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Part I: England







Chapter 1

Henderson the cat had no business stalking a muntjac deer many times his own size and weight; the fight was sure to be uneven, and the odds very much favoured the deer.

He dropped into a crouch, slunk forward through the undergrowth, and pounced. The muntjac made a plaintive bark as it lost a chunk of flesh from its flank. It made its second and final bark as Henderson ripped out its throat, and died instantly from shock. The cat feasted on its corpse then pushed on over the bleak Yorkshire moors, looking for bigger and better prey.

Just over the next hill, directly in his path, lay the Yorkshire village of Nobblethwaite.







Chapter 2

A stone whistled past Bob Slawit's ear, missing it by millimetres and almost knocking him off balance.

“Ha, ha ha! Nice one, Nipper!” Said Bigfucka Briggs.

Bigfuckaa was the leader of the Savages, a teenage gang that had been terrorising the villagers of Nobblethwaite for months.

Encouraged by the words of his leader, Nipper Davies pranced up behind Slawit and gave him an energetic kick up the backside. Slawit turned on his attacker, waving his white stick angrily. Unfortunately, he was unable to see much more than a dark shadow which danced nimbly out of range as he swung his stick at it.

“I'll 'ave yer, yer little bastard,” he fumed impotently, as more stones came his way. “I'll make yer bloody well pay.”

As the word 'pay' left his lips, a particularly large stone hit him on the forehead. He staggered backward from the force of it, blood spurting onto the cobbles from the wound it had made. He dropped his stick and covered the wound with his veined old hands.

“Yer little bastards,” he cried, as another kick up the backside sent him sprawling onto the cobbles.

“I'll have yer, I'll have the lot of yer,” he said, waving his fists in the air, as boot after teenage boot landed sickeningly in his ribs.

Slawit had spent most of the afternoon sinking pints of real ale in the Ne'er Do Well, the only pub in the village.

After that, he'd gone to the Nobblethwaite McDonald's and enjoyed a Mega-Bucket of extra-thick blackcurrant milkshake which had bits of something gritty alleged to be real pieces of blackcurrant floating about in it. As the boots struck home, Slawit felt the milkshake and the eight pints of real ale he'd drunk sloshing about his insides in a sinister way.

A boot caught him in the pit of his stomach.

He rolled onto his back and opened his mouth to say “Oh Fuck,” but no words came out.

Instead, a dark purple fountain spurted from his mouth at high pressure. In size and ferocity it resembled a volcanic eruption. It shot into the air, forcefully covering his attackers in vomit. It coated them all liberally, and they fled in disgust, covered in foul-smelling goo.

Once they'd gone, Marjory, the kindly old lady who ran the village bakery, came out of her shop and helped Bob to his feet.

“They're right little terrors, that lot Bob,” she said.

“That's not the word I'd use to describe them,” he replied. “I'd describe them as right little twats.”

“Well, I don't blame you. I just hope they 'aven't hurt you.”

“You what? You hope they haven't hurt me? Did you see what they did? Course they hurt me, the little twats.”

“I'm sorry. I would have helped but I'm scared to death of 'em. I didn't want to risk getting beat up me self, and nor did anyone else round here. We're all scared to death of 'em.”

“What about that copper we have that's meant to be on the village beat? Constable Bryson. Why didn't he come to help me?”

“There's been a lot of coppers made redundant from up at the Nab Police Station, Bob. So, Constable Bryson has to cover ten villages now. He only comes to Nobblethwaite every second Monday and on Bank Holidays.”

“I'll go and ask that gang of young twats to wait till a week on Monday or the next May Day Bank Holiday to beat me up next time then, eh? That way Copper Bryson might have some chance of seeing 'em at it and arresting someone.”

Marjory picked up Slawit's stick and handed it to him.

“I'm very sorry Bob, truly I am.”

“Sorry if I was a bit short with yer. I was angry that's all. It's a good job I were shit-faced cos if I hadn't been I would have felt every one of those bloody kicks. I'll see thee Marjory.”

