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Аннотация
The chill grey waters of the North Sea off the Scottish coast are treacherous at the best of times and become even more so when something attacks an offshore oil rig.
An old friend calls for S-Squad�s expertise but what they find is a bigger enemy by far than any they have previously encountered.
This time they�re going to need bigger guns.
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Corporal Wiggins had a quandary. It had been bothering him all morning, from a rude, too early awakening in barracks in Lossiemouth, through the frantic spell of kitting up and the equally frantic helicopter then SUV trip to Aberdeen airport then the docks. Now they were here on the deck of the oil rig supply vessel, leaving Aberdeen harbour behind them, and it still bothered him.
It wasn�t anything he could speak to the others about� well, maybe the sarge, if he was listening. Wiggo had always taken it upon himself to be the squad clown, the one on whose shoulders fell the weight of lifting spirits and keeping things moving along at pace when things weren�t going well or a slow watch was dragging its heels.
The trouble was that the sarge, the usual brunt of Wiggo�s jokes, couldn�t be baited anymore; Hynd had a new woman in his life, it was still in its fledgling stages, and Wiggo refused to do anything that might disturb the newfound peace of mind of a man he�d looked up to since his own early days in the service. The sarge had been to hell and back, not just in the squad, but in his personal life too, suffering the death of his wife just a few years previously. If a new woman was going to help him recover some equilibrium, Wiggo wasn�t going to get in the way.
The captain, of course, was off limits as far as jokes aimed at him was concerned; Wiggo enjoyed being a corporal, hoped to make sergeant sometime in the future, and knew where his bread was buttered. Captain Banks liked a joke as much as the rest of them, but usually when it wasn�t aimed in his direction.
That just left Davies and Wilkins, both youngers, relatively speaking, both subordinates of his, and one black and one newly outed as gay. Teasing them felt like kicking puppies.
So it came down to the fact that Wiggo keeping his big mouth shut was probably for the best all �round.
But it was proving to be a constant struggle. Wiggo had been forced to choose either garrulousness or withdrawal at an early age; he�d grown up in a big family and while the men were at work, the women gathered for tea, biscuits, and chat; mothers, sisters, aunties, cousins, neighbors, and Auntie June Cobbley and all, with a posse of kids milling around underfoot. To avoid losing himself in the melee, Wiggo had chosen performance art, retelling schoolyard jokes, making up daft stories, getting loud, and generally ensuring that everybody always remembered he was there.
It had become more than a habit; it became a way of life, and had followed him� and got him into more fights than he cared to remember� through schoolyard, street gangs, Borstal, and finally, a new home here in the squad. He�d at long last found where he fit.
But the old habits, even although no longer required, refused to be permanently broken and eventually the dam burst and he spoke up, breaking a silence that had been ongoing as they all stood on the deck of the vessel for a smoke.
�So what is it this time, Cap?� he asked. �Must be some big stooshie to get us on the move so fast.�
�I would tell you,� Captain John Banks replied, �but why spoil the surprise? Finish up the fags, lads, there�s coffee below, and we�ll brief you there.�
�We?� Wiggo said. �You got somebody hiding in your pocket, Cap? There�s naebody here but us chickens.�
Wiggo was proved wrong when they went below deck and followed the captain into a small cramped room. Wiggo�s heart sank when he saw who was waiting there for them. The last time he�d seen Alexander Seton had been on the shores of Loch Ness, at the conclusion of the affair with the monster. It had been a clusterfuck of enormous proportions in the course of which Wiggo had lost his best friend in the service. Seeing the small ginger-haired man again brought it all flooding back in an instant and an anger rose up in him that he had to fight hard to keep down.
�Don�t tell me� more fucking monsters,� he said, and headed for the coffee machine where he could safely keep his back to Seton and win himself a few seconds to control his emotions while the cap introduced Seton to Wilkins and Davies. The two privates had only joined the squad in the aftermath of the debacle so they didn�t know the history and Wiggo saw that Davies in particular appeared puzzled by the corporal�s reaction.
�Long story, lad,� Wiggo said, surprised to find he could keep his voice low and calm. �I�ll tell you over a pint sometime.�
The captain called for quiet. Wiggo expected him to begin the briefing and was surprised when the floor was ceded to Seton.

At least, the wee man had the manners to look apologetic.
�I�m afraid it�s my fault you�re here,� he began in his soft Highland brogue. �If it turns out to be a wild goose chase, I�ll stand for a good bottle of Scotch for each of you. But if I�m right, it�s a job that this team, and only this team, are suited to investigate.�
�It�s fucking monsters again. I fucking knew it,� Wiggins said and was silenced by a single glance from the captain before Seton continued.
�Monster, singular,� he said. �Or at least, I hope so. But that�s getting ahead of myself. So let�s go back to the beginning, or as near to it as I can get.�
He settled into a sing-song, story-telling style of voice as he continued.
�I was in Aberdeen at the University Library a few weeks back, doing some research when I first got a clue there was something amiss. I overheard two young students talking about a lost fishing boat; I believe one of them had a relative aboard the boat and was worried for their safety. However, these things happen at sea, so I didn�t think much of it at the time, but later that night in my hotel bar I got chatting to a chap who knew the story.
�That�s when things started to get interesting. Apparently, there�s been a spate of boats going missing these past two years, and the local consensus is that it�s all been since a new rig went up. Of course fishermen being fishermen, there are as many theories as there are herring and, short of any tangible proof of any kind, the authorities, not keen on upsetting the money men in the oil business, were willing to sweep everything under the carpet as a series of unfortunate, yet coincidental, accidents. I, however, have good reason to think otherwise.�
He paused, patting at his pockets as if looking for something.
�Is that it? You�ve got us out here because of a story you heard in a bar? I heard some tales about Sweaty Betty, the bike of Balloch in the mess last night, but I didn�t go jetting off to Loch Lomond in search of her today. Although maybe I should have, eh? Might have been more fun than this shite. Is that really all you�ve got?�
�Wiggo?� the captain said, making the corporal turn and look at him. �Shut the fuck up for once.�
Seton hadn�t taken offence, and even smiled. He�d taken a pipe from his pocket and although he hadn�t lit it, was chewing away at the stem with what appeared to be pleasure.
�Of course that isn�t all,� he said softly. �Give me time, I�ll get �round to it at my own pace if you give me time. We�ve got a few hours until we reach our destination, so settle down and I�ll tell you a story.�
�So it�s fucking Jackanory now, is it?� Wiggo muttered, but kept it to little more than a whisper so as not to draw the captain�s attention again.
Seton continued after another chew at his pipe stem.
�You lads who met me before know of my peculiar enthusiasms, of course. This old brain has been filled with curios and nonsense for a great many years, all rattling around in there like an unfinished jigsaw puzzle. And all the talk of disappearing boats struck a chord in me, found a piece that fit onto another piece and dredged up some even older research I�d been working on and abandoned many years ago.
�The chill, grey waters of the North Sea have long been notorious. Boats have been getting lost there for centuries, millennia even. Who knows how many dead lie in the cold depths and what stories they might tell if they could be persuaded? But to return directly to the topic at hand; my particular area of interest, as you know, is in the cryptozoological, and in aquatic beasties in particular.�
�Tell us the one about Thor and the fishing boat, go on� you know you want to,� Wiggo said.
�You�re better educated than you pretend to be, Corporal. But that story is also germane� it might even have come from a memory of the same beast.�
�Don�t bother trying to flatter me,� Wiggo muttered, �you�re not my type.� But again so low and under his breath that this time no one paid him any heed.
�Another visit to the University Library, then to the private collection in the crypts of St. Giles Cathedral quickly brought back to my memory the story that had been eluding me. It dates back all the way to just after the Norman conquest, and the fortification of Dunnottar Castle down in Stonehaven. Much quarrying was required, and many boats arrived and departed up and down the coast with supplies for the work. Some of them never arrived in port, and a story quickly spread of a sea-serpent. There were no conflicting rumors or theories this time; it was a general consensus, which in itself is somewhat remarkable.
�I found a contemporary description in St. Giles, and I�d like to read it to you; it�s in cod-Latin, but I�ve translated as best as I am able.�
He took out a single sheet of paper and read.
�It was a hideous thing, full half-a-league in length and broader in girth than the hull of our ship. Its head was similar to that of a great horse, with a mouth of teeth each as long as a man and as sharp as any axe. Silver it was, and gold and yellow and green all at once and all a-shimmer in the sun. It came up out of the sea like a leaping salmon and landed squarely on top of us. And it sang, a mournful thing like a dirge, as if in sorrow at the carnage it wrought. Of a crew of thirty, mere twa o� us survived to tell the tale.�
Seton folded the paper and put it back in his breast pocket.
�Is that it?� Wiggo said and laughed. �An auld wifie�s story is all you�ve got? Best get that whisky in now, man; I think you need it more than us.�
Seton waited until the laughter of the other�s had died down before replying, and when he did, his tone was solemn.
�No, Corporal, that is not all I�ve got, unfortunately. With regard to that story, I could take you to a wee kirk near Stonehaven where you can still read the gravestones that mark where the men from that boat are interred; several of them even show depictions of the serpent, just as the writer described it. But germane to my story as it is, the history is not why you are here.
�You�re here because last night, at nine o�clock, something hit one of the oil rigs out to the north and east of us here. A man who happened to be looking the right way at the right time reported seeing, and I quote verbatim as it was said to me on the phone, ��a bloody enormous fucking snakey thing, green and silver and gold all at once. And do you want to hear the strangest thing? The bloody beastie was singing.��
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Captain Banks had been watching Seton closely. The wee man seemed sincere enough and didn�t appear to be trying to yank their chains but even despite everything they�d encountered and seen these recent years, Banks was still having trouble believing the tale.
�So it�s what, exactly? A thousand-year-old beastie that just happens to be back now?�
Seton shrugged.
�It appears so. I might conjecture it has something to do with a renewed period of drilling in that particular area, a disturbance that might mirror the quarrying done at Dunnottar all those years ago, but that would only be conjecture.�
�In that case,� Banks continued, �I�ve got another question or you. I understand the rig managers being concerned about something strange happening at the rig. But why you? How did you get to be the one involved enough to be able to persuade our colonel to send us?
Seton tapped the side of his nose and smiled.
�I ken a man who kens a man. One of the benefits of a great age spent mixing with people who mix in the corridors of power. Besides, you got the job done at Loch Ness� I knew immediately this was something you should be involved in.�
�Don�t do us any more favors, would you not?� Wiggo said bitterly. The corporal stood and left before Seton could reply, and Banks let him go; Wiggo wasn�t the only one who�d mourned for the loss of their previous corporal on the shores of Loch Ness.
Banks turned his attention to Seton.
�So you�ve got us here. What do you expect us to do? Short of hiring a sub and roaming the seas, I don�t see that there�s much we can do.�
�I don�t think we�ll have to go searching, Captain,� Seton replied. �I think it�ll come to us. They�ve already started drilling again as of about an hour ago. If my hunch is right, whatever�s down there will be coming up again for another look.�
It appeared Seton had said all there was to say. Banks addressed the squad.
�Looks like it�s another monster hunt, lads,� he said. �I�ve got nothing to offer beyond what the man here said; we�ll get to the rig and see what�s what. We�ll have to plan this one as it comes. We�ve got a couple of hours sailing before that, so take a breather or get your heads down. Report back here at fourteen hundred hours; we should be getting close by then.�
Banks waited until the men had dispersed then followed Seton as they went back up on deck. Wiggo was just finishing a smoke; he flipped the still glowing butt overboard and walked away, head down, without acknowledging either Banks or Seton.
Banks took a cigarette from Seton when the older man offered.
�He blames me for the Loch Ness thing, doesn�t he?� Seton said.
�No, that�s not it. He blames himself, the same way I do. Losing a man is tough. Losing a friend is tougher. Then, just when you think you might have put it behind you, a face from the past pops up and the memories� and emotions� come back as if they�ve never been gone.�
Seton nodded.
�I know that for myself from bitter experience. But I meant what I said back there�the things we saw at Loch Ness might be useful in figuring out what is going on here.�
Banks remembered the house on the lochside, the nightmare descent into the bowels of the earth and the magical practices they�d uncovered.
�There�s no mumbo-jumbo involved, is there? A big beastie I can handle but all that pseudo-mystical bollocks can go fuck itself.�
Seton shrugged again.
�With cryptozoological beasts such as this one, there is always an almost mythical element; what we carry in our heads and hearts becomes reflected in the physical environment and is made real in many cases.�
Banks laughed.
�See, pseudo-mystical bollocks. I knew it.�
Seton had the good grace to laugh in return.
�I cannot promise you a one hundred percent physically real beastie,� he said. �But I can promise to keep out of your way until we are sure one way or the other. Please don�t discount my expertise just because it doesn�t fit your personal mental construct, Captain. It might get us both killed.�
Even as Seton spoke, Banks was remembering times when reality had seemed malleable�in the Amazon with snakes who might be people or people who might be snakes, in Antarctica with a flying saucer that thrummed with a power sufficient to revive the dead, and, of course, on Loch Ness, where the same wee man that stood before him now had shown himself capable of using a magic ritual to soothe a savage beast.
�I�ll return a promise to you then,� Banks said. �You watch our backs, and I promise to watch yours.�

They stood smoking in silence for a while looking out over the North Sea, each lost in thought. It was a chill, grey day despite it being only August, the promise of autumnal winds and swell to come already evident across the face of the water. Banks� recent adventures in the heat of the Congo seemed farther than a world away and he pulled his jacket tight around his chest as a fresh breeze threatened to cut him in two.
�Discretion is the better part of valor in this weather,� he said, more to himself than to Seton, but the older man seemed to agree, and they went back together to the coffee room. All of the other members of the squad were already there around the small table playing three card brag for cigarettes. As usual, Sergeant Hynd was winning, and Banks knew better than to get involved when the sarge was on a streak; it had taken him years of bitter experience to gain that solitary bit of wisdom. He could only hope the other lads didn�t take that long to gain it for themselves; there might not be enough cigarettes in the world.
Over the next few hours, he was proved right�the sarge accumulated smokes on his side of the table while emptying the others out; young Wilkins got wiped out first, then Davies. Wiggo held on pluckily but in the end, the sarge was able to squirrel away all four packs that had been on the table. The game had been of some use though, for Wiggo seemed to be back to his old self.
�Hey, wee man,� he said, addressing Seton. �Any chance of an advance on that whisky? I�m gasping here.�
Seton surprised them by reaching into his inside pocket and bringing out a hip flask.
�I never leave home without it,� he said, smiling. �Slainte.�
He passed the flask to Wiggins who took a long gulp then passed it on. Both privates turned it down, but first the sarge and then Banks took slugs of their own. He knew as soon as it touched his lips it was the best quality stuff, going down smooth like warm honey and immediately bringing a glow to his belly that quickly spread out; the water of life indeed. Banks had a look at the flask before handing it back. It looked old, burnished silver at a guess, and carved with an intricate depiction of a serpent eating its own tail. He raised an eyebrow as he passed it back to Seton. The smaller man smiled again.
�As your corporal would say, that�s a long story for another time over a pint. Let�s just say it�s a family tradition. The rest of the story will have to wait. I believe we are nearing the rig.�
As if in reply to Seton�s words, the sound of the engines changed somewhere below and the boat took a slight lurch to starboard. The rig came into view on the porthole window on that side.
�All ashore who�s going ashore,� Seton said.

