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Chapter One

The young boy moved purposefully between the two parallel lines of mesh cages that filled the narrow white room. His brow was furrowed in concentration and his tongue poked out of the right-hand corner of his mouth.

At each cage he bent down, removed a white plastic container that was attached to the side, filled it with two pieces of dried fish, slid it back into position and moved on.

The room was becoming increasingly silent, the uneven clicks of his metal shoe-heels accompanied only by the soft hum of air-conditioning and the pathetic mewings of animals waiting to receive their meal.

When he had filled and replaced the last container he turned, leant against the door leading to the outside of the flat and looked around the room. In the distance he could hear the squeal of brakes and tires as lorries slowed down in their approach to the nearby motorway. The noises were faint and detached, half-heard as if in a dream.

The boy glanced at his watch and saw that it was almost time to return to school. But he still hadn’t finished. He had to give out the milk and wash out the food containers. He mentally ticked off the list of his duties and, satisfied that he had done everything else asked of him, began to walk back up the corridor towards the main part of the L-shaped laboratory.

As he moved, he could feel their eyes on him. The animals had finished eating and were waiting, watching him. Nervously he swept back a lock of hair, stared straight ahead and fixed his gaze on the wooden racks of test tubes and labeled bottles on the far wall. But soon his eyes began to flicker from side to side, nervously searching the dark interior of each cage as he passed. Occasionally, he could just make out the gleam of an unfriendly and accusing eye. For the first time since entering the room he began to doubt the wisdom of accepting the American’s offer. He had agreed because he liked being near animals; he felt an affinity for them, and it was a way to escape the cold loneliness of school lunch hours. But now he sensed sinister vibrations coming from the cages and wondered if the pain and the bullying might not have been preferable.

His heart began to thump and the palms of his hands were sticky with sweat despite the artificial coolness of the room. If he could just get to the end of the line. Why was it taking so long? He suppressed an urge to run. What would be the use? He would have to retrace his steps back down the corridor in order to get out onto the street, and he still had to feed the animals their milk and clean their containers.

He tried to think of more pleasant things, but his concentration was disturbed by the wave of nausea that seemed to start in his stomach and roll up through his body and into his throat. He choked back the acidic liquid. What a time for his kidneys to start acting up. The disease which had made him a “delicate” child, giving his skin an unhealthy pallor and discoloring his teeth, reacted on him at the first sign of stress. He took deep breaths, gulping down air, and ploughed on. If he collapsed, he would certainly die, for he needed dialysis immediately and the American was not expected back for several days.

The acrid taste persisted. Quite unconsciously he removed a piece of fish from one of the bowls and nibbled at it. The taste was so foul he spat it out, and spat vigorously several times before carrying on. What a stupid thing to do, he thought. Only water would clear the taste. He took another step forward. Only five yards to go.

The strip lights began to flicker and then went out. The gentle breath of the air-conditioner was like a death rattle as it fell away.

The boy stood rooted to the spot. The silence was devastating. In the dim light which filtered through the dirty windows of the basement flat, he could barely make out the end of the corridor.

The nameless terrors of darkness crowded in on the boy and he started running, smashing into something and knocking it to the ground. He cursed and pressed on, limping badly. When he had reached the desk at the end of the row of cages nearest the window, he turned and peered into the darkness to assess the damage. He could vaguely see one of the cages lying at an angle across the corridor, and wondered whether the cat was all right.

Turning back to the desk, he began rummaging through the drawers and sighed with relief as he found the familiar cold metal cylinder.

He switched the torch on … and screamed. In the brilliant light, frozen in mid-leap, something was flying towards him, sharp white teeth and outstretched talons heading for his face. He fell backwards, still yelling, the torch fell from his hand and broke on the stone floor.

Quickly, he struggled to his feet, automatically brushing imagined dust from his corduroy trousers. It could only have been the cat from the overturned cage. He was thankful that he had seen it first. God knows what his reaction might have been had it hit him in the darkness. Still, the shock had been bad enough. He leant against the desk while his body juddered with the furious pumping action of his heart.

He was soaked in sweat and the room was getting hotter by the second. The electricity had gone out for some reason which meant that the air-conditioner would not work either. The room was catching up with the temperature outside, and this was the worst day so far of the hottest summer London had ever known. It was well over a hundred degrees Fahrenheit.

At length his heartbeat decreased, but, by now, his hair was sticking to his scalp and the sweat was beginning to trickle down from his armpits. He took off his jacket, loosened his tie and began unbuttoning his shirt. All thoughts of escape disappeared as his body began to bum with the heat. He felt himself beginning to choke. The nausea had returned and he buckled over, vomiting putrid liquid onto the ground. The smell mingled with the sickening stench of the cats.