“Bye bye Bob. Take care, now.”

“I will.”

Slawit made his uncertain way to the side of the road and tapped around with his white stick to get his bearings, then he tapped his way up Nodger Hill, the steep incline which led to Slawit Hall, his home, which was perched alone on the top of the hill, a mile outside Nobblethwaite.

When he got there, he heard a meowing noise as he opened his front door.

“Who are you, little pussycat?” He asked. He bent down and let the unseen cat rub its face against his hand, then he stroked the cat under its chin and touched a collar and name tag. He ran his fingers over the name tag, reading the engraved lettering with his fingertips.

“Henderson,” he said. “So that's your name. Where have you come from? You better come in.”

He pushed open the door as the cat rubbed against his legs.

“Now then,” he said. “I expect you'll want something to eat.”

“Meeow. Meeow. Meeeeooow.”

“I'm not hungry me self, but I'll get you something.”

He opened a kitchen cupboard packed with canned food and groped around with his hand.

“I think you'll like this, lad,” he said, grabbing one of the cans. “I'm pretty sure it's got meat in it.”

He opened the can, scraped the contents onto a side plate, and put the plate on the floor.

The cat sniffed it and walked away.

“Meeow,” he said again.

“What?” Slawit asked. “You couldn't have eaten it that quickly. That's not possible.”

He reached to the floor and felt around and soon enough his fingers encountered a pile of stewed steak in gravy.

“You fussy little bugger,” he said. “Well, if you're not 'aving that, I am. I'll save it for me self to eat later.”

He put the plate in his fridge and searched with his fingers for the leftover bacon on the top shelf.

“You can have this instead.”

He threw the bacon to the floor. Henderson snarled as he pounced on it. He held the meat down with his abnormally large paws, while tearing bits from it with his sharp teeth.

“I've never heard a cat make noises like you do. Yer sound more like a lion than any cat I've ever met,” said Slawit, when he heard Henderson's voracious eating.

“Meeow, meeow, meeeeooow.”

“You can't still be hungry. There must 'ave been at least three quarters of a pound of bacon there. Hang on, I'll see what else I can get yer.”

Slawit groped in his fridge, and found four beef sausages. He lobbed them to the floor and heard a snarling, chewing sound followed by the cat purring. Then:

“Meeow, meeow, meeeeooow.”

“For God's sake, I can't keep up with yer. I haven't got any more food left in the house. You'll have to wait till tomorrow to be fed, when I next go to the shops.”

Slawit went to his front room and tried to read one of his brail books, but it was impossible because of the noise.

“Meeow, meeow, meeeeooow.”

“Hell's teeth,” he said. “I've had enough.”

He went to the front door and opened it.

“Go on,” he said. “Out yer go.”

“Meeow, meeow, meeeeooow.”

As Henderson was showing no inclination to leave, Slawit went to where he thought the cat's meowing was coming from, and prodded around with his white stick. He didn't mean to hurt Henderson, merely to shift him out of the house.

Henderson began playing with the end of the stick, and grabbed it in his mouth. When Slawit found he couldn't move the stick any more, he tried to push Henderson away with his boot. Henderson let go of the stick and playfully sank his teeth into Slawit's boot then pulled them out again.

“Fucking 'ell fire,” said Slawit, quickly retracting his foot.

Blood was spraying from the holes the cat's teeth had made. Slawit hobbled around in a panic, while Henderson eagerly licked up the blood that was dribbling over the kitchen floor.

“Got to get outa here,” Slawit muttered.

He tapped his way upstairs to his bedroom and shut the door.

Then he heard a noise on the landing:

“Meeeow meeow.”

He hopped around in a panic until he'd located his chest of drawers and shifted it as best he could against the door, then hopped to his bed and collapsed on it, breathing heavily.