It only took Banks two minutes to get the squad in order, kitted up, and ready to move out.
Sergeant Hynd held Banks back as they were about to leave the room.
�John,� he said. �There�s something I need to talk to you about.�
�John, is it?� Banks replied, laughing. �It must be serious.�
He saw that the sarge wasn�t joking and they�d been friends long enough for him to also see that wherever it was, it was troubling the other man a great deal.
�We don�t have time now,� Banks replied, �but when we get a quiet moment I�ll cadge the auld man�s hip flask, we�ll share the whisky, and you can tell me what this is all about. Deal?�
�Deal,� Hynd replied. �But don�t leave it too long, eh?�
By the time they arrived on deck, the boat was already being tied up and there was an open cage elevator waiting on the other side of the docking bay.
A small man clad in a bulky over jacket several sizes too big for him ran across the open area towards them.
�The boss is in his office. He says to go on up; second floor, second on the right, you can�t miss it.�
There was no sign that any provision had been made for the squad or their kit and Banks wasn�t about to leave any of either standing on a cold, windy dock, so they squashed together, men and kit all squeezed into the elevator which wheezed clanked and clattered as if protesting against the weight as it took them up to the second-floor corridor. The rig manager�s office was likewise basic and cramped, but they all fit inside well enough. They dumped their kit on the floor as a burly bear of a man came �round from behind his desk to greet them.
He shook Banks by the hand, ignored Seton�s outstretched offer of a handshake, and took Banks by the arm, over to the desk.
�Sorry to have to drag you and your men all the way out here for nothing,� he said in a broad Northern English accent. �You were on your way before I could stop you; that wee scaremongering ginger bastard�s fault no doubt. It�s all a big misunderstanding, a prank that got out of hand. The man�s been disciplined and the rig is fully operational. There�s nothing to see here. You can go home as soon as the boat has delivered its supplies.�
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Wiggo was standing next to Seton and saw the older man bristle at the manager�s tone and insult. Seton made to step forward, but Wiggo put a hand on his arm and when Seton turned to him, Wiggo whispered.
�Let the captain deal with it diplomatically.�
Banks was already replying to the manager.
�I�m afraid I can�t do that, sir,� he said. �I have my orders.�
�And this rig belongs to the company. You have no jurisdiction here.�
�Actually, sir, that�s incorrect. In matters of civil defence, the Armed Forces have authority over the country�s sovereign waters and any vessel operating therein.�
�Civil defence? What the fuck are you here to defend against?�
Banks� voice never rose at all, but he was smiling as he replied.
�That�s what we�re here to find out. Now if you�ll excuse us, sir, we have a job to do. Is there somewhere we can billet?�
The manager�s mouth opened, but he took one look in Banks� eyes and shut it again fast. The conversation was over, it had just taken him a while to realize it.
Wiggo winked at Seton.
�See, I told you he was a diplomat.�
The rig manager�the badge on his shirt said his name was Ian Smith�appeared to have lost what little fight he had in him and had all the appearance of a defeated beach ball as he replied to the captain.
�You can kip down in the floatel,� he said, �but there�s no bunks, we�re running at a full complement at the moment. You can bed down in the mess hall if you�d like, although there�s people in and out of there all the time as we run a rotating shift system.�
If he thought that was going to put Banks off, he was quickly put right as the captain smiled again.
�No problemo. Show us the way and we�ll get out of your hair.�

The floatel proved to be an almost cubical floating hotel that appeared to slowly move around the rig attached to a rotating platform.
�Computers,� the man who had been given the job of showing them off the rig said. �They keep the thing head on into any weather that�s around so that it stays relatively stable in the water.�
�And does that work?� Wiggo asked and got an answering laugh.
�No� as often as the bosses would like it to.�
Wiggo looked out to sea. There was a heavy swell on now and the floatel bobbed and tossed in it alarmingly. He turned to Seton again.
�I hope you�ve got more of that good whisky, wee man. I think it�s going to be a long afternoon and night.�
They left the rig itself and traversed a walkway that swayed and bucked alarmingly. The man with them took it as calmly as if he was out for a stroll in the park and laughed again at Wiggo�s obvious alarm.
�Dinna fash, lad. It�s safer than Sauchiehall Street.�
�Aye, but that�s not saying much, is it?� Wiggo replied, but followed when Banks led, relieved to reach the other side without mishap. �If I�d wanted a roller coaster, I�d have gone to Blackpool.�
The man showed them inside. The mess hall was in the dead center of the floating hotel and as such bucked and rolled to a lesser extent than the area around it.
�Yer boss did us a favor after all,� Wiggo said to their guide.
�Aye, a lot of us spend most of our free time here,� he said. �Here or up top if the weather�s good.� He pointed to a spiral staircase in the center of the room. �There�s a pair of storm doors at the top; the code�s 1234 so don�t forget it.�
He was still laughing as he waddled away, leaving the squad in the echoing mess hall. A Scottish voice called out from behind the long food counter.
�Can I help you, boys? The boss said you�re to have anything you want from the menu.�
�Grub. It�s about bloody time,� Wiggo said. �I�m starving here.�
�It�ll have to wait,� Banks said. �Wilkins, you get to stay here with the kit. Don�t let anybody play with it. The rest of you are with me. It�s time we had a look-see up top and figure out why we�re here.�
Wiggo had a despairing look back at the food counter, dumped his kit with the rest at a spare table then followed the captain up the spiral stairway.

They emerged into what felt like a strengthening gale. The sea roiled in white horses all around and a heavy swell rocked the floatel so much that the horizon disappeared below the rim and appeared again with each wave. Above them, up on the rig they could see men clambering around as if indifferent to the weather.
�They�re not still drilling in this, are they?� Wiggo asked, having to raise his voice to be heard. It was Seton who answered.
�From what I can gather, this is considered mild, almost clement.�
�I�d hate to see what they call bad weather.�
�We might get a chance,� Sergeant Hynd replied. He pointed north and east, to where the sky was noticeably darker. The rising wind was coming out of that direction and it looked like it was driving a storm before it.
�We�re no use to man nor beast standing here,� Banks shouted as the wind rose another notch. �Wiggo had the right idea after all. Let�s get some grub inside us and see if this blows over.�
Seton wanted to argue.
�But what if the beast shows up?�
�If it�s as big as you�ve suggested, our weapons won�t make much difference, considering we�re unlikely to get a decent aim with all this rocking and rolling. What do you suggest we use? Harsh language?�
A burst of rain accompanied the next gust of wind and that was enough even for Seton. They all fled inside, eager to escape the wind that whistled in their ears and tugged at their jackets.

Wiggo was last in the queue for food when they approached the serving area. The cook on the other side of the counter made a point of waiting until everyone else had moved off before leaning over and whispering, almost conspiratorially.
�I hae the gen on whit happened wi� Willie McLeod, if you�re interested?�
Wiggo answered in kind, keeping his voice low.
�Was he the mannie who saw the beastie?�
�The very man. Meet me at the rear of the scullery when you�ve had your dinner; I�ll be out the back having a smoke and we can talk there where naebody will hear us.�
�Dinner� proved to be a stodgy quarter-pound cheeseburger and greasy chips and it was still sitting like a heavy brick in Wiggo�s belly when he made his way through the scullery and out a door to the rear.
The wind hit him immediately, slamming the door hard at his back.
�Over here,� a voice shouted to his left, and Wiggo followed it �round a corner into an alcove completely sheltered from the elements. The cook�his name badge said he was Tom�stood there with a cigarette cupped inside his hand against the wind. He shifted to one side to make enough room for Wiggo beside him. Wiggo lit up one of his own smokes before talking.
�So, the story that the big boss up on the rig is spinning is a load of shite, is it?�
The cook laughed.
�Shite, pish and bollocks all at the same time, although it�s nothing new coming from him. He�s just trying to cover his arse, but you�ve seen him. So you ken it�s too big to be hidden away. It�s the talk of the rig, even if he�s trying to whitewash it.�
�I�ll tell you whit happened�� He paused, took a long drag at his cigarette then began. �We were in the mess last night, about nine o� clock. The afternoon shift came off the clock, hungry after a long day�s drilling. Willie wasn�t with them at that point; he was up top having a fag. It was a calm night, not like now so it came as a wee shock to us all when the whole floatel swung to one side then back again. I damn near got a hot pan of oil down my crotch, three lads tumbled to the floor off their chairs, and a wheen of dinners, plates, and cutlery slid off the tables and smashed on the floor. It was a hell of a mess, I can tell you.
�And then doon the stairs comes Willie, white as a sheet and ranting about a bogle out on the water. Now Willie�s no� the most imaginative of men; in fact, I�d go as far as to say that his brain is sawdust most of the way through and the only use it gets is figuring the odds at the bookies. So we lads in the mess were inclined to believe him when he said he�d seen something, although there was only the dark waters to be seen when we went to have a look for ourselves. But Willie was adamant, and caused such a stooshie that the boss heard of it.
�That was when the story started to change. The boss had Willie in his office for near an hour, and when they came out, the tale went �round that Willie had been caught drinking and that no more was to be said on the matter. Of course, somebody�s mouth kept working, otherwise you lads wouldn�t be here, but the rest of us ken which side our bread is buttered and have been keeping schtum.
�But here�s the thing� Willie was brought up in the Dippers, his folks are strict Baptist and I ken he goes to services religiously when he�s ashore; if he took a drink, then I�m Mickey Mouse.�
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Banks listened without speaking while Wiggo reported on his conversation with the cook.
�And you don�t think he�s having us on?� he asked when the corporal finished.
�No, Cap. I think I trust him a damned sight more than the bag of wind upstairs.�
Banks spoke quietly, as if to himself.
�And it fits Seton�s story better than the brush off that was given to us earlier. I think it�s time I had another wee word with the man up top. You hold the fort here, Wiggo. The sarge and I will go and see if the boss man wants to change his story.�
�I�ll tag along too,� Seton said. �The big fart owes me an apology.�
�You going tooled, Cap?� Wiggo said, nodding towards the kit bag where the rifles were stowed.
Banks patted the pistol at his hip.
�This will do for now. We�ll be back in half an hour. Don�t get up to any mischief.�
�You ken me, Cap.�
�Aye. That�s what I�m worried about.�

By the time the three of them arrived outside the manager�s office, they were soaked through. The trip across on the walkway had been a hair-raising one, Wiggo�s earlier comparison with a roller-coaster being even more apt now that the wind and swell had gone up another notch and horizontal rain lashed into their faces. But there was a stout guard rail to hold on to and they were never in any real danger. Likewise, the elevator clanked and creaked alarmingly in the wind but Banks reckoned it had seen plenty of such journeys in this kind of weather and worse so wasn�t worried for their safety. All the same, they were all soaked through and dripping wet in the corridor when he raised his fist and rapped, hard, three times on the manager�s door.
�Come in,� the voice shouted from the other side.
As they entered, Banks closed the door behind them and turned to see that the big man behind the desk was most definitely unhappy.
�Well, I hope you�re pleased with yourself,� he said to Banks. �Because of waiting for you in Aberdeen, the supply boat was late arriving. Now it�s stuck here, and it�ll be moored up for the duration of the storm. On top of that there�s a load of new supplies waiting back at port, some of it perishable foodstuff. It�s a fucking logistical nightmare in the making. And it�s your bloody fault, listening to fucking fairy stories and nonsense. A grown man like you� you should be ashamed of yourself.�
�Sorry to have inconvenienced you,� Banks said, keeping his voice calm but making sure his tone implied exactly the opposite. �But your logistical problems don�t concern me. What does concern me is what you did to make McLeod change his story when you had him in here last night.�
�Christ. It didn�t take long for you to shove your nose into my business, did it? Change his story? That was simple. All it took was to sober him up.�
�Aye, that and a bloody miracle worker,� Banks said sharply, allowing his voice to rise for the first time. �You must be, if you can sober up a tee-totaller.� He saw the man�s face drop. �You didn�t know, and you didn�t bother to check. You hectored and bullied him, didn�t you? Threatened to give him the sack, I�d guess. Did you tell him he�d be on the first boat home? You don�t give a fuck about your crew, do you? You were only worried about your bottom line.�
�That�s all I�m paid to worry about,� Smith replied, but now there was a petulant whine in his voice, like a kid after being caught misbehaving.
�Never mind about that. What else did you learn from the man that you haven�t told us? Just tell us what you really know about this creature. Either that or fetch McLeod here and I�ll ask him myself.�
�Creature? There is no bloody creature,� Smith replied, more sure of his ground. �Drunk or not, McLeod couldn�t have seen what he said he�d seen. It�s just not possible.�
It was Seton who replied.
�And yet I�m here to tell you that it is.�
�You?� Smith laughed. �You�re a nutter. There are no beasties, no monsters, you deluded old fuck.�
Banks spoke up softly.
�If he�s a deluded fuck, then so are we, for we�ve seen some of his �beasties�. Killed them even. That�s why we�re here. We�re what you might call experts, although my corporal prefers the term �monster magnets�.�
Smith looked from Banks to Seton and back again and Banks saw both confusion and doubt in the man�s eyes.
�Look,� Banks said. �Seton here really is an expert. The top brass believes him, we believe him, so you�d better start at least considering the idea, before it�s too late for everybody on this rig.�
Before Smith could reply, the floor shifted suddenly beneath them and the walls rang with an impact, as if something had hit the rig hard.
�What was that?� Banks said.
�The supply boat at a guess,� Smith replied, reaching for the waterproof that hung behind his seat. �From the sound of that hit, she�s slipped her moorings in the storm. That�s all we fucking need.�
They followed the rig manager out into the storm.

At first, Banks wasn�t sure what they were seeing when they looked down at the dock from their high vantage. The water beneath them seethed and roiled, too violently even accounting for the storm. The supply boat had indeed broken from its moorings and lurched sickeningly up and down from fore to aft, splashing hard with each move and raising washes of water across the dock.
Then they saw, or at least caught glimpses, of the cause of the commotion. Something huge moved beneath the boat, silver and gold and green all at once, moving in sinuous waves to and fro as if searching for something.
�Still think there�s no beastie?� Seton shouted in the manager�s face. �What the fuck do you call that then?�
The rig manager called out, a cry of alarm that was immediately lost in the wind as the thing below the supply boat surged upward, a great maw gaping, filled with teeth, wider by far than the boat itself, engulfing the small vessel completely inside its mouth as the jaws closed on it. The last thing they saw as the beast fell away back into the water was a burst of bubbling froth on the water and the shimmering flesh of the thing�s flanks flashing silver, just once before it sank into the depths below the rig and all went quiet.