Painfully he raised himself to a standing position. His leg still hurt, but his attention was diverted from his physical misery by the sound of paws pattering up the corridor. Whether they were moving towards or away from him, he couldn’t tell. Then he noticed that the other cats had begun to pace up and down in their cages, obviously excited by the cat on the ground.

The boy listened, fascinated as a loud clang sounded in the room and was followed by another and another. The cats were hurling themselves against the steel mesh of the cage doors, trying to escape. Slowly the violent noises ebbed away to be replaced by a more terrifying sound, the high-pitched screech of grinding metal. They were trying to chew their way out through the wire, gnawing with growing frenzy as the heat increased. Within seconds the shrieking had become a crazy din.

The boy felt increasingly faint as he continued undressing. He shrugged off his shoes, and, undoing his belt, slid his trousers down to his ankles and stepped out of them. He stood, swaying slightly, and looking down, saw the freed cat staring up at him.

He could feel his mind going. None of this is fair, he thought. The cat continued to stare. Something had to be done for them. He shook his head. Only one thought stood out from the confused jumble in his mind. Free the cats. They had to be free.

As if in a trance he moved to the first cage and tentatively twisted the screw on the small metal bar which held the door in position. The cat inside stopped trying to escape and crept backwards. The boy tugged at the bar and it began to give way. He hesitated at the last moment. From the back of the cage the crouching cat mewed. The boy yanked at the bar and the door swung free, clanking as it lazily reached the end of its arc.

The cat leapt to the ground and the boy moved to the next cage and opened it, more quickly this time and without any hesitation. Soon he was running from one to the next, his bare feet padding on the floor. When he reached the end of the line, he leant once more against the door, an inexplicable excitement mounting within him. His hand slipped to the latch, and grinning wildly, he launched himself forward and raced down the corridor, scattering the cats before him. Halfway down he tripped on the fallen cage, crashed forward, face to the floor and lay for a moment, his mind a mass of previously unfelt thoughts and emotions.

He felt clean, natural, free and there was a sense of affinity, of belonging; something he had never felt before. The cats crowded around him and ran over his body, paws slipping in his sweat, fur brushing by turns roughly and caressingly over his skin, teeth nipping gently, exquisitely at his exposed flesh, mouths nuzzling against his face. He turned onto his back and began to laugh joyously, louder and louder, his legs threshing ecstatically as he grabbed at the sea of fur in which he swam, his spine arching further and further from the ground.

He felt a huge, throbbing, thrusting power flowing through him. His stomach arched outwards once more until his head almost touched the skin on his back. His body tautened until it seemed the muscles would burst, and then he screamed a scream of release and fainted, his twisted limbs straightening until he lay flat against the floor.


Chapter Two

Envious eyes stared at the small Italian sports car as it purred through the terraced slums of North London. Within twenty minutes it was speeding past the industrial workers’ houses that spread along the sides of the A10 route to Cambridge. When the buildings on either side of the road had been replaced by endless, dull, flat fields, the driver wound down both windows and nestled back in his seat. He breathed deeply. The air was pure and tasted good.

John Inglis had grown up in West Virginia, where people were used to the boiling sun and stifling humidity. They expected it and fitted their lives around it. But the people of London never expected it and the city just hadn’t been built to cope with it. There was only one place to be in England when it got this hot—in a fast car on a country road. Inglis smiled. This felt almost as good as sex. As he drove he reached into the cramped back seat of the car and grasped a can of lager from a large crate. He ripped the tab off with his teeth, choked off the liquid in three long pulls, crumpled the can in one fist, and threw it over his shoulder. He exhaled loudly and burped. He felt deeply contented—so contented that he didn’t notice the Spaniel until far too late. It was staring balefully at him from twenty yards away, smack in the middle of his path.

He swerved the car wildly, praying that he had missed the animal, slammed hard on the brakes and came to a shuddering halt. Perhaps his father had been right. Perhaps he should never have taken up driving. His concentration wandered far too easily. Another driver would have seen the damn dog from miles away and he had missed it by inches. If the road had been wet he would probably have ended up a dead man, and he wasn’t ready to die quite yet.

He reached out to his glove compartment, pulled out a crumpled packet of American non-tipped cigarettes, lit one and inhaled deeply. His hands were shaking as he opened the car door and hoisted himself out into the hot daylight.

