in mentioning it. Not now.


  Soon the foul sunset was fading.


  Quatermass was turning up the oil lamp when the phone rang, startling him. The reminder of other people.


  The crisp, annoying voice was reporting from the perimeter bunker.


  “All clear? Right, general, thank you.” He put the phone down and turned to Kapp. He took a deep breath and said: “Time to start.”


  They went together to the control panel. It was a makeshift thing, with many labels stuck on it and scribbled instructions in pencil, but every function had been tested a dozen times. And it would only be used once.


  Power first. They heard the whole station yard, with its generators, roar into life. Needles stirred on the panel.


  “This build-up through a full hour.” Kapp was impatient. “D’you think we really need so long?”


  “A million kids mustn’t get here too quickly.”


  “Does it matter?”


  “It might,” Quatermass said. “We’re giving a performance.”


  It was Kapp who set up the sequence. It gave him particular pleasure to do so. As he pressed switches and servos hummed, the whole station began to burst alive. The first arc-lamps surged and bathed the platforms in reflected light. Their beams pointed up at the sky, through the silver lattices of the antennas. They too faced the sky.


  “Our Planet People are starting to arrive,” said Quatermass. “Let’s hear them. Monitor?”


  He found the control. From the loudspeakers burst the huge yammering chant: “Leh-leheh-leheh!”


  Kapp reached to cut it off. “Save it,” he said. His hands were trembling.


  “Just one thing to do now,” said Quatermass.


  He fished the key from his pocket. He went to the firing box and unlocked the cage. He laid it open, exposing the red button.


  The hour went slowly by.


  For the sake of something to do they tried Edna’s sandwiches. They were cut thick and it was hard to tell what she had put in them. They left them.


  Every few minutes the signals strengthened. More arc-lamps switched on. Laser beams shot up, steady as rods. And above all the great dishes were pouring out their lie, the analogue of Mr. Chisholm’s long-dead girl, the breath and warmth of a million who did not exist.


  For what it was worth, the loudspeakers added their quota, taking the chant far beyond the range of human hearing, so the two on the platform were spared it.


  They were on full power.


  The million had arrived, were in noisy, excited possession. Eager and expectant.


  It was enough, it had to be enough. The biggest, most concentrated target on the Earth’s surface.


  The phone on the table rang.


  A check call from the perimeter bunker. Anxious voices on the line, then Gurov taking over, spluttering and emotional. Were all systems at maximum output? Everything functioning? All correct? His English started to break down—he wanted it to work as planned, he wanted it not to happen—he did not know what he meant. The thick accent became incoherent.


  Then the crisp voice.


  “No, general,” said Quatermass. “The build-up’s complete but that’s all. As you’ve guessed. Oh yes . . . would you tell Edna we enjoyed her sandwiches?”


  He put the phone down.


  It was growing cool and he was glad of the rug to pull round his shoulders.


  Kapp was standing on the edge of the platform beside the firing box. “It’s like waiting for the last train,” he said. “There weren’t so many out this way, a small branch line. I once found a time-table in a drawer, written out in ink to copy on the notice-board, I suppose. The last one was the 8.14 to Castle Compton.” He shivered.


  The moon began to show through the bare trees.


  The sour khaki moon.


  Quatermass was worried.


  He could feel a nightmare forming round him, that he had got every single premise wrong. That it was not going to work.


  Joe Kapp was huddled beside the firing box. He had not moved for an hour.


  “What was worst,” he said, “there was nothing to show they’d ever existed.”


  Quatermass hardly listened. His mind ran feverishly on concepts.


  “We were always going to go to the seaside,” said Kapp. “Some day when things get better, we said.”


  He glanced round at the man in the chair.


  “I can make them exist. D’you know that? I mean, not by magic or crazing yourself or anything. Just by thinking.” He looked down at the rails. “I can carry Debbie down to the water’s edge and . . . she dips her toes in. And she’s pleased because she’s been afraid of it and now she isn’t. And she sees little bits of weed moving there. And the colours. And the shine. And then Clare, with Sarah by the hand, paddling and splashing. I can touch them.”


  He looked up at the sky.


  “I know what evil is!” Kapp cried out. “That’s evil!”


  It was as if he was really seeing it at that moment. It pulled Quatermass round in his chair.


  “Satan,” muttered Kapp. “The enemy.”


  Quatermass got up. He tried to focus on that outburst for a moment. Perhaps evil was always something else’s good, perhaps that was a cosmic law . . .