The next ten minutes was all chaos and panic. Banks saw that Wiggo had brought the other squad members up top of the floatel, but there was nothing the team could really do but watch as the rig manager directed rescue lifeboats out into the storm, a risky maneuver in its own right, and one that reaped no rewards. It quickly became clear that the supply boat had been lost with all hands. The only evidence it had been there at all was some debris floating on the surface, and even that was being rapidly dissipated in the waves.
Banks waved to Wiggo, motioning that he should take the others back inside out of the storm then followed the manager back up to the second floor once they knew further searching was hopeless.
They held a conclave in the manager�s office.
�What are you planning to do now?� Banks asked.
�There were twelve men on that boat,� Smith said. He was pale in the face, on the verge of shock. �I knew them all. Most of them were at my birthday party last year.�
Seton produced his hip flask and offered it to Smith.
�Hell, I�ll need more than that,� he said, went to his desk and produced a large bottle of Bells that he drank straight from the neck for several seconds before turning to Banks. �You asked what I plan to do now? You�re the experts, you tell me. What the fuck can we do now?�
�Shut up,� Seton said.
�Let the man speak, he�s had a shock,� Hynd said.
�No, I mean, be quiet. Listen.�
It was only when they all stopped talking that Banks heard it and at first, he took it for a trick of the wind before he realised there was a tonal quality to it that sounded almost like a bagpipe drone.
Seton spoke and Banks recognised it as a quote from the sheet of paper he�d read from earlier, the record from a thousand years before.
�It sang, a mournful thing like a dirge, as if in sorrow at the carnage it wrought.�
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The mess hall had fallen quiet since the loss of the supply vessel; there were a dozen crew present along with the three soldiers and the cook but nobody was in the mood for talking.
A droning wail rose up in the wind and all heads rose to listen until it faded away less than a minute later.
�What the fuck was that?� somebody said at a nearby table.
�Buggered if I know. But I think Willie McLeod could tell us.�
�Willie will no� be saying anything to anybody,� someone else replied. �The boss had him put aboard the boat; he was supposed to be away home wi� his jotters.�
That revelation drove everyone to silence again until the man who�d first spoken piped up again.
�I�ve got an awfy bad feeling about this shite.�
�You and me both,� Wiggo muttered. His voice echoed and caught the attention of the man who�d spoken.
�And what the fuck are sodjers doing here anyway?� he said. �What do you know that we don�t?�
The man made to stand and come forward towards Wiggo, but all Wiggo had to do was look at him and he backed down, muttering.
�Bloody sodjers should be sodjering, not hanging around bothering decent folks at their work.�
Wiggo decided the man was right about one thing� soldiers should be soldiering.
�Right, bugger this for a lark,� he said. �Wilko, you�re with me. We may as well take a walk around and see if there�s owt amiss. Davies, you�re on kit duty. If any of this mob gives you any nonsense, just shoot one of them�that should shut them up.�
He was looking into the face of the man who�d spoken as he said it, giving it his best cheesy grin. He didn�t get a smile in return, but that was okay by him.

A reccy of the floatel didn�t take long; it was little more than a floating cube, two floors with the mess and sleeping quarters below and a spacious control room above, with the open top deck above that. There were two men on duty in the control room, but neither of them were in the mood for talking, and merely nodded as Wiggo and Wilkins had a walk around their work area. Wiggo couldn�t make head nor tail of the bewildering ranks of monitors, dials and switches, but as long as they were still afloat and tied to the rig, that was okay by him.
Wilkins spoke as they went back to the stairwell.
�So the wee man was right about the creature?�
�Aye, a broken clock�s right twice a day, I suppose.�
�You�ve got history with him, Corp?�
�The squad�s got history with him, lad. It wasn�t his fault, that thing at Loch Ness. But he was there, and every time I see his face it reminds me of it. We lost a man; the squad�s corporal before me, my best pal on the force. And it�s his face I see when I look at the auld man.�
�But he was right back then too?�
Wiggo stopped on the landing and thought about it.
�Aye, I suppose he was, in his way. But I cannae be doing with all that superstitious crap he spouts. Don�t mind me, I�ll be fine as long as we keep out of each other�s way for a bit.�

Back downstairs all was quiet. Wiggo left Wilkins with Davies and the kit again and went out the back of the scullery. He found Tom the cook outside having another smoke and lit up again to join him.
�Hell of a thing, eh,� the big cook said.
�Aye. Did you ken the men?�
�Most of them, aye. We�re a close knit bunch oot here; a bit like you lads in a way. We spend a lot of time cooped up together. You either become best pals or worst enemies pretty quickly, and the lads out there tonight were pals.�
�Sorry, big man.�
�It wasnae your fault. But it looks like Willie was right all along, poor bugger. What happens now?�
Wiggo shrugged.
�My captain is talking to your boss. I�m guessing the plan will be to evacuate all you civilians and leave us to see what we can do.�
Tom laughed.
�Aye, good luck with that in this weather. There�ll be nothing coming out of Aberdeen by air or sea until things settle down a bit. We sit tight. That�s what we always do.�
�And yon beastie? It disnae worry you?�
�Oh aye, it worries me. But so does the weather, and the fact that if there�s a fire, we�re toast pretty damn quick. And the cauld� that bothers me too. But that�s just life on a rig, man. You take the risks when you take the job.�
Wiggo laughed at that.
�Well maybe you are a wee bit like us sodjers after all. How did you get into this business?�
�I was working in a cafe in Partick; the tips were shite, the place was a fucking shithole, and the clientele were mostly drunk. So I upped sticks, came up to Aberdeen on speck, and the next thing I know I�m in the training program one week and out here the next. It�s no� a bad job for a single man with no ties like me. The money�s good, and I get to enjoy myself plenty in my time off.�
Wiggo laughed at that.
�Then again, maybe we�re no� all that similar.�

The next half-hour passed quietly on Wiggo�s return to the mess. The mood was sombre. Tom served food but few seemed inclined to eat it. Wiggo settled for coffee, as strong as Tom could make it, and silently wished that wee Seton had left his hip flask behind when he�d departed.
�Do you think the captain will get anywhere with the suits?� Davies asked quietly.
�Depends whether they value their money or their workers,� Wiggo replied and got a barking laugh in reply.
�Aye, we all ken the answer to that wan, don�t we?� Davies replied. �I was nearly wan of these guys, you know?�
�Really. It disnae seem your style somehow.�
�I was younger, just out of school. And the money was a big draw, for my maw was struggling at the time; shift work with the promise of overtime seemed like a way out.�
�And what stopped you?�
Davies laughed.
�The thought of nights like this one. My stomach gets fragile on the Govan ferry; I could never handle weeks on end of this.�
Wiggo understood only too well. He�d never had any problems with his constitution on boats before now, but the constant rocking in the big swell was beginning to get to him and he found that he had to keep his gaze on a fixed spot, else the room around him seemed to spin. It was worse when standing up so Wiggo sat with the other two playing brag for a time. Without the Sarge�s involvement, the game was more even and Wiggo managed to lose himself in it for a few minutes.
The relative calm was broken when the whole structure of the floatel took a sudden lurch upwards. Everyone in the room was thrown out of their seats, plates crashed, shouts of surprise and yells of pain echoed around them, and they didn�t have time to react before they hit the water with a crash that threw them all around again.
When things calmed and it was apparent that whatever had happened was over, for the time being at least, Wiggo got his feet gingerly. His first thought was for his men. Both Davies and Wilkins looked fine, if a bit shaken, and both gave a thumbs up when he asked how they were doing. Some of the crew hadn�t been so lucky. There were several who�d have egg-sized bruises on their skulls by morning and one lad looked to have broken his arm. The next thing Wiggo noticed was that the whole structure appeared to be spinning; it wasn�t just his sense of balance playing up either, for he felt it through the soles of his boots. There was a definite sense of movement that hadn�t been present before.
�Davies, Wilko, see what you can do for the hurt lads. I�ll check on the control room, find out what the fuck just happened.�

He had a bit of trouble with the stairs; the whole floatel appeared to be moving underneath him, bucking like a rodeo bull, forcing him to take each step carefully lest he be tossed backwards onto his arse. When he reached the upstairs room, it was to find the two men on duty frantically working at the control boards. He didn�t have to ask what the problem was; all he had to do was look out of the window.
The floatel was indeed spinning and while it was doing so, it was getting farther and farther away from the lights of the main rig.
�Can you get us back?� Wiggo asked.
One of the men at the board turned, his face white.
�We�ve broken our moorings and we�ve lost power to our engines. Basically, we�re adrift in the North Sea, in a storm, in a floating metal box.�
�What he�s trying to tell you,� the other man said, �is that we�re fucked.�
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Banks and Seton had spent a frustrating half-hour on the radio trying to persuade Smith�s bosses and then a series of minor ranked politicians that the rig needed to be evacuated. Eventually, they got some kind of agreement.
�But you�ll have to wait the storm out,� a clipped, almost bored civil servant in Edinburgh said. �We can�t afford to risk any more losses. The papers are gearing up for a field day already.�
Seton stepped in before Banks said something he�d definitely regret later and surprised Banks by asking to speak to someone higher up. He mentioned a few names that Banks recognised, intimated that he was friends with them and that they might not be happy to hear that Seton�s wishes were being denied, and suddenly the corridors of power were being opened to them.
�The old boy network,� Seton said with a wry grin. �Never fails, especially if you�re a very old boy like me.�
They were waiting for a final decision from Edinburgh when an alarm sounded outside, an insistent claxon. A breathless worker burst in without knocking.
�It�s the floatel, boss. We�ve lost the floatel.�
Banks� heart sank, fearing the same fate had befell it as the supply vessel earlier. And this time it would have taken three of his squad with it. He was ahead of everyone else on the way out the door, almost running along the corridor to the gantry that overlooked the docking area.
Relief washed over him when he saw that the floating vessel hadn�t sunk but that quickly changed to despair when he saw it was moving away from the main rig, a twenty-meter gap becoming forty in the space of seconds. The vessel bobbed and weaved, tossed high then plunged low in the swell and it was spinning anti-clockwise as it wheeled away from them.
�Get it back. Right now,� he said to the rig manager.
The burly man had gone white again and seemed incapable of speaking. The crew member who had brought the news spoke for him.
�We cannae dae that from here, sir,� he said. �If she�s to come back, it has to be under her own steam, but it looks like their engines went at the same time as the moorings. She�s adrift, and there�s bugger all we can do about it.�
Banks watched the vessel get increasingly farther away from the rig. It wasn�t going to be too long before it was lost in the growing darkness.
�Can we at least speak to them, find out if they�re okay?�
The crewman spoke up again.
�The lads in the control room will be on that. I can take you down there if you�d like. But I warn you now, it�s probably going to be a madhouse.�
The rig boss was still staring out to sea in shock. Banks left him there and, with Hynd and Seton in tow, followed the crewman out into the weather and down two flights of open stairs. They were soaking wet again as they were shown into the control room.

�Madhouse� was too small a word for the frenetic chaos inside but it was obvious that the three crewmen present were doing everything they could under the circumstances and any intervention by Banks at this point was just going to get in their way, so he hung back near the door and watched, ready to make a move if he was needed.
He realised that they were in radio contact with the stricken floatel; he heard near panic in the voice at the other end, then another voice came on the air, one he knew all too well.
�Cap, are you there?�
�Who is this,� the operator in front of Banks said. �I can�t allow any unauthorised personnel on the air.�
�I don�t give a fuck what you can�t allow. Get me Captain Banks and get him right fucking now.�
Before anyone could stop him, Banks stepped forward, gently pushed the operator aside, and took control of the mike.
�Wiggo, it�s me. Everybody okay over there?�
�Me and the lads are fine, Cap. One of the crew�s got some broken bones� Davies is seeing to him right now� but the rest are fine, just bashes and bruises. But tell me you�ve got a plan; it�s like the Big Dipper at the Pleasure Beach in here, and getting worse by the minute.�
�They�re working on it, Wiggo,� Banks said. �Hang in there.�
�We don�t have much choice, do we? Just give me some warning if you see yon big beastie heading our way; I�d like to make myself ready if we�re going to become its supper.�
Banks saw out of the big display window that the lights of the floatel were still receding away from them at speed; he wasn�t going to be seeing it for much longer.
�I promise you, Wiggo, I�ll see you safe,� he said. �But in the meantime, you�re in charge over there; this is going to be your first command if we lose contact. So stay tight and cool, and bring everybody home.�
�You ken me, Cap,� Wiggo said, and before Banks replied the line went dead, only crackling static coming from the speaker.

�We�ve lost comms,� the operator said, muscling his way back into his position and pushing Banks aside.
�You don�t say?� Banks replied, but stepped back to let the man work.
It quickly became obvious that it was a lost cause; nothing any of the operators tried was of any use. The floatel disappeared out of view into the storm. Night was falling out beyond the window, but even then there was no sign of the vessel�s lights. Wiggo and the two privates were lost in the storm.
�Don�t you have procedures for this sort of emergency?� Seton said at Banks� back.
�Aye,� one of the operators said, sounding tired and resigned. �And we�ve just tried them all. The only option left is to get air-sea rescue out from Aberdeen and I doubt if anybody will be willing to chance it in this weather. The only good news is that the wind�s taking them towards the coast rather than further out to sea, but that�s the only good news.�
�Can you get me a line to my HQ in Lossiemouth?� Banks asked.
The operator nodded.
�I think so. Comms with the mainland are still operating. Who do you need to call?�
Five minutes later, Banks was in contact with the colonel back at base.
�Leave it with me,� the colonel said on being apprised of the situation. �Air-Sea rescue will be on the case in five minutes and if they�re not, they�ll be getting a rocket up the arse from the powers that be.�
And that was that as far as Banks� ideas were concerned; as a man of action, he hated being powerless in any situation, even more so when his men were in danger and he was separated from them, but he couldn�t see any plan other than waiting it out.
That didn�t mean he had to stand around with his thumb up his arse though.
He turned to Hynd.
�Sarge, see if you can wrangle a waterproof from somebody. I need you outside, and high, somewhere we can see that beastie coming.�
The operator stopped him.
�No need for that, sir. We still have radar, and our underwater cameras are functioning. It gave off an almighty blip the last time; we�ll know if it�s coming back.�
�And then what?� Seton said softly.
Banks didn�t have an answer. But he was working on it.
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Wiggo shouted into the mike.
�Cap? Cap? Come back.�
The operator took it gently from him.
�They�ve gone,� he said. �We�re on our own.�
�Can you fix it?�
�I doubt it,� the operator said. �I run the thing, I don�t mend it. The electric laddie who does the heavy lifting is back on the rig.�
�Okay. How about the engines?� Wiggo asked.
�Fucked,� was the terse reply.
�Well, we�d better see if we can unfuck them, hadn�t we?�
�Good luck with that,� the operator said. �The engineer for them is back on the main rig too. I don�t know one end of an engine from another.�
�Lucky you�ve got me then, isn�t it?� Wiggo replied, bluffing it out, even though his six months of car mechanic�s training in Borstal wasn�t likely to be of much use here. �If we�re very lucky, it�ll just be a loose connection or something. But we�ll never know if we just sit here on our arses. How do we get down below?�
�I�ll take you. I�m about as useful as a fart in a spacesuit here anyway.�
The operator stood from his console and was almost toppled as another huge swell lifted one end of the floatel and smashed it back down to the water again with an impact that rang for seconds afterwards.
The second operator stood, shakily.
�I�m no use to you here,� he said. �I�ll be down in the mess hiding under a table if you need me.�
He left unsteadily, almost walking into the wall when another swell lifted then dropped them again.
�How much of this can we take?� Wiggo asked the man who was left.
�We�re built to survive almost anything the North Sea can chuck at us� and it chucks things at us a lot,� the operator replied. �We probably won�t sink. Probably. But we�ll be getting shaken about and rattled like the last few peanuts in a tin for a while. Maybe a long while, until somebody comes looking for us.�
�Engines it will have to be then,� Wiggo replied. �If we can get them working, can you get us back to the rig?�
The operator sucked at his teeth.
�Maybe,� he said.
�Maybe will have to do. Lead on.�
�What about yon� whatever it was? Yon thing that took the supply boat?�
�What about it?� Wiggo answered. �If it comes, it comes. Unless you�ve got a bloody huge cannon aboard, I don�t think we�ve got anything that will stop it. So I�m not going to worry about that right now. First things first.�
�Engines?�
�Engines.�

They picked up Davies and Wilkins on the way down. Both privates had tooled up with their rifles and flak jackets, so Wiggo followed suit.
�I thought you said we�d need a cannon?� the operator asked.
Wiggo laughed and showed him the rifle.
�This? This is for the rats. I�ve never seen an engine room yet that didn�t have them.�
Once kitted up, the three squad members followed the operator though the mess, along a corridor to a door that, once opened, led to a downward stairwell. They�d already been bounced off the walls twice on the way and the stairs were dark, unlit and uninviting.
�Ladies first,� the operator said and stood aside to let Wiggo look down the shaft.
It was a disorienting experience. As soon as Wiggo gazed downward, his guts lurched, his head went woozy, and his knees threatened to give way beneath him. Only sheer force of will kept his earlier cheeseburger down and his body up. He switched on the light-sight on his rifle; washing it ahead of him on the stairs helped his focus, but he was still unsteady on his feet as he took the first step. He reached out with his left hand and steadied himself on the guardrail, trusting to the sling of the rifle over his shoulder to hold it steady in his right. It occurred to him that, as corporal, he could have ordered one of the privates down first. But he�d learned from Banks and Hynd that you don�t ask your men to do anything you won�t do yourself. He gritted his teeth and went down into the dark.