Meanwhile, Henderson padded downstairs. He knew that kindly humans who fed him at night would generally feed him in the morning too, so he returned to the kitchen and found a cardboard box to curl up in. Then he waited patiently for Slawit's return. After a while he nodded off and dreamed of a terrible accident he'd had some months previously.

He'd been run over by a car which had squashed his midsection flat and killed him.

The next thing he knew, he was waking up in the cellar of his next-door neighbour, Professor Ted Forsyth, who lived at 41 Acacia Avenue in the London borough of Sutton, near Croydon.

Forsyth had built a machine he called the 'Lazarus Engine', and he had used it to raise Henderson from the dead. Unfortunately, the process hadn't quite worked as planned, for it hadn't truly brought Henderson back to life; instead, it had turned him into a zombie cat, or zomcat. Moreover, it hadn't done anything to fix his midsection, which remained flat as a pancake and resembled the blade of a circular saw, owing to his vertebrae protruding up from it.

While Henderson lay in the kitchen dreaming, Slawit got his breath back. As soon as he felt he could move again, he reached out to his bedside cabinet where he kept his telephone, picked up the receiver, and dialled 999.

A young male voice answered his call.

“This is the Emergency Services. Which service do you require?”

“The bloody ambulance service, and be quick about it, and the police, and probably the fire engines too.”

“I'm sorry, sir, what is the emergency? Is it a fire?”

“No, it's a cat. At least that's what I thought it was, and I let it into me house. But I think I've got the Beast of Bodmin Moor in me kitchen or something just like it, and it's tried to take me bloody foot off. I need help fast. I daren't leave me bedroom. I swear to God it'll 'ave me if I do.”

There was a long pause followed by:

“All right, putting you through now, sir.”

A deeper and more mature male voice took over.

“West Yorkshire Police here. Have you been drinking, sir?”

“What's that got to do with anything? I'm in fear of me life. Send some help around right away.”

“What appears to be the problem, sir?”

“A wild animal I let in me house. I thought it was a cat but it's not. It's a bloody panther or something like that.”

“When you let it in, couldn't you see what exactly it was, sir?”

“No I bloody well couldn't. I'm blind.”

“All right, I'll send a car round. What's your address?”

“Slawit Hall, Nodger Hill, Nobblethwaite. And I need an ambulance as well.”

“Very good. What's your name, please?”

“Slawit. Bob Slawit.”

“On its way for you, Mr. Slawit.”

Slawit collapsed on his bed.

After what seemed an interminable wait, there was a knock on his front door. He recognised it immediately as a policeman's knock. He'd heard one before, many years ago, when, as a child, he'd broken a neighbour's window and the police had been called to investigate. After the police had been and gone, his father had given him a leathering of the sort that the twats could have done with on a daily basis.

He heard his front door opening, then he heard the voices of the policemen.

“Christ almighty, what a smell. Doesn't he ever clean this place?”

“Maybe he does, but it must be hard for him, Ben. He's blind.”

“Oh God, that pong. It's enough to make yer eyes water. Hey, Charlie, hang on a minute. What was that?”

“What was what?”

“I just saw something move in the kitchen.”

“Didn't that bloke Slawit say something about a cat?”

“What I just saw was no bloody cat. Get your truncheon out, Charlie. That's it. Oh my God, have you bloody well seen it?”

“I've never seen anything like it. If it gets anywhere near either of us, give it a good whack. Where's my pepper spray?”

Slawit heard a sound like an angry cat hissing, and another sound like a policeman's truncheon hitting something fleshy but very solid. Then he heard:

“Aaaargh!”

“Aaaaaaarrgh!”

He listened for the reassuring sound of coppers' feet coming up the stairs to his bedroom, but none came, not even after ten more minutes. There was just an eerie silence, so he called the emergency services again.

“It's Bob Slawit here, of Slawit Hall,” he said, when he was finally put through to the police. “You've just sent a couple of coppers around to me house to see off this animal that's been terrorising me. Yer need to send reinforcements fast.”