He looked around for the dog, but there was no sign of it. The only life for miles was a black saloon car, oddly old-fashioned with bulbous wings, parked some fifty yards behind him on the road. Odd, he thought, it hadn’t been there before. Suddenly he was aware that it had been tailing him. He had seen it every time he looked in his rear-view mirror but had failed to note the fact consciously.

Inglis began to walk towards the car but stopped after a few steps. It was strangely threatening. The whole scene reminded him of something in a Hitchcock film. The hero is standing at a crossroads. It is a scorching summer day. The surrounding countryside is flat and deserted. There is a plane in the distance spraying crops. It circles closer and closer. Nothing else is moving in that sinister landscape. Only at the last moment, as the plane swoops down, does the hero realize that he is the target. The plane is trying to kill him and there is nowhere to hide.

Inglis felt just like that, totally exposed, stranded halfway between his own car and the stranger’s. He peered into the windshield to catch a glimpse of the driver, but the sun reflected fiercely off the glass.

Without warning the saloon clunked into gear and Inglis had to stop himself from crying out in fright. To his intense relief it rolled backwards, bumping oddly. When it stopped, Inglis could see what had made its movement awkward. In front of the ponderous, menacing bonnet lay the squashed remains of the Spaniel, its soft. appealing eyes bulging lifelessly from their sockets.

A flood of anger swept away his fear. True, he experimented on animals in a laboratory, but this was different. The death was unnecessary. The driver could have avoided the dog, but had chosen instead to kill it in cold blood.

Inglis wiped the sweat from his thick moustache, bringing his thumb and index finger round in an arc on either side of his mouth, made a swift, obscene gesture at the unseen driver and ran back to his own car.

He knew why the car was following him. All on account of an obsessive old man who refused to let go.

“OK, baby,” Inglis purred at the machine as he gunned it into life, “I read all about your fantastic acceleration. Now let’s see you in action.”

The wheels shredded the roadside gravel, sending it shooting upwards in fierce jets, and then the car was hurtling forward. He felt the engine shake as he pushed it to the limit in each gear. By the time he jettisoned into fourth the needle was wavering past a hundred on the speedometer. “Go, honey,” he screamed in exhilaration.

The telegraph poles by the roadside looked like a picket fence. He glanced in his mirror. Almost unbelievably, the saloon had kept up with him and now seemed to be gaining.

“Son of a bitch,” Inglis muttered between clenched teeth. “You’re going to pay for this.”

Inglis knew just what to do to fulfill the promise. Twenty breathless minutes later they were approaching Blaxborough. He decided to gamble on the chance that his pursuer was unfamiliar with the road. The road began to steepen imperceptibly into a small hill. The accident warning signs by the side of the road were a vague blur. There was no way that the driver behind could make them out. Inglis geared down hurriedly and hit the crest at a manageable fifty in time to swerve out of the way of the ditch that separated the oncoming driver from an open field. Once Inglis had negotiated the ninety-degree turn in the road, he brought the car to a halt and waited.

The black saloon came over the crest doing over eighty miles an hour, veered madly, leapt the ditch, hit the furrowed field and somersaulted spectacularly, ending up on its back, rocking gently to and fro.

Inglis laughed as he pulled away.

“Welcome to Blaxborough,” he chortled. His damned father. That sick old man had been hunting him for over a year. So, he wanted his son back in the States by his side. Well, Inglis was going to do his best to deny him that pleasure. For one dreadful moment he found himself hoping that the goon in the black car was dead.

“Thought we’d seen the last of you, sir.”

Inglis gave the porter a wry look as he passed by the Porter’s Lodge and entered Trinity Great Court, his heart still pumping from the car chase.

He walked briskly down the gravel path in that peculiarly loose-limbed American way, drinking in once again the splendors of that expansive rectangle with its smooth lawns, ornate fountain and cobbled pavements. He passed the dining hall and slipped through to the medieval peace of Neville’s Court. He went straight to the first door in the cloisters, stopped for a moment, smiled at the familiar arched Gothic doorway and knocked quietly.

The door was immediately flung open to reveal an aged Cambridge academic dressed in tweed sports jacket, flannel trousers and scuffed suede shoes. The old gentleman, a mass of elongated arms and legs, goggled at his visitor for a second.

“Good God,” he exclaimed, removing his pipe. “John, dear boy, how absolutely bloody wonderful to see you.” He grabbed hold of Inglis’s arm and dragged him into the musty room. “Sit down by the fire there. Not lit, of course. Too damned hot. Take a drink, won’t you? No, I remember, Scotch. I still haven’t got around to buying any bourbon. Filthy drink anyway. Well, this is a surprise.”