They didn�t have to go far to find out that the floatel was in more trouble than they�d realised. Wiggo hadn�t reached the bottom of the steps but when he shone his light downward, he saw black oily water swirl below him and tasted salt at his lips.
He called the operator down to join him; the man had hung back behind the three squaddies, and only stepped down to Wiggo�s side reluctantly.
�Bugger me, we�re holed,� he said.
�No shit, Sherlock. How deep is it? Can we wade through it?�
The man looked down the steps, gauging the depth, and shook his head when he turned back.
�Up to the neck at least, maybe more. And the engines will all be under feet of salt water. I told you; we�re royally fucked.�
Wiggo motioned at the swirling water below.
�Does this mean we�re sinking?�
�Not necessarily. In fact, it might be giving us ballast, stopping us from slopping around too much in the swell.�
�And if it gets deeper?�
�Then the engines aren�t the only thing that�s fucked.�
�Well this just keeps getting better and better, doesn�t it.�

�Not a word to anyone about what we�ve just seen, understood?� Wiggo said to the operator once they�d returned to the corridor and closed the door against the memory of the chill waters below.
�Trust me,� the man said. �I�m going back upstairs to keep trying to reach somebody. We can�t reach the rig, but I�ve got an idea of how we might get through to Aberdeen.�
�Get to it then, man. I�ll check on you when I can.�
�Who died and put you in charge?�
�Do you want the job? You can have it right now.�
The operator backed away, hands in the air.
�Nope. That�s fine. You�re the boss, boss.�
Wiggo was getting his first real taste of the responsibility of command.
He wasn�t sure he liked it all that much.
He led Davies and Wilkins back to the mess to find a collection of angry crewmen waiting for them. The vocal chap who�d been disparaging about �sodjers� earlier seemed to have been elected spokesman and he got into Wiggo�s face as soon as they entered the area.
�It�s time you told us what the fuck is going on here,� he said, red faced and almost shouting.
Wiggo ignored him, took a pack of cigarettes from his jacket, and made a show of lighting up slowly.
�You can�t smoke in here,� the red-faced man said.
�Looks like I can,� Wiggo replied and took a long draw. He addressed the men behind the ringleader. �I don�t see any of your bosses here, do you? Smoke them if you�ve got them.�
Five of the men grinned back at him, Tom the cook among them, and lit up smokes of their own. Wiggo relaxed; he knew he�d already gone a long way to diffusing the situation. All that was left now was the red faced man.
�Come on, mate. Let�s sit down and I�ll tell you what I know, then you can tell the others.� He stepped forward, took the man by the arm, and led him to a table before the man knew what had hit him.
The room took another lurch just as Wiggo was trying to sit down. He righted himself just in time.
�Nearly landed on my arse,� he said, the red-faced man smiled, and Wiggo knew that everything was going to go just fine.
Wiggo sat with the man while he smoked down the cigarette and told him everything that had happened except for the detail about the water in the engine room� all he said was that the engines were, in technical terms, fucked. It was another lesson he�d learned on the squad�only give out what you have to, but if you have to, tell the truth.
�We�re adrift?� the man said.
�Aye. I thought that was obvious. And we�ve lost contact with the rig. I�ve told you this. The lad upstairs is trying to get through to Aberdeen and my boss back on the rig will be moving heaven and earth to get us off of here. Hang tight� that�s what he told me, and that�s what I�m telling you.�
�And yon big beastie that ate the supply boat? What are you doing about that?�
�Fuck all,� Wiggo said cheerfully. �What do you expect me to do, give it a biscuit?�

The man, no longer quite so red-faced, went to relay the news to the others while Wiggo lit a fresh smoke from the butt of the old one. Davies and Wilkins joined him at the table, managing to get to their seats just as the vessel took another lunge upwards and back down with a crash.
�Do we have a plan, Corp?� Wilkins asked. Somehow, the private looked younger now to Wiggo, less sure of himself.
�Cap said to sit tight, so we sit. As I see it, there�s bugger all else we can do, even though I don�t fancy just sitting here if we are slowly sinking. Go see if Tom�s willing to rustle up some coffee for everybody would you, Davies? I think we could all use a brew. I�ll go and check upstairs, see if there�s any progress on getting through to somebody.�
He made his way gingerly back up to the control room, having to keep a tight hold of the handrail all the way up the stairwell. The storm had gone up another notch and rain lashed at the windows, completely obscuring the view. The vessel rolled alarmingly, first left to right, then backward and forward, and Wiggo crossed the floor to the control panel like a drunk trying to find a way home. The operator that had shown them to the engine room was back at the main control board.
�Any joy?� Wiggo asked.
�Nothing yet. We�re broadcasting a general SOS as wide as we can but can�t tell if anybody�s getting it.�
�And still nothing from the rig?�
The operator merely shook his head. He saw that Wiggo was smoking.
�You got a spare one? I�m gasping.�
�Swap you for some whisky?� Wiggo said, joking, but he was taken seriously. The operator went into a desk drawer and came up with half a bottle of Bells and two paper cups.
�I keep it here for medicinal purposes,� he said, laughing.
�I�m pretty sure this qualifies,� Wiggo replied, passed over a smoke, and got a double measure of Scotch in return.
�I call that a good deal. Cheers.�
He drained it in one smooth motion, welcoming the heat in his belly, but refused a second; that surprised even him, but somehow duty had now become even more important. He had people depending on him, so this was no time to get sloppy. He waved a hand in the direction of the windows.
�How long does this shite last?�
�They can last anything from two hours to two weeks,� the operator replied. �But if our last report was right, this one should blow itself out overnight if we�re lucky.�
�And if we�re unlucky?�
�Yon big beastie will have us for dinner. Or we�ll sink, take your pick.�
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Banks watched the rain lash against the window. He had men lost out there in the storm and there was little he could do about it. The thought of it was driving him mad with frustration, and it was all he could manage to retain his calm. When the radio squawked, he almost jumped in the air.
The operator turned and handed him the mike.
�It�s your guys, for you.�
�The floatel,� he said, hope momentarily leaping in his chest.
�Sorry, sir. No, the mainland.�
It was the colonel again, and he sounded fierce, as if he�d just been giving someone a bollocking. Banks knew the tone well of old and was glad it wasn�t being directed at him this time for it was strong enough to strip paint.
�I put a rocket up Air Sea Rescue�s arse,� his superior officer said. �They�re going to have choppers in the air within the hour; they asked for volunteers and got plenty so at least somebody�s showing some spunk. Sit tight, they�re coming for you.�
�And the floatel?�
�They�re going to try for that too. That�s going to be trickier in the high seas, but they say they can get it done. Any word from your lads?�
�None, sir, they�ve gone dark.�
�Wiggins is a good soldier. He�ll bring them home.�
�Aye, sir. That he is.�
There was no more left to say. He handed the mike back to the operator.
�I need a smoke. Anywhere around here we can have a crafty one?�
�Just stand in the doorway and prop it open with your foot. That lets enough air in and smoke out without you getting soaked. It�s what I do.�
Hynd joined him on the doorway and they both lit up. A stiff breeze blew in through the partially opened door, but the operator had been right, very little rain made its way inside.
�Might be a good time for yon wee talk you were after, Frank?� he said.
�Not just now, please. I�m feeling like a spare dick at an orgy here, Cap,� Hynd said. �There�s nowt to get our teeth into. But I�m worried about the lads, especially the younger ones��
�I know, Sarge. I�m feeling the same way. But the colonel was right about one thing�Wiggo�s a good man. He�ll see them right.�
Seton came to join them. He already had his pipe lit, and took out his hip flask and passed it �round.
�Well, Sandy,� Banks said as he handed the flask to Hynd, �is this what you expected?�
�In truth, I don�t know what I expected. I hoped, though, I hoped for some time to study the thing, and maybe test a theory.�
Banks laughed. �You have a theory? There�s a surprise.�
�It�s something I�ve been working on for years and relates to how what we think of as magic is merely the result of rhythm, repetition, and force of will.�
Banks wiped a hand up over the top of his head.
�Whoosh!� he said, and Seton laughed before continuing.
�You remember the Loch Ness thing, how the song brought the monster to heel, or at least calmed it down?�
Banks� own laughter died as quickly as it had come as he remembered that day on the dark waters of the loch.
�I�m no� likely to forget,� he said.
�Sorry,� Seton replied, although he looked anything but. �But remember the song. If it, or something like it worked once, there�s no reason it won�t work again. I�ve found some chants encoded in The Concordances of the Red Serpent and��
�You�re going to sing at it? That�s your plan?� Hynd interrupted.
Seton shrugged.
�Do you have a better idea?�
The operator turned from his seat and broke into the conversation.
�If you�ve got a plan, it might be time to put it into effect. We�ve got something incoming on the radar, and it�s bloody huge.�

Banks flicked his still-lit butt out into the rain and went back to the control board. The radar pinged and showed a dim outline closing in on their position.
�I�ll tell you something else for nowt,� the operator said. �Its no� a fucking whale. And it�s coming right at us.�
Banks calculated time and distance in his head. They had seconds at the most.
�If you�ve got an alarm, hit it,� he said.
The almost deafening honk of the claxon started up then, five seconds later, the whole rig shuddered and rang as if hit by a giant hammer. Another claxon joined the first.
�What the fuck�s that one?� Banks asked.
�Imminent structural integrity failure,� the operator shouted back, his face white. �Another hit like that and the rig will go over.�
�I�m not waiting here to die like some caged hamster,� Banks said and headed for the door. Hynd and Seton moved to join him as he got his pistol out of its holster at his hip. Just having a weapon in his hand improved his mood�a miniscule amount at best, but at least it felt he was doing something.
He stepped out into the rain and almost knocked over the rig manager.
�What the fuck�s going on now?� the burly man shouted.
�I thought that was your job to know?� Banks answered. �Best get inside; things are liable to get hairy.�
The manager noticed for the first time the gun in Banks� hand, and his eyes went wide.
�I can�t have shots fired on the rig,� he said.
�And I can�t have useless full-on fucking fuckwits telling me what I can and can�t do,� Banks replied, pushed the man aside, and stepped to the edge of the gantry overlooking the docking area.
Below him, the waters seethed and roiled as if being churned from below, but there was no sign of the beast.
�Come on, you fucker,� Banks muttered. �I want to shoot something, and you�ll do nicely.�
As if in answer, the beast obliged.
The snout came out of the water first, two great black nostrils each wider than a man, snoring out spray that stank of rotting fish and kelp. The head rose up and again Banks was reminded of a giant horse, as if the sculptures of the kelpies at the Falkirk Wheel had been animated and brought to life. He felt strangely detached, as if he wasn�t watching a real beast at all but some fantastic special effect in a cinema playing directly in front of his eyes in full surround-sound.
The head kept rising, impossibly far out of the water until he was no longer looking downward but straight out into the piercing gaze of a pair of sky-blue eyes each bigger than a beach ball.
He raised his pistol, aware of Hynd stepping up beside him. They stood side by side and took aim without needing any spoken agreement, Banks going for the left eye, Hynd the right. They fired in unison� and at the same instant the beast blinked, both eyes simultaneously. The shots ricocheted away as if they�d hit rock.
Before they could take aim again, the beast let its head fall. As it went down, the eyes opened again and Banks got the distinct impression they were looking directly at him. More than that, if he didn�t know better, he�d have said the bloody thing was smiling.
The beast hit the loading dock full on, its weight driving all of the area below the gantry into the water in a mass of bent and torn metal. The rig�s columns shrieked under the pressure and the whole structure lurched alarming to one side before steadying. A cable screamed, loud even above the claxon and sprung from its mooring somewhere to Banks� left. He heard it whistle as it cleaved the air and saw it coming at him out of the corner of his eye. Instinct kicked in and he threw himself to one side. As he went down, he turned to see the sarge pushing Seton out of the path of danger. In doing so, Hynd exposed his whole left side to the onrushing rope of twisted metal. It took him under the ribs, lifted him off his feet with it as it passed, and slammed him hard against the door of the control room behind them.
Banks was at Hynd�s side seconds later. The sarge�s face was pale, his eyelids fluttering. Blood flecked his lips.
�Something�s broken inside, John,� he said, bubbling more blood. �Broken ribs, maybe a punctured lung. And it�s fucking painful.�
�Medic!� Banks shouted, banging on the door above him. �We need a medic here, right fucking now.�
He quickly stepped across the gantry and looked down. There was no sign of the beast. There was also no sign of the docking area; it had been smashed down into the depths, leaving only twisted and torn metal behind.

To the rig crews credit, they reacted to the situation with almost military speed and efficiency. The doctor who arrived was a small, tidy man who ignored everything but his new charge and only answered questions after he�d examined Hynd thoroughly and the sarge was being taken away on a stretcher.
He addressed Banks directly.
�He�ll live,� he said. �And don�t worry. We�ve got all mod cons in our infirmary; we get accidents on a regular basis out here and I make sure we�re equipped to deal with them. He won�t be walking around for a while but after I�ve tended to him, he won�t want to. I think he�s punctured a lung but there�s not much blood so it could be no more than a nick. If that�s the case, all it will take is a simple wee operation, some stitches, and he�ll be right as rain. As I said, don�t worry. I�ll make him comfortable.�
�You�ll have to work fast, doc,� Banks said. �We might be leaving in a hurry, possibly within the hour.�
If we�re given that long.
He didn�t say it out loud, but he didn�t have to. He saw in the doctor�s eyes that the situation was clear to him.
Banks stopped the stretcher bearers before they could move away and bent over Hynd.
�We�ve still got to have yon wee chat you wanted, Frank,� he said. �So don�t go anywhere without telling me.�
�I suppose a fag is out of the question?� Hynd said, started to laugh then coughed up more blood. That was the signal for the stretcher bearers to move.
Without another word, the medic followed them off the gantry, leaving Banks and Seton standing alone in the rain. Across the other side of the walkway, a line of crewmen were standing looking down into the water, as if in disbelief at what they were seeing.
The alarms cut off abruptly and the only sound now was rain lashing on metal and the crash of the sea on the pillars of the rig below them.
�Now what?� Seton said.
�I was going to ask you the same thing,� Banks replied, ignoring the rain and lighting up a fresh smoke. �I�m down four men since we got here�three lost out there in the dark, one away to a hospital bed. My batting average is shite today. So it�s over to you. Maybe your luck will be better.�
�You�re ready to believe me?�
�Sandy, after what I�ve seen these past few years, I�m ready to believe just about anything. Did you see yon best just now? The fucker shut its eyes deliberately as we were about to shoot, then it smiled at me. This bloody thing is sentient. I�d bet my pension on it. What do you need and what can I do?�

It turned out that Seton�s needs were simple�all he required was use of the rig�s tannoy system, turned up loud, and a means to play a recording he had on his phone through it.
�I can�t authorise the use of rig equipment for non-company personnel,� the rig manager said.
�I wasn�t asking,� Banks said. �I was telling. Now we can do this by the books; I�ll call my colonel, he�ll call the minister, the minister will call your boss, your boss will call you, and you�ll do what you�re told. Or you can stop being an arsehole, save us half an hour, and do what you�re told right fucking now. What�s it to be?�
As Banks knew he would, the man backed down immediately; his bluster was only of any use when he had power over the people he used it on� it cut no ice with anyone else willing to give as good as they got. And after the day Banks had had, taking shit from middle managers wasn�t on his to-do list.
The operator, after double-checking with the rig manager, was able to oblige Seton�s needs.
�How long?� Banks asked.
�Ten minutes, tops,� Seton replied and went to join the operator at the console.
�What now?� the manager asked, the petulant whine of an admonished child all too clear now in his voice.
�Either we get rescued or the beast comes back and we test my theory,� Seton said from the console. �Want to put a tenner on what comes first?�

Banks left Seton to it and went in search of the infirmary. It wasn�t hard to find, merely down one flight of stairs and a few yards back along a corridor. Nobody stopped him entering and he did so to find the doc bent over Hynd. There looked to be a lot of blood, far too much of it. But the doc smiled grimly when he saw Banks approach.
�He had a wee hemorrhage when I opened him up to see what the problem was and things got a tad messy. But although it looks bad, it�s really nothing to worry about. I�ve got him sorted and stitched back up again. He�s under sedation and will be out for a couple of hours.�
�Was it his lung?�
�Aye, and I was right, it was just a very small puncture, easily repaired. But he broke three ribs and he�s going to have to be careful not to burst his stitches. He�s also going to be sore for a good wee while. Don�t expect him to be an action man for a few weeks or so after he wakes up.�
Banks was about to reply to thank the doctor when the quiet was broken by a sound from somewhere outside, the same bagpipe-drone wail they�d heard before. Banks went outside to the gantry and looked down, half-expecting to see the horse-head again. But there was only emptiness below; the noise was coming from farther off.
Out in the dark waters beyond the reach of the rig�s lights, the beast sang.
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Somewhere several miles to the south and west of where Banks stood on the rig Wiggo chewed on another smoke and tried to peer past the rain out the floatel control room window.
�Do you have any fucking idea where we are?� he asked the operator at the control board. The man had clearly been making inroads into his whisky supply and when he spoke his speech was slurred and slow.
�Heading in the general direction of Aberdeen at about ten miles an hour. We�ll be there early tomorrow at this rate. I�ll buy you a pint when the pubs open in the morning.�
�If we�re in Aberdeen when the pubs open, you can buy me two,� Wiggo replied.
The chances of that seemed remote. The wind outside had continued to rise and the see-saw motion of the deck below them had got more pronounced, making moving around difficult; Wiggo had bounced off walls several times on his way up from the mess and had only narrowly avoided being thrown back down the stairwell. He wasn�t keen on making the descent quite yet. He lit up another smoke from the chewed butt of the last one and watched more rain lash at the windows.
�Will there be somebody out in this looking for us?� he asked.
�Probably,� the operator replied. �Some of those air-sea rescue blokes in Aberdeen are right nutters; they�ll come out in any weather. It�s like a badge of honour to them. But it�ll be risky for everybody. They can�t land on top here� there�s not a big enough flat area and we�re jinking about too much in the swell. So it�ll be a cable and winch job, one at a time. In this wind, that�s not for the faint hearted� or sober.�
He took a slug of Scotch straight out the bottle and again Wiggo refused when it was offered to him.
�Save it for the morning in Aberdeen,� he said and saw the look in the man�s face.
He doesn�t expect to make it �til morning.
�What are you not telling me?� Wiggo asked then asked the same question again when he didn�t get an answer. Finally, the man replied.
�Haven�t you noticed? Maybe it�s because I spend most of my time here and ken the mood of the place.�
�Noticed what?�
�We�re getting heavier in the water. There�s less rotation for one thing and we�re not moving with the wind as fast as we were; that�s leading to the sloshing around in the swell getting worse.�
�Getting heavier? What do you mean?�
�Remember the engine room and the water? I�m guessing it has got a bit deeper down there. Maybe a lot deeper.�
�You�re telling me that we�re sinking?�
�Give the man a banana.�
�How long have we got?�
�Depends on this storm, the integrity of the hull, and how quickly it�s getting in. But if I was to bet on it� three hours? Maybe. Maybe less.�
�I can see why you�ve taken to the drink,� Wiggo said grimly. The main raised the bottle in a mock salute before taking another long swig.
Wiggo left him to it and headed for the stairs. He took the descent gingerly, clinging tight to the handrail at every step and trying to match his downward steps to the rise and fall of the swell, like following a partner�s steps in a dance. He was only partially successful and smacked his shoulder hard against the wall when one particularly bad swell almost threw him off his feet. He wasn�t in the best of moods when he went down the last remaining stairs. On safely reaching the mess hall level, he headed for the door that opened onto the engine room stairwell. He didn�t have to open it to know they were in trouble; the carpet was wet before he got within six feet of the door itself and water could be seen forcing itself through the crack at the bottom where it didn�t quite touch the floor.
�Come on, big man,� he said, praying to a God he had never really believed in. �Gonnae give us a break here?�
He didn�t get an answer, but then again, he hadn�t been expecting one.

When he got back to the mess hall, he got Davies and Wilkins on their own and laid out the situation to them.
�The water�s up to the level of the top door along the corridor there, and the mannie upstairs reckons we�ve got three hours, tops, before we start circling the plughole. I think we should move everybody up to the control room,� he said. �Nice and quiet with no fuss. Tell them it�s in preparation for when the air-sea rescue chopper gets here.�
�There�s one on its way?� Davies asked.
�I�ve no fucking clue,� Wiggo answered. �But don�t quote me on that. But the mannie upstairs has an idea on that as well; he thinks there�ll be somebody coming out of Aberdeen looking for us. So we act as if there is and keep acting that way as long as we can. Got it?�
�Got it, Corp,� both privates said in unison.
They got no argument from the crew when they relayed the idea to them. Their mood was sombre now and they all appeared to have accepted Wiggo in the role of the man with the plan. Wiggo stayed at the rear while the privates shepherded the crew upstairs. They had to take it slowly with the lad with the broken arm and even then he was thrown against the wall when the vessel lurched in a particularly heavy swell. He let out a yelp of pain that echoed loudly through the mess hall.
The chef, Tom, stayed behind beside Wiggo and helped him lug the remaining kit bags up the stairs.
�We�re in trouble, aren�t we?� the big man said.
�Always,� Wiggo replied. �Comes with the job, as you said. But no worries. My captain will get us out of here. It�s kinda what he does.�
�What is he, fucking Rambo?�
�Better,� Wiggo replied. �He�s Scottish.�

There weren�t enough chairs to go �round in the control room and when Wiggo arrived there, he found men scattered around the perimeter on the floor, backs to any wall space they could find to sit against. He was amused to see that the operator had hidden his whisky bottle away, unwilling to see it emptied in sharing among so many.
�What now?� one of the crew asked.
�Now we wait for the rescue chopper,� Wiggo said. �Smoke them if you�ve got them.�
The rain continued to lash against the windows, and the vessel lurched in the swell. And now he was looking for it, Wiggo noticed that the floatel did indeed feel heavy, lower in the water.
�Come on, Cap,� he whispered, praying to someone he actually had faith in. �Get us out of here.�
The only sound in the room was the patter of rain and the whistle of wind from the storm outside. Everyone was lost in their own thoughts; Wiggo, for one, wished he could shut them down, but the worry kept rising up, threatening panic.
He�d often secretly wished for more responsibility and had been quietly proud as punch when the captain promoted him to corporal, despite the fact he�d done it on the back of the death of his best friend in the Loch Ness affair. Since then, he�d been kept busy looking after the younger lads in Syria, Norway, Mongolia, and the Congo. He�d thought he was handling that duty just fine.
But now he had this roomful of men looking to him for leadership and command.
And I�m not sure I�m up to it.
He was still trying to push the negative thoughts away to make room for some positivity when there was a loud crackling spark from the control panel and a puff of black smoke rose �round the operator sitting there.
The lights failed two seconds later, plunging them into blackness.

The room echoed with yelps of panic that were allayed when Wiggo switched on the sight-light of his rifle and the privates followed suit.
�Davies, we got any torches in the kit?�
�I�ll check.�
Wiggo waved his light around the room until it fell on the operator at the control panel.
�What happened?�
�We lost power,� the man said.
�No shit, Sherlock. What caused it?�
�My guess? Water got into the main panel in the engine room.�
�Backup generator?�
�Also in the engine room.�
�I can fix that up right quick,� one of the crew said.
�I�ll go with you,� another piped up.
�Sorry, lads,� Wiggo said, raising his voice so all could hear. �You can�t do that.�
�You can�t tell us what to do,� the first man replied.
�In this case, I can. The engine room�s flooded. The water�s all the way up the stairs to the door on the deck below us. It�s why I moved us all up here in the first place.�
A stunned quiet fell over the room.
�We�re sinking?� Tom said, little more than a whisper.
�Aye. But slowly. The chopper will be here before we get into real trouble.�
He tried to put some conviction into his voice but as he waved his light beam around, he saw the skepticism on the men�s faces.
Davies came up out of the kit back with two flashlights. Wiggo passed one to Tom and one to the operator at the control desk.
�I don�t ken how old the batteries are in these, so save them until we really need them.�
He had Davies and Wilkins switch off their rifle lights, aimed his own at the ceiling, and they all sat there, quiet again, under the umbrella of dim light it cast.
�Anytime now will do, Cap,� he whispered. �Anytime now.�
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There had been no recurrence of the beast�s weird song for the last half-hour, although tensions in the control room on the rig were still running high.
�Do you have any fucking idea how much this shit-show is going to cost us?� the rig manager asked.
�I don�t give a flying fuck about your bottom line,� Banks replied. �And I doubt if many of your crew here, those out on yon lost floatel, or the men we lost down in the dark with what�s left of the supply boat give a flying fuck either. The important thing now is to get everybody to shore safely.�
A huge wave hit just at that moment and the whole rig shuddered under the impact. Banks ignored the still spluttering manager and addressed the operator at the radio.
�Any word on those choppers?�
�I just got off the blower with Aberdeen. One�s incoming, twenty minutes out weather permitting. There�s another two twenty minutes behind that.�
Banks turned to the manager again.
�You need to start getting people out to the helipad for evac. They�ll want to lift and clear as quickly as possible.�
�I�m not going to do that,� the man said.
Banks drew his pistol. He didn�t aim, kept it at his side, but he made sure the man saw it.
�Are you sure about that? Give the order, man. You know it�s the right thing to do.�
�I�m not allowed to evac except in the case of a catastrophic emergency,� Smith said.
�What do you think this is? Fucking Christmas?�
�It would cost me my job if I do.�
�It could cost you your life if you don�t.�
Banks hadn�t meant it as a threat, but he saw that the man had taken it that way. Either way, it had worked, for Smith quickly saw sense and an evac order went out over the tannoy.
�I�ll go with the first chopper,� Smith said, not looking Banks in the eye.
�Aye,� Banks replied quietly. �I thought you might.�
The man�s cheeks reddened but he kept his mouth shut, wisely, for Banks� mood was darkening by the minute and it was starting to show. If he�d stayed there much longer, he couldn�t guarantee keeping his temper. He holstered his weapon and turned to Seton.
�Make sure he doesn�t do anything that�ll get anybody else killed, Sandy. I�ll go check on the sarge again.�

The doctor was working frantically packing a medical bag when Banks entered the small infirmary.
�The first chopper�s on its way,� he said. �Can we get him on it?�
�Your man�s still out cold, and it�s for the best if he stays that way if he�s to be moved. But I�m not going to have him ready to go in twenty minutes,� he said. �I need more time.�
�There�s two more choppers inbound behind that,� Banks replied. �We�ll get as many of the crew as we can out on the first one then see how we go from there. I�d like to travel with the sarge too, so we�ll go later.�
�That works for me. How long have we got?�
�Forty minutes do you?�
�Plenty. I�ll be ready in thirty, and we�ll meet you up on the helipad.�
�Thanks, doc. Nice to meet somebody that kens what they�re doing on this lump of metal.�
The doctor smiled.
�Don�t let my bedside manner fool you. I�m bloody terrified.�
�That makes two of us then. See you up top in thirty.�
He left the doc to it and headed back towards the control room, getting a soaking again in the process. There was a constant stream of crew out on the stairs heading out towards the helideck that was almost on the same level as the control room gantry but some thirty yards away on the northern side of the rig. Banks noted with some dismay that it had no shelter whatsoever and was exposed to the full wrath of the storm. The men who were making their way across the causeway towards it were bent almost double into the wind and looked to be having trouble standing.
He found Seton in the control room doorway smoking his pipe.
�The chopper will be here any minute,� Banks said. �You should get over to the pad.�
The older man shook his head.
�If you�re staying, I�m staying. Besides, I�ll need to see if my theory works.�
�You can see it from five hundred feet higher up as easily as you can see it from here.�
�No, I need to be at the controls. I might need to alter the volume or the cadence and��
�Admit it, auld man. You just want another close up view of the beastie.�
�You know me too well. There is that. But there�s also the fact that I want to see the thing through. I came here with you and Hynd. I�d like to go back with you both. I�m part of the team, aren�t I?�
�I suppose you are at that. I�ll get you a wee badge made up when we get home.�
They were interrupted by a shout from inside the control room.
�The first chopper�s two minutes out and closing.�

Banks and Seton watched from the gantry, peering into the rain to try to catch a glimpse of the approaching rescue. As soon as they saw a searchlight washing on the waves and coming closer rapidly, Seton turned away towards the control room door.
�I�ll be inside. If the beast returns, I�ll try to control it.�
�Best of luck, wee man. Given the size of yon beast, you�ll need it.�
Despite having seen the old man in action against the monster they�d tracked down in Loch Ness, Banks was still skeptical; the memory of the great head staring right at him out on the gantry was still all too fresh in his mind. Sure, Nessie had been bad, but this thing here was an order of magnitude larger than that beast had been. The thought of controlling it wasn�t something he could get his head to understand.
�Maybe we will get lucky,� he muttered to himself. �Maybe it�ll stay away.�
And at first, he thought his wish was going to be granted. The chopper struggled in the wind but the pilot was skilled and he brought it down to a landing dead center of the helipad. The crew�s rescue procedures had been honed through the training they required just to get onto the rig in the first place and loading the craft went quickly and smoothly until they had taken on a full complement. The rig manager was last to board. Banks saw the man take a final look across the rig then the door was shut behind him and the chopper began to lift away off the pad.
�Yes!� Banks shouted. �Go on, my son.�
The chopper had cleared the platform and was rising away out to sea when the beast made its appearance, coming up out of the water like a launched torpedo, jaws already opening in anticipation of another morsel. The tannoy burst into action, a chant ringing through the storm.
He sleeps and he dreams with the fish far below.
He dreams and he sings in the dark.
The beast paused, momentarily confused.
He sleeps and he sings and he dreams far below.
The huge head shook, like a dog shedding water, sending spray in a wash across the chopper and helipad. The wind rose up a notch, and the last line of the chant was torn away in the breeze.
And the Dreaming God is singing where he lies.
The wind�s effect on the chanting also appeared to wash aside any effect it had on the beast. It raised its head again, gaze fixed on the chopper. The craft rose, kept rising and accelerating; it would be out of reach, even for the beast, in a matter of seconds.
�Go on. Go on,� Banks muttered under his breath.
But the beast had other ideas. It surged, impossibly high out of the water, showing Banks its underbelly. He had his pistol out and put three quick shots into it, working on pure instinct, but they had as little effect as before. The thing�s jaws gaped and plucked the chopper out of the sky like a swallow taking a butterfly. The crunch and squeal of metal as the teeth clamped down echoed above the wind and as quickly as it had risen, the beast was falling. It landed hard on the water, the resultant splash soaking the gantry and Banks with it in a wave that almost knocked him off balance.
When he�d recovered enough to look over the side of the railing, he was once again looking down at only the dark water and a seething roil of foam and ripples that was already subsiding.
The chopper, and all the men aboard, had gone down into the deep from where there could be no return.
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Wiggo�s backside was complaining about the hardness of the floor below him, but not as much as the rig crewmen were complaining about the lack of a rescue. They�d been sitting in the dark for nearly an hour and were getting restless. Restless and terrified.
They were also getting cold, for it had quickly become obvious that the heating had gone when the power cut off. Wiggo felt it seep through the wall at his back, and up through the carpeted floor. At least they were all dry, but that was just about the only plus point in their current situation.
�Bugger this for a game of sodjers,� the control desk operator said. �I need to take a piss.� He switched on the torch that Wiggo had given him and strode across the room to the stairwell, pointing the beam downward into the dark. Wiggo saw him stiffen and knew immediately they had more problems incoming.
�Fuck me,� the operator said. He waved the torch beam back at Wiggo. It swung wildly in his trembling hand. �Fuck me,� he said again, as if fright had temporarily robbed him of any other words.
Wiggo was up and moving fast, preempting any move by any of the crew. He joined the operator and had him swing the torch beam down the stairs.
The problem was immediately obvious. Black water rolled backwards and forwards below them; the mess hall deck was completely flooded and the waters were already rising up the stairwell.
�I thought you said three hours?� Wiggo whispered.
�I thought you said a rescue chopper was coming,� the operator replied.
There was no time to argue; the water in the stairwell was rising noticeably.
�I don�t suppose there�s any lifeboats on this heap of junk?� Wiggo said, expecting a negative answer.
�Of course there are. There�s dinghies. Three of them, on the roof,� the man replied. �But in this sea��
�In this sea, we�re going to sink and go down trapped in here,� Wiggo replied. �I�ll take my chances in a dinghy.�
He turned back to the rest of the men in the room.
�We�re moving up. It�s going to get wet and windy, so pucker up. Anybody know how to get the lifeboat dinghies operational?�
Tom the cook was among three men to put up a hand.
�Okay. You�re in charge of one each. Any of the rest of you had forces� training? Do you ken how to operate one of these?� He held up his rifle. Two men raised a hand. He put them in charge of the cap�s and the sarge�s kit and weapons. �It�ll probably be like pissing into the wind, but if the beastie shows up and looks to be getting frisky, put a few rounds in it, see if it quietens it down. Just don�t fucking lose the rifles or the cap will have my bollocks for breakfast.�
He addressed Davies and Wilkins.
�We�ll stay together in one of the dinghies,� he said. �Split the other lads up between them so there�s equal numbers in each.�
He glanced at the stairwell. Water was lapping just a few steps down.
�Marines, we are leaving,� he said.
He led the way up the stairs to the outer doors.
Beyond the doors, the storm raged in the night.

The storm raged around them, but the fact that the floatel was now more stable in the water was working to their advantage. Getting the dinghies inflated and roped together proved easier than Wiggo had imagined. The three crewmen assigned to the job moved with almost military precision and within minutes they had three inflated dinghies perched on the edge of the floatel, with all of the men inside. Wiggo and the privates got on board one with Tom the chef and the control desk operator for company; the rest of the men were on the other two, equally split.
Wiggo had expected the dinghies to be open to the elements but was pleasantly surprised to find that it was more like a padded, floating tent. They had a roof overhead, transparent panels to see out, and were lit inside with a small row of LED lights, enough for him to see the other men�s faces.
They�d made it out of the floatel just in time; it was sinking fast now, and the sea was only feet below their position on the edge on the top deck.
�We�ll float off on the first big wave,� Tom shouted as he zipped up the opening, enclosing them inside. �It�s likely to get rough.�
�Deep joy,� Davies muttered at Wiggo�s side. The private already looked pale and sickly, but he gave Wiggo a thumbs up when he saw him looking. �Don�t mind me, Corp. If I�m going to throw up, I�ll do it in my pocket.�
�As long as you don�t do it in mine we�ll be just fine.�
The expected wave arrived seconds later. They were lifted up, fell in empty air for a stomach-lurching second then landed hard in the sea. The dinghy tilted alarmingly on one side and Wiggo thought they might topple over entirely but its natural buoyancy ensured that it righted itself. They felt a heavy bump as one of the other dinghy�s hit them then they were caught by wind and sea, rising and falling in the waves.
�Bloody Blackpool Pleasure Beach time again,� Wiggo muttered. �I fucking hate roller coasters.�
The only one in the dinghy who didn�t even seem slightly perturbed was the big cook.
�It was worse than this in training,� he said in explanation when he caught Wiggo�s glance. �They had us in pitch blackness in a huge wave machine and turned us upside down a few times. This is a walk in the park compared to that nonsense.�
He reached into a pouch built into the side of the dinghy and came out with some bottled water, a flare-gun, and a small box with six flares in it. He handed the gun and flares to Wiggo before taking a swig of water then passing it around.
�Outstanding,� Wiggo said. �Now all we need is a pack of cards.�
�Funny you should say that, Corp,� Davies replied and produced a battered pack from his jacket pocket. �Five fags buys a seat at the table. Three card brag, Aces high, one-eyed Jacks floating. Who�s in?�
The operator� Wiggo realised he�d never asked the man�s name� spoke up.
�You can�t play cards at a time like this, surely?�
�Watch us,� Davies replied. �And don�t call me Shirley.�

As before, the card game did much to keep their minds off their situation but Wiggo�s heart wasn�t in it. He lost all his smokes within twenty minutes and let Tom take his place. He shuffled over to the zipped-up entrance, opened the zip six inches, and parted the opening to have a look out. He saw another dinghy almost next to them, separated by three feet of water, presumed the third was on the far side beyond that, but there was nothing else to see but darkness and sea and all he got for his trouble was a faceful of spray. He zipped it up again quickly and attempted to stand, meaning to take a look out of the transparent window-like area above. But the buck and sway in the swell made standing impossible and he slumped back down to join the others with a grunt of frustration.
�If anybody�s got any bright ideas, now would be a good time to share them,� he said.
Tom spoke up first.
�They�ll be looking for us. Or rather, they�ll be looking for the floatel. We�re now a much smaller target, and we�re lost in a big dark sea. If it were up to me, I�d send up a flare every so often, maybe every twenty minutes or half an hour? It might improve our chances.�
�Good thinking, Batman,� Wiggo replied. �Do all the dinghies have flares?�
�Aye. But we�d need to get outside and over to them to coordinate; that�s not safe.�
�Agree. But if they see ours, they might get the message. Okay, I�m convinced.�
He loaded the flare gun with a flare from the box while Tom unzipped the opening far enough for him to aim it outside and upward. When he pulled the trigger, the flare fizzed away like a firework and exploded in a wee red sun high above them before arcing away out of sight.
�One down, five to go,� Wiggo said. �We�ll go again in twenty. Let�s hope we get lucky.�

Ten minutes later, they heard the distinctive hiss again and on looking up saw that another of the dinghies had fired a flare, the red glow lighting the sky for several seconds.
�They got the message,� Tom said. �Our chances are improving.�
Wiggo wasn�t too sure of that but kept his mouth shut. What he really needed was a cigarette but having everyone light up in an enclosed space like this was going to make the air unbreathable so he fought down the urge, promising himself that he�d light up at the first opportunity.
The dinghy continued to lurch violently in the swell and several times they again came close to tipping over completely. Once Tom had them all move quickly to one side to shift weight and avoid such a tipping. Another hiss and flare that Wiggo guessed came from the third dinghy light up the sky.
But nothing came in response; the only sound from outside was the splash of waves against their side and the whistle of the wind.
Anytime now would be good, guys. Anytime.
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Banks made his way back into the rig�s control room.
�Are you in contact with the other incoming choppers?�
�Yep,� the operator replied. �They�re ten minutes out.�
�Ask them to slow down a tad,� Banks said. �We need a new plan of action.�
He turned to Seton.
�It was working. What happened?�
�A guess? Not loud enough, the storm is dissipating the effect.�
�Can you boost it?�
�We can try,� Seton said. �Unless you have any other ideas, I think it�s our only shot.�
�Crank it up then,� Banks said, and, to the operator, �Belay that order to the choppers. It�s time we got ourselves the fuck out of here.�

Banks returned to his spot on the gantry and lit up another smoke. Rig crew were already beginning to make their way along the pathway towards the helipad but, understandably, none had yet gone out to the pad itself. Banks felt a hand on his shoulder and turned to see the doctor there.
�We�ve got your sergeant ready to move. I won�t bring him out until the last minute in this weather,� he said, then looked Banks in the eye. �Is it true about the chopper? The beast took it down?�
Banks nodded.
�Lost, all of them.�
�So what�s to say it won�t happen again? Is it worth the risk?�
�Yon beast is likely to take the whole rig down on one of these visits. We need to get off here. We�ve got a plan.�
�That song on the tannoy? That�s your plan?�
Banks didn�t reply to that, but he didn�t have to; he saw skepticism written large on the doc�s face before he turned away.
A minute later, the tannoy kicked in, almost deafeningly.
He sleeps and he dreams with the fish far below.
He dreams and he sings in the dark.
Banks looked out past the heliport. Two searchlight beams were sweeping the sea, coming closer fast.
Showtime.

He went back into the control room.
�Can we leave it running like that in a loop?� he said, having to shout to be heard above the tannoy.
�Already done,� the operator said. He had left his post and was getting into a waterproof survival suit that appeared to be eating him. �It�ll keep going as long as there�s power here in the room.�
�Then pray it stays on,� Banks replied. He turned to Seton. �Ready to get the flock out of here yet, wee man?�
�More than ready.�
When they went back out onto the gantry, the first of the two choppers had already landed and a line of crew were making their way across the accessway to the helipad. The second chopper came in at a steeper angle, the pilot expertly using the wind against itself to land dead center on the second parking bay on the pad.
There was no sign of the beast.
Not yet anyway.
He saw the doc and two of the crew pushing a trolley bed across the causeway, the sarge�s pale face showing clearly in the gloom. Banks made for the causeway with Seton beside him.
The tannoy was still broadcasting the chant.
He sleeps and he dreams with the fish far below.
He dreams and he sings in the dark.
The first chopper had filled rapidly and the rotors were spinning up ready for take-off. The noisy clatter and whirr echoed around the rig and Banks noticed, too late, that the sound was deadening the chanting. The first chopper rose slowly off the pad, the pilot clearly fighting against the wind to stop being blown horizontally across the landing area.
Ahead of Banks, the doc and his helpers were getting the sarge loaded into the second chopper. Banks and Seton were the last two people to arrive on the helipad.
�Get her up,� he shouted, realising there was no way the pilot could hear him, and broke into a run, hoping that Seton was smart enough to do the same. He�d got halfway across the helipad when the whole rig shook and shuddered from a heavy hit. The lights flickered and dimmed and the chanting could barely be heard now above the chopper noise and the wind.
Banks put his head down and, with Seton right at his shoulder, made for the chopper.

Everybody else was aboard. The doc stood bent over in the doorway, urging them forward.
The rig took another hit, harder this time. The helipad lurched hard and developed a slope. The impact caused Seton to stumble and fall flat on his face. Banks went back for him and helped the older man to his feet and had turned back towards the chopper as another jolting blow hit the rig. The lights went dark, the tannoy cut off, and now there was just the wind, the rotor blades, and a mad dash for the doorway.
The helipad was breaking up below them. Banks caught a glimpse of the beast, the great head starting to rise out of the water. He grabbed Seton and threw him forward into the doorway, saw the doc gather the older man inside to safety. The chopper began to rise, just as the deck of the helipad gave way under Banks� feet. He reached upward, already knowing he wasn�t going to make it, and felt only yawning emptiness and death below him for a split second before a strong hand grabbed his left wrist and pulled him up.
He tumbled into the chopper, all elbows and knees, and rolled over to see that it had been Seton who�d saved him. The older man grinned.
�Not so auld now, eh,� he said, but Banks knew there was no time for chat.
�Take her up, right fucking now,� he shouted, hoping the pilot might hear. He rose and went to the doorway, looking down. The creature appeared to be ignoring the chopper in favor of wreaking carnage on the rig. From above, and getting higher with every second, Banks and Seton got a bird�s-eye view and were able to see for the first time the true size and extent of the beast.
�It�s huge,� Seton said.
�Bloody enormous are the words, I think,� Banks agreed.
It was coiled like a snake around the base pillars of the rig, crushing them inwards even as its head and great jaw tore the superstructure above to shards of twisted metal. Now that he could see almost its whole length he saw it wasn�t entirely serpentine but had four legs, short and stubby, but each tipped with a four-clawed foot. The front two limbs tore at the lower reaches of the infrastructure; the little that remained of the helipad disappeared into the seething roil of water as the beast�s frenzy grew.
Only then did it seem to take note of the chopper. It looked up, and again Banks felt as if it stared directly into his soul.
�Higher,� he shouted as he saw the coils below tighten. �Higher, now.�
The beast threw itself up, impossibly high, lifting almost all of the great length of body behind it as the jaws opened and Banks looked down into the depths of its gullet.
The jaws snapped shut only yards below them, the subsequent wash of wind almost knocking them out of the sky and forcing Banks to grab onto a hold lest he be tumbled headlong out the open door.
He watched the beast fall. It hit what was left of the rig with a crash audible even this high above in the storm and everything disappeared in a wash of spray and foam which, when it cleared, revealed only a dark empty sea.
The beast had gone again and taken the rig down to the dark with it.
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�We�ve got one flare left for each dinghy by my reckoning,� Wiggo said. They�d been adrift for two hours now and they were about as miserable as any five men could be. With every flare their hope was kindled, only to be dashed again when no rescue came in reply. Davies was suffering badly from seasickness; he�d thrown up three times now and the air in the dinghy reeked of it, even after Wiggo relented and allowed them a smoke each. He showed the last flare to them all.
�What do you say? Do we save it in case we hear someone coming, or do we use it now?�
Both the privates spoke at the same time.
�Save it.�
Tom and the operator both went the other way and suggested using it.
�I�ve got the casting vote then,� Wiggo replied and put the loaded flare gun down.
For now.
Ten minutes later, the near dinghy let off their last, and ten minutes after that the third followed suit, leaving Wiggo with the only flare left.
Well this is just fucking marvelous.
The only good thing about the situation was that the storm appeared to be lessening outside. The wind had dropped considerably and although the swell was still rough, they had been able to open the zipper and get some fresh air without fear of being swamped by spray.
Wiggo checked his watch for the umpteenth time. It was after midnight now but the minutes appeared to be creeping slower than normal. He put his hand on the flare gun, wondering again whether he�d made the right decision. Then he heard it� not a chopper, but the weird high, almost musical, drone of the beast echoing across the surface of the ocean.
�That�s all we fucking need,� he said.
He moved across to the zippered entrance, unzipped it halfway, and put his head outside. The sound was louder out here and again he was reminded of a bagpiper, perhaps on a lonely misty hillside, wailing his lament into the mist. But no piper had ever raised the hackles at the back of Wiggo�s neck like this did. It sounded like trouble, and it had his Spidey-sense tingling.
He peered out into the night, staring for any sight of the beast. Instead he saw a faint glimmer of light on the horizon, two spotlights, lost as quickly as they had come as the dinghy went into a trough, then clearly visible again when they came up the next crest. He heard them now too, the faintest whoop of rotors, beating as if in time to the beast�s song.
�It�s about fucking time too,� he muttered to himself as he took the flare gun, aimed in the direction of the light, and pulled the trigger. The flare hissed away and burst into a red star high overhead. Wiggins followed its trail as arced away and fell towards the horizon. At the last moment, just before it fell into the sea, there was something silhouetted between it and the dinghy�three massive, sinewy humps showing where the beast was circling them some four hundred yards out.