“Why?” The young man who'd taken his call asked.

“I think the two you've just sent me are dead”

“What makes you think that, Mr. Slawit?”

“They came into me house twenty minutes since. I didn't see them, because I'm stuck up here in me bedroom. Anyway, after they came in, they both screamed. Blood-curdling screams they were, and since then I've heard nothing from them. Not a dicky bird. So, I reckon they must've happened some'at. Some'at that didn't do them a right lot of good, if yer get me drift.”

“All right, Mr. Slawit, I'll try to contact the officers now, and see what they're doing.”

“Yer might as well contact the bloody undertakers while yer at it, for all the good that'll do.”

“I'm sure there's no cause for alarm, Mr. Slawit. Please be patient. I'll have to end this call now, so that I can deal with your problem. Your number has come up on my system. I'll call you back if we need to talk further. Good bye.”

“Get yer best team of SWAT men up he-”

The line went dead.

“Fucking arse-holes, honestly!” Said Slawit.

He lay down on his bed listening for cat noises, but all he could hear was the rapid beating of his own heart.







Chapter 3

The man at the Nab police station who'd spoken to Slawit got on the police radio. He heard it ring out to Ben and Charlie, the two constables who'd been sent to Slawit's house, but there was no reply. He radioed Jenny Blackshaw and Keith Foster, two constables who were in a patrol car near Nobblethwaite.

“Jenny, Keith, there's been a report of two of our men going down at Slawit Hall.”

“What's happened to them, Brian?”

“They're said to have been killed by an animal of some kind. It's probably nothing, but I can't get in touch with them. The householder's a local character called Bob Slawit. He's got a reputation for being a bit of a nutter. He says he's trapped in his bedroom. I think he's been drinking. Anyway, I need you to investigate right away.”

“Ten four” said Foster, who liked to imagine that he was a member of the California Highway Patrol, and not just a British Beat Bobby in a crap car.

Jenny put her foot on the accelerator and they sped, blues and twos, to Slawit Hall.

They pulled up in the street outside, and climbed out of their car. It was dark, and the lone house reared up against the night sky. There were no lights on in the house so they switched on their police torches as they approached the front door, which was open.

They went inside with truncheons drawn, just in case, tried the light switches, and found they didn't work. They entered the front room and saw nothing amiss.

They walked into the kitchen and directed their torch beams around the walls then onto the floor.

“Oh. My. God.” Said Foster.

There, in front of him, were the bodies of his colleagues Ben and Charlie. Both had been badly mauled, and Charlie looked as if he'd been half-eaten.

Blackshaw looked at her feet and realised she was standing in blood. For a moment she hesitated, unsure of whether to leave the crime scene for fear of contaminating it, or to approach her colleagues to check if either of them was alive, although that seemed impossible. Nevertheless, she decided that she ought to check, and quickly went over to them. A cursory glance by torchlight when she was up close told her all she needed to know.

She looked at Foster and shook her head.

“Whatever did this, it might still be around,” said Foster. “Better keep your wits about you. You call for backup, and I'll keep watch.”

He took out his pepper spray and held it in one hand with his torch in the other, while Blackshaw called headquarters.

“Okay,” he said, when she had finished the call. “Let's see if we can find the householder.”

They crept upstairs in the darkness with only their torches for illumination. When they reached the landing, Blackshaw called out.

“Mr. Slawit. Mr. Slawit! It's the police.”

“Where have you lot fucking been? I've been stuck up here scared shitless for the last two hours.”

She tried the bedroom door, but it wouldn't move because the chest of drawers was shoved up against it. Foster put his shoulder to the door, they both pushed, and it inched open.

They shone their torches into the bedroom. Slawit was on his bed, the bottom end of which was dark red with dried blood. There was a trickle of blood coming from one of his boots.

“I'll call an ambulance,” said Blackshaw.

“Haven't you got one?” Slawit asked. “I bloody well told 'em to send one.”