Inglis laughed good-naturedly and accepted the huge tumbler that had been thrust affectionately into his hands. He glanced around the room and sniffed with fond nostalgia at the familiar aroma of antique books and caramel pipe-tobacco that had been so much a part of his own college days in that academy.

Bertram Vole, Professor of Microbiology, plumped into his favorite armchair, splashing whisky over his jacket.

“Go on, drink up. Don’t sip! You don’t mind it neat, do you? It’s the best malt in the college—I’ve polished off the rest. I’m back working with the government. Nothing nasty but it’s still top secret and I can’t tell you about it.”

Inglis looked at him questioningly.

“Well,” continued the professor, “perhaps I’ll tell you just a bit about it later on if you promise not to peach on me. Official Secrets Act and all that.”

Inglis smiled. The old man had never been very safe with secrets.

“You’ve given me quite a shock. First a series of letters with no address at the top, each with a Paddington postmark on the envelope.” The old man’s eye for detail had not left him. “And then silence for six months. Probably living under an assumed name to get away from dear old Daddy, I shouldn’t wonder.”

Inglis choked on his drink. The professor ignored him and carried on.

“Well, never mind about that. Tell me what you’ve been up to. I’m pleased to hear that you’re still involved in scientific experiment, but I’m afraid that you’re not making great advances in bacteriology with that last piece of research you wrote to me about. I’ve been over all that ground myself. I could have written to you and placed you firmly on the right path if only you’d left an address. Well, what is the boy genius engaged upon?”

Inglis placed his glass on the table by his elbow and fished in his pocket for a cigarette before starting.

“You’re right, as usual. I have been living under an assumed name. Sources back in the States informed me my father was looking for me again and I just want to forget about the bastard. Apparently he’s had detectives out scouring the countryside.”

“Couldn’t he have found out from the American Embassy or the police?”

“He’s too frightened of the publicity. Anyway, the authorities wouldn’t have a hope of finding me. There are thousands of people in this country who don’t have the right to be here. My visa ran out months ago.”

The professor nodded. “Your father has been looking for you. One of his detectives came here recently. Said he was from the Embassy. Of course I didn’t believe a word of it. I threw him out and phoned the Embassy. They’d never heard of the blighter.”

Inglis grinned. “Well, they’ve found me now. One of them followed me up here.”

The professor was startled. “Where is he now?”

“In hospital. I sort of made him crash.”

“Well done,” the professor enthused. “Your father must be a very determined old bird to want you back when you so obviously despise him.”

“They’re going to run him for president next year, I read in the papers. He wants me back by his side during the campaign. That way he can appeal to the family voters and keep his eye on me at the same time. There’s enough skeletons in his past to occupy the press without them having a renegade son to write about. After I fed the newspapers that story about my sister—it was true by the way, every word of it—I’m surprised he didn’t take out a contract on my life. That would really suit his style. Perhaps he has already, who knows? I wouldn’t put anything past him.”

“Tell me,” the professor gazed earnestly at his old pupil, “is that why you hate him so much, because of what happened to your sister?”

A look of pain flashed across Inglis’s face and an image formed in his mind. A plain, dumpy girl, her face puffed and blue, her swollen tongue poking obscenely from her puffed lips as her ungainly body swung slowly, back and forth, from the end of a rope attached to an attic rafter. Inglis blinked his eyes savagely several times. The image came to him again and again in dreams. He didn’t want to face it during his waking hours as well. Telling the papers had been a form of catharsis.

“Professor, it’s a long story. I appreciate your concern, but I don’t really want to talk about it. I’ve got something far more important to discuss.”

The old man got up and walked back to the drinks table. “I understand, John. Please carry on.”

Inglis cleared his throat and began. “During the first term of my last year I attended a special course you were giving. It was outside the exam curriculum and only a handful of undergraduates attended. It was, I’m sure you’ll remember, ‘Biological Warfare—the Science and the Morality’.”

“I remember it well,” the professor chuckled. “I almost got booted out of the Department as a result, professor or no professor. A bit revolutionary for the Science Faculty, although you left-wing youngsters lapped it up. What about it?”

“It was a course of eight lectures. The first four dealt with the classic diseases used in such warfare. You gave us a few hints about modern research and the direction it was leading and the next three lectures dealt with the morality of the whole thing. I seem to remember that you defended it fairly well despite a couple of people storming out in disgust. At the end of the seventh lecture you promised to make the last one really interesting. You were going to talk about animals and refused to give any further hints. Well, I waited with a good deal of excitement for the next week, but when the time came, the lecture had been cancelled. We were told that you were suffering from ‘overwork’ and had gone on a sabbatical for two terms.”
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