  Then the anxiety surged back.


  He turned the monitor control, to sample the sound and be assured that it too was functioning, like the lights and the lasers and the rest.


  “Leh-leheh-leheh-leh-leh!” chanted the loudspeakers, bringing it in at human level.


  Quatermass looked up past the antennas, almost willing it. Listen to them! You came yesterday . . . five thousand years ago . . . and tasted them and found them good and came again today. So come now! Come!


  “Leh-leh-leheh—”


  Kapp suddenly stiffened. This time it was not a reaction to the chant. He was pointing. “There’s somebody—”


  A figure at the far end of the platform. For a moment before it moved out of sight. Then another showed, far down by the outbuildings.


  Across the line, on the slope opposite, another one. They came inching in from the darkness. Caraway and Bee and other Planet People . . . a dreadlocked youth . . . the woman in the wedding dress . . . young soldiers . . . gang boys in ragged blue. They were chanting as they came. Their voices were like the false sound from the speakers and there was no telling the one from the other.


  “Leh-leh-leheh-leh-leheh-leh—”


  “Stop!”


  Quatermass made a grab at the field telephone before realizing there was no point in it. He shouted out instead: “Get away from here! Go—get away!”


  Kapp was running, waving. “That’s a bomb!” he shouted. But they came on.


  Then Quatermass had the worst moment of his whole life.


  It was her.


  She was on the platform, moving towards him. No mistake about that face. It was his own face that she had taken.


  “No,” he said. “Hettie.”


  As if he was pleading with her not to be there. And then he took in what was walking with her, a grotesque creature wrapped in furs, with a submachine gun in his hand, who held it up now, held up both his arms.


  “This is the place!” shouted Kickalong.


  They were moving in all round, scores of them. And Quatermass could only stand, feeling his brain jerking, twisting in his head. He was on the brink of a stroke.


  Kapp made a sudden start toward the control panel. Cancel—stop everything—!


  Kickalong shot him through the heart.


  Quatermass hardly saw it happen, hardly noticed the man die. Some tiny part of him felt concern and knew that Joe was on the ground, bleeding and thrashing. The rest of him saw only his grandchild.


  She was unreal, as still and remote as the photograph. Or they had changed about, and the things in his pocket were the live child gathered in past moments, and the face in front of him was the photograph, a silver image.


  Then it came upon them.


  A thunderous crackle down out of the night sky. A blinding light blasted down all about Gratton Halt. Dazzling, burning the eyes. Pale shrieking creatures round him raised their hands and gloried.


  He could no longer see her. His brain jerked alive.


  He had instants only. He flung himself stumbling across Kapp’s body, crashing into metal.


  The red button was just beyond his hand and quite unattainable.


  There was a dew of crystal on his fingers.


  Something clung to him. She clung to him. Her face close and the same crystal dew all over it: Eyes turning to glass. A last instant to feel human concern and terror.


  She knew because he knew.


  Her hand was on his old hand, hardening and crazing together.


  She slammed it down on the red button.


  


  


  


  Epilogue


  [image: ]


  The crater was one hundred and ninety metres deep.


  After some weeks had elapsed a small investigation team was lowered to the bottom. It consisted of P. G. Gurov and others in the heaviest radiation-proof garments. They reported the crater to be unremarkable. The bomb had performed up to specification. There were rumours later that they had searched for some mysterious object that might have been down there. If so, they did not find it. It might have been destroyed in the explosion. Or was deeper yet.


  What mattered was that the message had clearly been taken. From that moment the blasts ceased.


  Gradually the sky and the land became clean. Dread remained but the phenomenon did not appear again. Perhaps it never would.


  The crater was filled. It was covered over with a gigantic layer of concrete to make any lingering radiation safe.


  Upon this a single stone was set to record what had taken place there. It was a massive sarsen, a megalith.


  P. G. Gurov was one who came to visit.


  He was reluctant to leave his beloved Republic of Russia, rejoicing in its new-found freedoms, but it gladdened him too to see England again, a recovering land with its soft green fields and quiet towns. Little children could play in safety and sing, as they had done for centuries, their innocent old nursery rhymes:


  
    “Huffity, puffity, Ringstone Round,


    If you lose your hat it will never be found,


    So pull up your britches right up to your chin,


    And fasten your cloak with a bright new pin,


    And when you are ready, then we can begin,


    Huffity, puffity, puff!”


    



    Huffity . . . puffity . . . puff . . .
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