The ambulance took two hours to arrive. When it did, Slawit was stretchered inside and taken to the Accident and Casualty department of the Nab Hospital, where he was given a tetanus injection, patched up, and discharged.

By noon the following day he was holding court in his favourite haunt - the Ne'er Do Well pub.

“I tell yer, it wore the Beast of Bodmin Moor,” he said to a walker who'd spent the morning hiking over the moors, and gone to the pub for a refreshing pint, little knowing that he'd be buttonholed by the village bore as soon as he entered the place.

The locals all knew to keep their distance from Slawit. Even the fact that he was partially sighted wasn't enough to earn him the pity to be listened to, these days. They'd all had enough.

“But Bodmin Moor's over three hundred miles south of here,” said the walker.

“Well, it couldn't have been anything else. Unless it wore a cougar,” said Bob.

The walker was half-minded to say “don't be ridiculous,” then he relented.

He saw Bob's white stick and noticed that Bob's eyes never seemed to be quite looking in the direction they should, and he knew that Bob had serious eyesight problems. He felt sorry for him.

He wished he could ask “How would you know? You're blind?” But he couldn't. You didn't treat blind people that way. And besides, he told himself, the old man with the broad Yorkshire accent was probably a half-wit. He certainly sounded like one.

“A cougar, eh?” He said. “I bet you don't get many of those round here.”

The walker tried hard not to sound sarcastic when he said it, but some small note of doubt about the veracity of Bob's story must have entered his voice, because Bob said:

“Are you being a clever bugger, or what?”

“No,” said the walker, “Not at all. I was just saying, you don't get many of those around here. Cougars, I mean. Nor beasts from Bodmin Moor, I expect.” He used the most sincere tone of voice of which he was capable, and this seemed to placate his partially-sighted drinking companion.

“Yer don't,” said Bob. “And I hope to God it stays that way. It's killed two men already. They were a right bloody mess.”

“What were?” The walker asked.

“The two men. The ones that got killed by the animal in me house.”

“When was that?” The walker asked politely.

By now he was convinced that Bob Slawit was unhinged.

“Last night. I shudder to think what'd happen if we had more than one of them things on the loose running around the village. We'd all end up as cat food.”

“Quite” said the walker. “That would be beyond the pale, wouldn't it?”

“Yeah, I'm Bob by the way,” said Slawit, holding out his hand expectantly.

The walker saw how grubby it was, and quickly slipped on a glove before shaking Bob's hand. He made a mental note to wash the glove as soon as he got the chance.

“I'm Owen,” he said. “Owen Blackhead.”

“You should see me foot,” said Bob, raising it from beneath the table so that Owen could get a good look at it. It was covered in bandages. “If I've got one stitch in me foot, I must 'ave got five hundred.”

“That looks painful,” said Owen, planning his escape.

He downed what remained of his pint in one gulp and stood up.

“I really must be going now.”

“I'll be going me self soon. I need to go and get me self some nosebag.”

“Cheerio – er - what did you say your name was?”

“Bob Slawit.”

“Cheerio, Bob. I'll see you when I'm next in Nobblethwaite.”

But not if I can help it, he thought.

Slawit raised his head, his oddly pale eyes darting around randomly.

“Goodbye, young man,” he said, and Owen felt for a moment quite flattered, being well into late middle age.

He left the pub and went to the village bakery for further refreshments, where he was served by Marjory. He felt he could indulge himself with a clear conscience, having just walked the better part of twenty miles over difficult terrain.

“I'll have a slice of apple pie,” he said. “In fact, make that two slices, please.”

He handed over his money, and Marjory handed over his order.

I'll make short work of those, thought Owen.

Before he could grab the bag containing his goodies, he was interrupted by a commotion outside. It was the sound of shouting and laughter. But this was no ordinary shouting and laughing; it sounded evil.