He didn�t mention the beast when he turned back inside; the lads were going to have enough to worry about in the coming minutes.
�This is it, boys,� he said. �We�re going home.� He turned to Tom. �You�re the man with the training. Anything we should be doing in preparation?�
�How many choppers?� the big man asked.
�Two by the looks of things.�
�Then we should untie at least one of the dinghies; we�ll want both choppers to be winching at the same time.�
Tom moved past Wiggo, undid the zip totally, and leaned over the side of the dinghy. Second later they were bobbing, slightly higher in the water now, and drifting away from the other two vessels. When Tom turned back, he was lit from above and behind by a bright, almost blinding light and suddenly the air was full of the roar of choppers. He bent his head out and looked up, then came back in and addressed Wiggo, having to shout to be heard.
�The taxi�s here. It�ll take two at a time. Your call, boss. Who goes first?�
�Woman and children,� Wiggo said with a smile. �That�s your other man here and yourself in case you hadn�t noticed. Then we�ll get Davies off and put him out of his misery. Wilko will go with him and I�ll watch our backs and come up when you�re all safe.�
Tom stayed in the doorway looking upward. A few seconds later, he began to wave, giving directions to someone above and seconds after that he had a harness in his hands attached to a line above.
�Quick now,� he said to the operator. �He�s holding steady for now but if there�s a gust��
He didn�t have to finish the sentence. The operator was by his side seconds later. Tom made sure that the three squad members saw how he got into, and then locked, the harness. Then he leaned out, gave a thumbs up to someone above, and the pair of them were winched away, their dangling feet the last things to be seen.
�Okay, Wilko, Davies,� Wiggins said. �You�re next. Take as much of your kit with you as you can manage, rifle over your shoulder if the harness will allow it, otherwise keep it in hand. I didn�t want to alarm the straights, but yon beastie is on the prowl nearby. We can only hope it�s no� hungry.�
Wilkins went to stand at the entrance and soon he was waving in the same manner as Tom had minutes before. Seconds later, he had the harness in hand. Wiggo helped them get in and made sure they were secure.
�See you up top, lads,� he said. �Keep a seat warm for me.�
Wilkins gave a thumbs up to the crew above and they too were winched away up into the light. Wiggo had a quick look �round the interior of the dinghy, decided that apart from his own pack and weapon there was nothing that wasn�t indispensable, and went to stand at the opening.
Over to his right, some fifty yards away now, the other two dinghies bobbed in the water. Two men were being winched up from the one farthest from Wiggo. Everything appeared to be going smoothly. He looked up to see the empty harness come down towards him. As the others had done, he had to wave instructions to maneuver the line to the right position, but in seconds he had the harness in hand, climbed into it, and locked himself in position. He had his pack on his back and his weapon in his right hand as he gave the thumbs up and was lifted away from the dinghy.
He saw it coming when he was little more than ten feet up. The beast�s broad back carved the water on either side and it came on like an accelerating speedboat, heading in a direct line for the other two dinghies which were now eighty yards away to Wiggo�s right.
�Don�t you fucking dare,� Wiggo shouted. He managed to get turned around enough so that he could take aim and he sent a volley of rounds in the beast�s direction, but if he hit anything it didn�t show and the beast didn�t slow.
�Fuck off!� he shouted and fired again but he was already being lifted up and away and the harness swung him round so that his shots headed into the sea somewhere to the beast�s left. He could only watch in horror as the head came up, the jaws gaped open, and the two dinghies were scooped up. Teeth clamped down. The other chopper�s harness line was severed, the two men who�d been on it taken away with however many had still been in the dinghies. The serpent�s tail came up, not fluked like a whale�s but a single solid slab of flesh and muscle, the head went down, and the whole length of it slid smoothly into the dark waters with scarcely a ripple.
By the time Wiggo was pulled into the chopper, there was only the dark sea below and a single floating dinghy. There was no sign that the other two had ever been there.
Tom came through from the pilot area as Wiggo was getting out of the harness.
�Seven,� he said, his face pale and tears in his eyes. Wiggo didn�t have to ask what he was referring to.
My first command. And I�ve lost nearly half of them.
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Banks heard of the others� rescue as they came in on approach to Aberdeen airport. The co-pilot relayed the news.
�Your guys are okay. The one called Wiggins is turning the air blue and causing the air-traffic controllers to have kittens, but they�re safe. Some of the rig crew that were on the floatel didn�t make it though.�
Something loosened in him that he hadn�t realised was tense. The sarge was still out of it, lying on a stretcher in the belly of the chopper, but Banks bent over him anyway.
�Our lads are safe, Sarge. Wiggo got them through.�
He didn�t think Hynd would hear but it felt right to tell him.
He looked for Seton, couldn�t find him at first, then saw him up front in the co-pilot�s seat, using the radio. The older man spoke for a few minutes before coming back into the body of the chopper to talk to Banks.
�I�ve been on the blower to your colonel again,� he said. �I tried to talk him into giving my theory another try but I was told in no uncertain terms that my role here is at an end. They�re calling out the big guns and they�ve declared a state of emergency. They�re going to throw everything and the kitchen sink at our beastie.�
�Your beastie, not mine,� Banks answered. He remembered the enormity of the thing he�d seen taking down the rig. �I hope they�re fetching plenty of firepower. They�re going to need it.�

A flurry of activity met them on arrival at the airport. Hynd was wheeled off rapidly to an ambulance. The doc took a second to turn and talk to Banks.
�We�ll be at the Royal Infirmary when you�ve got time to come and see him. Don�t worry. He�ll be fine.�
�You might need to tie him down when he wakes up,� Banks said. �He�ll be wanting to get on his feet.�
�Wanting and doing are two different things,� the doc replied. �Anyway, they�ve got nurses at ARI who can strip paint with their tongues. They�ll keep him quiet, trust me.�
And with that, the doc was gone.
The other rescued men were all whisked away in a bus put on by the oil company responsible for the rig. There was a small ring of reporters beyond the choppers� landing area, but the company had made sure that no one who came off the rig would talk to them. They�d done it for purely financial considerations of course, protecting their bottom line, but Banks knew it would be in line with his own superior�s thinking; the fewer who knew the truth, the better. For the time being at least.
He was left on the tarmac with Seton.
�Looks like we�re on our own, wee man, at least until the rest of the squad gets brought in. Do you think we can get a drink anywhere at this time of night?�
Seton went into his pocket, took out the hip flask, and shook it against his ear.
�Empty. Bugger. But if we can get a taxi, I ken a place in the docks that�ll let us in for a few drams no matter what time of the night.�
Any chances of that were quashed when a black SUV rolled up beside them. Banks was surprised to see his colonel at the wheel; he was usually in the back with his PA doing the driving up front. This was turning into a special night all �round.
�Get in, chaps,� the colonel said. �I need to debrief you; the minister�s going in front of the cameras in the morning. The shit�s hitting the fan and we have to move fast if we don�t want to get caught in the blowback.�
They got in the back and drove, mostly in silence, out of the airport, past a still-being erected police cordon in the car-park and down towards the city. The colonel didn�t speak until they pulled into the driveway of the Gordon Barracks on the north east side of town.
�I�ve commandeered a wing here for the duration,� he said. �Away from prying eyes. We�ll be able to talk safely and you can bring me up to speed.�
Banks was pleased to discover that the colonel�s view of �commandeering� also included supplying the place with his usual comforts. They were soon sitting in comfortable chairs in a well-appointed office, each with a full glass of scotch and a fresh smoke. A large plate of freshly made ham sandwiches sat on the table but Banks preferred a liquid diet at that moment, if only to blunt the memories of the preceding hours.
When the colonel waved to indicate he could start, it all came back in a flood.
�It was a total shitstorm from start to finish, sir,� he began. �As soon as we got on the rig the manager was working against us��
It took the best part of an hour, several more smokes, another glass of scotch and numerous interventions from both the colonel and Seton but in the end the story was done to the colonel�s satisfaction.
�How big?� he said, and Banks heard the skepticism. It was Seton who answered.
�Too big,� he said. �The head�s bigger than a row of houses on its own. You could lay the whole thing inside Hampden Park and the head would be poking out one end, the tail out the other.�
The colonel shook his head, still taking it all in, and knocked back his scotch on one gulp before answering.
�I�m going to have the devil of a job convincing the minister of the truth of the matter,� he said ruefully. �But he saw yon thing at Loch Ness for himself. He knows it�s not just BS and old soldier�s tales.�
�Well, not all of it,� Banks said, and even got a laugh in return from the colonel who then turned to Banks.
�Don�t take it hard on yourself, John. You saved lives tonight. You got that part of the job done.�
�Lost some too,� Banks replied.
�Same as it ever was,� the colonel added, the sadness clear in his voice. �But we can only do what we can do. And what we can do now is ensure that the politicians don�t make a pig�s arse out of what happens next.�
�Same as it ever was,� Seton added, and got a laugh all �round.
Then it was the colonel�s turn to quickly bring them up to speed on the response so far.
There wasn�t much to tell; the storm was hampering any efforts to locate the beast. A squadron of fighter jets was in the air over the North Sea looking for it, the Russians were getting frisky at all the non-planned activity, the minister was shitting his breeks, and the oil company was already demanding enormous sums in compensation from the government, trying to lay the blame on Banks for much of what had happened out on the rig.
�It was that twat of a rig manager that caused most of the trouble,� Banks said indignantly, before guiltily remembering that the man had died in the first chopper.
The colonel nodded and smiled.
�And the rig staff are even now backing you up on that. Don�t get distracted by the smoke and mirrors, John. I still need you and the squad on this; you�re the chaps with the experience, even if this thing�s a tad bigger than anything else you�ve come up against.�
�You know us, sir. We�re up for anything. But apart from blowing it to fuck with a nuke, I don�t know as we can do much in the way of stopping it.�
�I might have a plan,� Seton said quietly, but didn�t get time to explain as the colonel�s PA came into the office.
�The rest of S-Squad are here as you requested, sir. The corporal is demanding beer.�

The colonel surprised Banks again when they went downstairs to the small private bar and mess hall overlooking the inner quadrangle.
�Get somebody to open up the bar,� the colonel said to his PA. �The first round is on me.�
Banks saw that Wiggo was rather subdued compared to normal. He waited until a sleepy private had been found to open the bar, beers were poured for everybody, and frozen pizzas were in the oven before taking the corporal outside to the quadrangle for a smoke.
�How�s the sarge?� Wiggo asked as they lit up.
�He�ll be fine, or so the doc says. A few broken ribs but a bit of rest and he�ll be good as new. Never mind him. How are you holding up?�
Wiggo stared away into the night before replying.
�I never knew it would be so hard. I mean, we�ve lost guys before, and I took them personally. But it�s different when you�re actually in charge of them. And they weren�t even in the force; they were just regular guys, doing their jobs, making money to keep their families. And what are those poor women and kids going to do now? I�m taking it sore, Cap, if truth be told.�
�It never gets any easier,� Banks replied. �And the fact that it bothers you so much just proves what I�ve always known.�
�And what�s that, Cap?�
�That you�re a good man, Corporal Wiggins. Or rather, Acting-Sergeant Wiggins. I need a wingman, and you�re it. Want the job?�
�Until I die or someone better comes along?� Wiggo said, smiling for the first time.
�As I said, Wiggo. You�re a good man. But you watch far too many crap films.�

They went back into the mess to discover everyone watching a satellite TV news report. The headline ran, white on red and in bold capitals along the bottom of the screen.
DISASTER IN NORTH SEA

As the news item progressed, it became clear that the channel actually had no news at all beyond the fact that there had been a rescue from a rig and that there may, or may not, have been casualties. It did not, however, stop the talking heads assembled on screen from speculating, anything from terrorist attack to catastrophic system failure brought about by cost cutting. Nobody mentioned a fucking huge singing monster.
�The D notice seems to be holding, so that�s something at least. What�s the minister�s story going to be?� Banks asked the colonel.
�I doubt he knows yet. But I�m also sure there�ll be no mention of any monster. Can you imagine the panic, never mind the media circus, that would ensue? No, he�ll want to play it close to his chest. If I were a betting man, I�d guess bad weather will take the blame.�
�The men who died deserve better than that,� Wiggo said.
�The government will make sure their families are supported,� the colonel replied. �What else can they do? What�s done is done.�
Banks saw that Wiggo was getting angry and ready to interject. He put a hand on his shoulder to get his attention and shook his head when Wiggo looked at him.
�I just promoted you, Wiggo,� he said so that only the two of them could hear. �Don�t blow it in the first five minutes.�
Seton spoke up to diffuse the tension.
�Will you give me ten minutes of your time to at least listen to my idea, Colonel?� he said.
�No,� came the blunt reply. �I�ve enough on my plate explaining the thing to the minister without adding mambo-jumbo and ancient Scottish mysticism to the mix. We�re going with the military solution.�
�And if that doesn�t work?�
�I say we take off and nuke the site from orbit,� Wiggo said. �It�s the only way to be sure.�
Everybody except the colonel laughed; it was obvious he didn�t get the reference. But it was equally obvious he was in no mood to hang around and find out.
�I�m already late for my meeting. Do me a favour all of you�don�t get pissed. You�ve got four hours before I can get transport for you to head back to base. Sleeping might be your best option.�
With that, the colonel left them to it.
�Right. Who needs another beer?� Wiggo said.
Banks wasn�t paying too much attention, his gaze on the TV screen. They�d shifted away from the talking heads in the studio to go live to Aberdeen. Banks recognised the man they were interviewing. It was the radio operator from the rig�s control room. Somehow he�d slipped whatever bonds the company had tried to put on him. Now here he was, standing at the police cordon at the airport, and the first words out of his mouth were going to make the minister�s job in the morning all the more difficult.
�It was a monster. Biggest bloody thing you ever did see, like something out of a film. It ate our supply boat, took out a chopper, and demolished the rig. I was damned lucky to get out of there alive.�
Then the picture switched again, to Aberdeen�s dockland area. Bright headlights were washing a broad area of water just beyond the harbour entrance. They swept back, forward and, on their way back again picked out a wall of greyish silver flesh sliding through the dark waters less than a hundred yards out to sea. The only sound to be heard was a high, wailing drone, the same keening piper�s lament they heard on the rig.
�Drink up, lads,� Banks said. �I think we�re going to be on the move earlier than the colonel thought.�
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The colonel passed Wiggo the keys to the SUV. It was going to be a tight fit, what with the squad members, Seton, and their kit, but they�d got it all stowed in double quick time. A mere ten minutes after seeing the news broadcast they were on their way, the colonel waving them off, as they sped down the Barrack�s driveway and took a left, heading for the city center then the docklands.
�I meant what I said back there, Cap,� Wiggo said, rolling down the window and lighting up a smoke. �Maybe nuking it from orbit isn�t that bad a plan for this fucker.�
�And take out Aberdeen as collateral damage? I doubt the brass would swing for that, Wiggo.�
�It�s not as if they�d be losing much of any value,� Davies spoke up from the back, getting another laugh from them all.
�Spoken like a true Glaswegian and a man after my own heart,� Wiggo said. �But seriously, Cap. If we could lure it out to sea��
�And take out a few oil rigs in the process? The brass would probably like that even less.�
They saw lights ahead as they went past the railway station and headed for Torry docks. A barrier had been erected across the road. Wiggo slowed and stopped to let a young policeman poke his head through the window.
�I�ve been told not to let anyone through,� he said.
Banks spoke up.
�Just as well we�re not anyone then, isn�t it? We�re on official business. We could get you to check with your superiors but we�re on the clock and don�t have time for any of that bollocks. Let us through, there�s a good lad.�
There must have been just enough weary contempt in the captain�s voice to convince him, for a few seconds later they were waved through and made their way into Torry.