Chapter 4

Owen looked out of the shop window to see what was causing the noise. He saw a gang of five youths standing in a circle. In the middle of the circle stood the partially-sighted bore he'd been talking to in the Ne'er Do Well: Bob Slawit. Owen couldn't hear what was being said, but it was obviously not friendly.

Slawit looked panic-stricken. The youths hadn't done anything to him other than shout at him, but that was enough to have shaken him up. And no wonder, thought Owen. I'd be shaken up if I had that lot around me, shouting and laughing. He might not be able to see them, but just from the sound of their voices, he'll know what they're like.

Owen took the paper bag containing his apple pie from Marjory. He felt he ought to intervene and stop the youths from taunting the old man. At the same time, he worried about what might happen if he did.

Owen Blackhead was a big man, standing over six feet tall, but it was a long time since he'd been involved in any trouble of a physical kind. He was in his forties, and the last time he'd been in a brawl was in his teens. He'd been slim, strong, and quick, when he was a teenager, and he hadn't enjoyed the experience of fighting even then; now, as a middle-aged man, carrying, as he admitted himself, some timber he could do without, he knew that he was ill-equipped for this sort of thing. Still, he couldn't let it go on without at least trying to help in some way.

He decided to remonstrate with the youths, and set his face determinedly. Then he turned towards the door, his heart pumping a little faster at the prospect of the confrontation that lay ahead.

“I wouldn't go out there if I was you.”

It was Marjory, the shopkeeper.

Owen stopped, grateful for the excuse to delay his mission.

“Why not?” He asked.

“That lot are the Savages, one of the gangs from the council estate up the road. If you try to help Bob Slawit, and I can see that's what yer minded to do, they'll 'ave yer. They'll get you on the floor and they'll kick lumps out of you. You'll be leaving the village of Nobblethwaite in an ambulance.”

Owen froze to the spot, his heart beating even faster. He looked out of the window again. The boys were prodding Slawit now, as well as laughing at him. The old man was cursing and making futile gestures with his white stick. One of the youths darted up to him and slapped him in the face, so hard that it spun Slawit's head to one side. Owen saw a trickle of blood leave the old man's mouth.

That's it, he thought, I've got to do something. I can't let this go on.

He left the bakery and marched with the most confident gait he could muster up to the gang of youths. As he approached them, he realised that even though they were all probably only in their mid-teens, four of them were the same size he was, and one of them was considerably bigger than him.

Owen's stomach dropped to his knees, which became oddly weak. He forced himself through the fear barrier and carried on going until he was within a few feet of them. Close enough to make his presence felt, but out of arm's reach so that none of them could sucker punch him.

He wondered whether he should threaten them or be diplomatic. He decided to try diplomacy.

If I do that, he thought, I might get away without any argy-bargy.

“Lads,” he said. No-one took any notice.

“Hey, you! You lot! That's right, you! I'm talking to you!” He shouted. They all turned towards him.

Five pairs of eyes were directed at him, none of them friendly.

Owen wondered if he'd done the right thing. But there was no going back now.

Behind the gang of unfriendly youths, he was vaguely aware of Bob Slawit leaning on his white stick and shaking.

“It's not fair, five of you picking on an old man,” said Owen, adopting a tone of voice that he hoped would sound like the voice of reason.

“We could pick on someone younger, couldn't we, lads?” Said Bigfucka, grinning.

“Why don't you find something better to do with your time?” Owen asked, wondering how he could climb out of the deep pit he felt he'd fallen into.

The gang forgot about the old man and advanced on Owen.

“There must be something more constructive for you to do,” Owen ventured, a note of desperation entering his voice.

“Aye, there is,” said Bigfucka. “But we prefer demolition to construction, don't we lads?”

His crude joke provoked evil guffaws amongst his companions. Owen knew now that whatever he said, he'd have a fight on his hands. It was such a long time since he'd been in a fight, he didn't know what to do. He mixed in middle class circles now, not like he used to when he'd been growing up in Barnsley, and his new values hadn't equipped him to deal with this sort of circumstance. His current lifestyle was all about being reasonable and debating your differences with other people, not flattening them if you disagreed with them.

He tried to remember how he'd handled situations like this in his teens. Not well, he remembered, not even then, when he'd been at the height of his physical powers, but at least he'd been able to run away, and lash out if he was cornered. He had bad knees these days, so running away was out of the question. As for lashing out, he lacked the reflexes he'd had in his youth.

He struck up a fighting pose with his fists raised, hoping against hope he wouldn't have to use them.

“See that, lads?” Said Bigfucka, all thoughts of Bob Slawit having gone from his mind for the time being. “He thinks he's a boxer. This is going to be fun.”

Oh fuck, thought Owen. I should have stayed in the shop.

Bigfucka came towards him with the others close behind.

This was it.

Owen drew back his right fist, hoping he could at least land one blow, preferably a haymaker, before they got him on the ground and kicked him half to death.

Then he heard a strange noise, a noise which changed everything.







Chapter 5

It was a deep growl, like that of a lion, or tiger.

Owen and the Savages turned their heads in amazement to look at the source of the noise.

It was Bob Slawit.

His face was twisted and angry, but not in the way a human being gets angry. His features had taken on a feral quality. He growled again, and this time it was more threatening than before.

Bigfucka laughed.

“What does he think he's playing at?” He asked. “Does he think he can scare us by growling at us?”

Slawit dropped his stick and held up his arms with the elbows bent and his fingers curled as if they were claws.

“He's gone fucking bonkers!” Said Nipper Davies.

“I always knew he was bonkers,” said Bigfucka.

Slawit opened his mouth, stuck his head forward, hissing loudly.

That was when they saw his teeth. He'd developed long canines, like a big cat, and the rest of his teeth had become pointed. He dropped on all fours and hissed again, his face twisted even more, if that was possible.

“I'm not having this,” said Bigfucka. “If he thinks he can scare us by putting a set of joke teeth in his mouth and hissing like a tabby cat, he's got another thing coming.”

Bigfucka took a short run up, and, after drawing back his right leg, booted Slawit full in the mouth. But Slawit, even though he was blind, sensed the kick coming, opened his jaws to receive Bigfucka's foot, then closed his teeth on it. He clamped them down, and blood sprayed in all directions from Bigfucka's foot.

“Aaaaargh!” He cried. “He's a bloody nutter. 'Elp me.”

He tried desperately to extricate his foot from Slawit's mouth, but Slawit held on to it.

Nipper Davies picked up Slawit's white stick and began beating on his back, but it didn't seem to hurt Slawit, who closed his jaws tighter, severing Bigfucka's foot in two. He turned his head to one side, chowing down on the half-foot he held in his mouth, including the half boot that had come with it.

Bigfucka's blood surged like a fast-flowing river from the remains of his boot. He fell to the ground crying, while nursing his leg in his arms.

Owen backed away, baffled by the strange turn of events. He'd felt out of his depth before, but this wasn't a matter of mere depth, it was a matter of something else – something alien. The situation was totally outside his experience. Bigfucka had got no more than he deserved, Owen thought, and now it was he who needed Owen's help. But, Owen wondered, was he willing to stay around and give his help with that thing on the loose, whatever it was?

Nipper and the rest of the gang tried to get Bigfucka to his feet.

Slawit finished the food he had in his mouth. He'd suddenly acquired a covering of ginger fur, and his eyes no longer darted randomly around. His pupils narrowed and turned red. He sniffed at the river of blood on the pavement, then raised his head to see where the blood was coming from. Bigfucka was on his feet by now, with his arms across the shoulders of two of his cohorts, one to either side of him. Nipper Davies got between them and Slawit, waving the white stick in Slawit's direction, in an attempt to keep him at bay. The other two gang members were cowering behind Bigfucka.

Claws emerged from the ends of Slawit's fingers. He shrunk, and became more muscular. His ears moved up towards the top of his head and grew points on them.

He wriggled free of his clothes, and pawed at the white stick as if it was a plaything. Nipper Davies made the mistake of prodding him in the face with it. That was when he pounced.

Within seconds, Davies was on his back.

“Gerrofferme!” He shouted, as Slawit tore his face off.

“Let's get outa here lads!” said Bigfucka.

Owen considered this to be sound advice, and fled to what he thought was a safe distance. He watched the rest of the goings on from the corner at the end of the road. He took out his mobile and tried to film the incident, but his hands were shaking so much that he didn't get any clear images.

Nipper stopped protesting, then stopped moving, and Slawit lost interest in him. He looked up to see Bigfucka trying to make his getaway.

Perhaps there was some vestige of human memory left in Slawit, allowing him to remember the torments that Bigfucka had put him through; or possibly he was driven simply by bloodlust. Whatever the reason, he pounced on Bigfucka, pulling him to the ground.

Bigfucka's last pleading words were: “I'm sorry, Bob, honest. I was only playing, I didn't mean to hurt you, or anything. Please let me go, will you? Please?”

The words were still leaving his mouth when Slawit ripped off his lips.

The last thing he said wasn't a word, indeed, it fell short of being even a syllable.

“Wwwwwwww…”

When Slawit had finished with Bigfucka's face it looked like it'd gone through the electric mincing machine in the butcher's shop on the village High Street. It was a new model, the BVR 600 De Luxe, which could mince an entire cow in under two minutes. The way Bob Slawit was shaping up, he was almost a match for it.

Having minced up most of Bigfucka, he went after the remaining three members of the gang, and did for them all in short order. By the time he was done, the high street was awash with blood. The villagers, who'd all stayed indoors because of the threat of the gang, locked and bolted their doors when it became evident that Bob Slawit, or the thing that Slawit had become, was a bigger threat than the gang had ever been.

Marjory called the police.

“Send someone out here quick,” she said. “It's a cat, or a man-cat, and it's killing people.”

“I'm sorry, what's happening, madam?”

There's something out there and it's attacking people.”

“Very good, madam, what's the address?”

“The village high street, Nobblethwaite.”

“A car is on its way Madam. Please tell me again the nature of the emergency.”

“There's a big cat and it's attacking folk. Send an ambulance and men with guns.”

“How big is the cat?”

“About the size of the ginger tom that lives next door but one, Frederick he's called. He's a right little bugger, he keeps shitting on my geraniums.”

“So, about the size of a domestic cat?”

“Yes, but a very big domestic cat.”

“And it's attacking people. What's it doing to them?”

“So far it's ripped some throats out, minced a man's face, and torn another man's lips off.”

“And a cat has done all this, you say?”

“That's right, a bloody cat.”

“Thank you, madam. I'll pass the information on to the team who will be sent to assist.”

During the two-hour wait for the emergency services to arrive, Slawit stripped Bigfucka's corpse bare of flesh, and then he set off exploring. An instinct took him in the direction of Nodger Hill. He came to the street corner that Owen Blackhead was hiding behind – more cowering than hiding, if truth be known – and stopped for a moment when he saw Owen.

Owen looked at the cat and felt himself shrinking with fear. He would have tried to run despite his bad knees, but his legs felt incapable of carrying his weight.

The ginger cat that Slawit had become stared at him with an unflinching gaze and then, for reasons which can only be guessed at, ignored Owen and continued its journey up Nodger Hill.

Owen was so relieved that he collapsed to the ground. When he'd recovered his wits, he got to his feet and went back to the Ne'er Do Well pub.

“I'll have a triple whiskey please,” He said to the landlady.

The man next to him had also ordered a triple whiskey. He turned to Owen.

“Did you see that? I've never seen the like. What the hell was it?” He asked.

Owen shook his head.

“I dunno. I still can't believe what I saw. It could have been a were-cat if there is such a thing.”

“I don't know what the hell it was either, but I'm staying in here till the police arrive.”
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