The roadblock must have only gone up recently for there were several media crew already in place in the inner dock and Wiggo had to carefully weave around them before having to stop at another checkpoint, this one manned not by police but by military.
This time, the captain gave his rank and credentials, mentioned the colonel by name, and once again they were waved through into the wider expanse of Torry docks. The harbor was full; cargo vessels in the main and several more of the rig supply boats of the kind they�d used to get to the rig the day before. An evacuation seemed to be in progress for crewmembers were coming off all the docked boats and being shepherded in a line back off the quays to somewhere beyond the roadblock. The large searchlights they�d seen on TV were being provided by three strategically placed fishing boats that bobbed just offshore in the estuary, pointing their lights out the main harbor mouth past the harbor control station on the far side of the river. They were currently lighting up only water and the splash of waves on the old stone of the outer harbor. Of the monster, there was no sight or sound.
�If we�re lucky, it�s already fucked off back to where it came from,� Davies said.
�Us? Lucky? When has that ever been true?� Wiggo replied.
�Hold the fort, Wiggo,� the captain said. �I need to find out who�s in charge here and have a word.�
�I�ll come with you,� Seton replied, and the pair departed towards the harbormaster�s office, leaving Wiggo, Davies, and Wilkins standing at the side of the SUV.
�Smoke them if you�ve got them, lads,� Wiggo said, leaned back against the still warm SUV and lit up a smoke. He checked his watch� four a.m. It felt like an eternity since they�d left Lossiemouth at the start of this operation, although it had been quite a bit less than twenty-four hours previously. His legs were still telling him that they were bobbing around in a boat and the whole world had taken on a weird swimming sensation that he knew would eventually pass but, for now, felt like he�d had one beer too many. Besides that, it kept reminding him of the rescue and his last sight of the beast as it swallowed the dinghies below him.
�Nuke you?� he muttered. �I�ll ram it down your fucking throat.�
�Did you say something, Corp?� Wilkins asked.
�Nah, just wool-gathering. But it�s not Corp, not tonight. Until we get the sarge back, it�s Acting-Sergeant Wiggo to you.�
Of course he then had to go over the conversation he�d had with the captain in the barracks and suffer good-natured ribbing from the privates, but at least it passed some time and took his mind off other matters� for a while at least.
Two things happened almost simultaneously to break his newfound calm.
The night air was pierced with the now well-known droning wail washing in from somewhere out in the dark sea waters. It was quickly accompanied by a loud alarm coming from speakers hung at intervals along the tall lights that lined the quays, a rhythmic whoop-whoop that seemed to carry a beat for the invisible piper offshore. Wiggo was remembering Seton�s words about the thing being affected by� drawn to� noise, and remembering the attacks on the rig.
�Turn that bloody thing off,� he shouted. �Right fucking now.�
Even if someone had heard him and acted on it, it was going to be too late. A wave surge, ten feet high, foam-tipped and rising ever higher as it came in, rushed in from out at sea and, pushing it forward from behind, caught in the glare of the fishing boat�s lights, came the great bulk of the beast with its head raised and jaws open ready to snatch its next meal.

The wave rushed up the dock. It lifted the fishing boats up and took them further inside to smash with a grinding crash against the rear wall. As they broke up, the boats� lights washed up, down and sideward in a macabre imitation of a manic disco. Cold water rose up in the quay, washing around the SUV�s wheels and over the squaddies� feet. Wiggo was momentarily alarmed that they were going to be washed away completely but the flow of water lessened when the serpent, having made its way onto the harbour itself, stopped displacing water, and instead turned its attention towards carnage.
It tore at cargo ships and supply vessels alike, tossing tons of metal in the air with no seeming effort, steel crashing against steel, hulls collapsing and metal ripping like so much paper, all to the accompaniment of the wailing claxon. As if still unsatisfied, the beast threw itself in ever-increasing frenzy against the remaining boats. The harbor walls and quayside crumbled and disintegrated under the onslaught of its slapping tail and Wiggo saw that the section of quay they stood on was directly in the path of the beast�s marauding havoc.
�Get in, lads, we�re leaving,� he said and, trusting the privates to obey, threw himself into the driver�s seat and got the engine started. The others were still getting in when he looked out the windshield to see it full of a wall of shimmering silver-grey flesh coming at him like a moving wall. He switched into reverse, put his foot down and, trusting to luck more than judgement, barreled backwards down the quay leaving a wash behind in the shallow water. Davies was still trying to shut his door when they reached the end of the quay. Wiggo threw the wheel �round and they spun 270 degrees to be facing the inner roadblock. He switched gears put his foot down again and, weaving like a drunk on a Saturday night, went through the roadblock, smashing the thin wood like a matchstick. He only stopped when they were two hundred yards inland and had spun the vehicle �round in a squeal of tires on tarmac to look back at the harbor.
The beast was still rampaging, throwing boats, bits of boats, lumps of quayside, and buildings high in the air.
It was only then that Wiggo remembered the others.
The captain and auld Seton were still in there, somewhere amid the continuing carnage.
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Banks and Seton had been arguing with the harbormaster when the claxon went off, deafeningly loud in the man�s small office. They�d been trying to press the case for him to broadcast Seton�s chant over the very speakers that were now blazing the alarm.
�I don�t care if you�ve got authority from the fucking Queen,� the man said. �It�s utter nonsense and I won�t have it.�
The claxon kicked in and coincidentally Banks was the only one looking out the wide window overlooking the mouth of the harbor. He saw the wave coming, saw the wide head of the serpent as it came on at speed.
�I don�t think the utter nonsense gives a fuck what you think,� Banks shouted above the noise and waved at the scene beyond the window. The harbormaster had one look at it, took to his heels, and fled.
�Well, that solves one problem,� Banks said, looking to Seton. �Do you think you can hook into their system?�
�I think I can try,� the older man answered and made for what Banks assumed to be the tannoy control panel. He caught movement in the corner of the eye, turned back to the window, and saw the beast start to tear the boats in the harbor apart like an angry dog with a pile of toys. It was only going to be a matter of time before the building they were in became one of those toys.
�Try faster,� he shouted.
He looked down over the quay, heart in his mouth as Wiggo and the young privates made their high-speed reverse getaway. He tried and failed to peer �round the corner of the window when the SUV disappeared from sight.
The tannoy alarm continued to scream and the beast continued to rampage. The wall of flesh of its flanks crept ever closer to their position.
�Time we were leaving,� Banks shouted as a fragment of cargo boat bigger than a house passed by feet to their left and crashed away into the dark somewhere behind them.
�Nearly there,� Seton shouted. �This might help.�
The claxon went silent as the older man flipped a switch. The beast paused in its rampage, as if confused by the sudden quiet. The pause was only for a matter of seconds though. With a flick of the thick tail it sent another boat careering like a missile across the docks to flatten everything in its path. The wall of flesh moved closer to them again, threatening to engulf the building. Banks strode quickly across the room, intent on forcibly removing Seton if he wouldn�t move. It wasn�t needed; as he got within arm�s length of the man, Seton shouted out.
�Got it.�
The now well-known sound of the chant filled the air.
He sleeps and he dreams with the fish far below.
He dreams and he sings in the dark.
Banks wasn�t in any mood to wait to see if there was a result; the wall of flesh filled the window behind him. They could be crushed at any moment.
He grabbed Seton and together they barreled through the doorway and out into the night.
They hit the ground running.

They only stopped as they approached the shattered remains of the roadblock barrier at the dock entrance. Banks saw Wiggo and the lads a hundred yards or so farther along the road and he waved to show them he was okay. At the same moment, Seton tugged at his arm, making him turn.
�Something�s happening,� the older man said.
The chant still played over the tannoy.
And the Dreaming God is singing where he lies.
As it had before at the rig, the sing-song chant appeared to have a soporific effect on the beast. Its movements slowed. The small stubby limbs moved lethargically, as if dancing in time to the chant, and a huge tongue lolled, dripping gallons of drool and saliva over the harbormaster�s room that Banks and Seton had recently left.
The chant looped and continued blaring from the tannoy system.
He sleeps and he dreams with the fish far below.
He dreams and he sings in the dark.
The beast�s eyes struggled to remain open.
A new sound split the air, a roar coming from the north. The beast roused itself for several seconds at that, raising its head. That was enough, for when the head lowered again it fell onto the harbormaster�s office.
�Look, do you see?� Seton said. Something had excited the old man, but Banks wasn�t looking at the beast� he was searching the sky for what he knew was coming.
Several things happened at once.
Two jet fighters, side by side, came in from the north, low, just above what remained of the harbor walls.
�Get down,� Banks shouted and threw Seton on the ground, dropping himself on top of the man and covering his ears as well as he could manage. The tannoy cut off as the beast�s head crushed the building below it. There was a double whoosh�rockets from the jet fighters�and then everything went hot and red. Twin blasts almost blew Banks and Seton along the quay, the whole harbor area filled with flame and the beast howled, although it sounded more like rage than agony.
�Burn, you bastard. Burn,� Banks muttered.
He chanced a look, turning his head to peer under his arm. He was just in time to see the lights of the jets disappear off to the southwest and the beast rise up, completely unharmed and as if impervious to the flames. It slithered south and west as if intent on following its attackers.
Within seconds it had gone, the last sight of it a swish of the great tale that fanned a wall of flame along the edge of the harbor before that too subsided, leaving only carnage behind.

Banks stood up and then helped Seton to his feet. They both appeared to be none the worse for the experience, but Banks� ears rang from the explosions, and when Seton spoke he had to get the older man to shout to make himself heard.
�I said, did you see it?� Seton shouted again, but the conversation would have to wait; ambulances, fire engines and armed police were streaming onto the docks from beyond the barrier and Banks saw Wiggo behind them, frantically waving his phone in the air and pointing at Banks.
When he walked up and took the phone from Wiggo, the resulting conversation with the colonel was almost comical, for Banks had to get him to repeat everything in an ever louder voice until his superior was yelling at the other end.
�There�s a nuclear sub coming up from Rosyth,� the colonel shouted. �It�ll pick you up off Stonehaven at ten. There�ll be a boat waiting in Stoney harbor at nine-thirty. Don�t miss it.�
Banks checked his watch, surprised to see that it was still only a little past five in the morning; it felt like an age had passed since they�d arrived off the rig, but it had only been a matter of hours. Stonehaven was only half an hour drive away down the coast, so they had plenty of time to make their rendezvous.
�I�m coming along,� Seton shouted when Banks relayed the news to the team.
�Maybe you should sit this one out, wee man,� Wiggo replied. �You�re no� as young as you used to be.�
�You don�t ken the half of it,� Seton replied and continued quickly before anyone could query the statement. �Did you not see it?� he said again.
Banks waved him away again. His ears were a few more minutes away from being ready to listen and he had an idea that what the wee man had to say might be important.

Out in the docks, fires were being put out and ambulance crew were lifting out bodies; thankfully not many, for the evacuation had been almost complete before the beast�s arrival. The devastation to the dock itself however was almost total. Where there had been stout harbor walls and new quays was now just a mass of rubble and receding water, and where there had been boats and buildings was only smoking ruin and twisted metal. The emergency services appeared to have what was left under control. Banks ordered the squad back to the SUV and got in the passenger seat to allow Wiggo to drive.
�Stonehaven,� he said. �And take your time, we�re in no rush.�
He closed his eyes and waited for the ringing in his ears to subside as Wiggo drove out of Torry and through the quiet industrial area to the south that led them eventually to the dual carriageway south. The others were keeping up a flow of chatter, Wiggo quizzing Seton about what had just happened mainly, but Banks wasn�t ready to talk just yet.
It wasn�t just the ringing in his ears that was keeping him quiet; it was the colonel�s orders, the reason they were going out on the sub and something he hadn�t told the squad yet, didn�t know how to tell them.
Wiggo was going to get his wish.
They were going to nuke the bastard.
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Wiggo drove them down to Stonehaven. Traffic was almost non-existent and the quietness of the road only served to remind him of the sound and fury they�d left behind at the docks. But the drive did a lot to calm his inner thoughts and allowed him to focus on the straight line ahead and into the distance. The events on the floatel and in the dinghy were already taking on the slightly dream-like quality that memories gather, pushed aside by the rest of the night which had needed room of its own in his mind. He just hoped there wasn�t something even larger again coming along in the near future.
The drive proved uneventful, with the coming day being announced by a lightening of the sky way over to his left-hand side. They arrived to a glorious red-lined dawn rising over the old harbor. Wiggo pulled into a parking bay beside the harbor wall, killed the engine, wound his window down fully, and sat in silence, listening to wavelets wash against the harbor wall and a single seagull welcoming the morning somewhere high above them.
�I used to come here as a lad with my father to buy fish,� Seton said. �A great many years ago. It hasn�t changed much, thank the Lord.�
�Just our luck, though,� Wiggo said, waving a hand at the harborside pubs. �All that booze just yards away, and they�re bloody shut.�
�Not necessarily,� Seton replied. �I ken the owner of The Marine. Give me a minute, I�ll see if I can rustle up some breakfast.�
Ten minutes later, they were sitting around a table in the otherwise empty public bar of the Marine Hotel, each with a beer in hand and the smell of frying bacon wafting through from the kitchen.
�Do you ken everybody, wee man?� Wiggo asked as Seton made steady inroads into his beer.
�Benefits of a long life of debauchery, lad,� Seton replied. �Don�t mock it unless you�ve tried it.�
�Oh, I intend to,� Wiggo replied. �If I live that long.�
He saw the look that passed across their captain�s face at that.
�What is it, Cap? You look like you�ve unwrapped a sweetie and found a shite.�
�Maybe I have at that, Wiggo. Maybe I have.�
Banks told them the colonel�s order.
�Christ. I joke about it on every bloody mission; I never expected anybody to take me seriously.�
�Aye, it�s serious, right enough,� Banks replied. �And these Tridents the subs carry have the potential to start World War Three all on their own. The brass are taking a big risk just considering it, but what happened to the rig, and last night at the docks, has them spooked.�
�Them and me both,� Wiggo replied.
They all went quiet �round the table until Seton spoke up.
�And what if it doesn�t work?� he said.
�Of course it�ll bloody work,� Wiggo replied. �It�s a fucking nuke.�
�And those missiles earlier at the docks, what were they? Sidewinders or some such? Serious bits of kit in any case, and the beast just brushed them off. And did you see what was happening just before the missiles hit?�
�That�s not the first time you�ve mentioned that,� Banks said. �I think you were the only one to see whatever it is you�re going on about, so out with it. What did you see?�
Seton took a long pull of beer before replying.
�I know you don�t really believe in my �hocus pocus shite� as Wiggo so eloquently puts it, but I can only tell you what I saw. The chant was still going on, the beast was going to sleep� and it had begun to fade out of this reality, might even have done so if those bloody jets hadn�t arrived when they did.�
�Faded out of this reality?� Wiggo said. �What, like �Beam me up, Scotty�?�
Seton smiled.
�Something like that, yes. It�s not of this world, at least not entirely. It�s supernatural more than it is natural.�
�Bollocks,� Wiggo replied.
�It doesn�t have any, didn�t you notice?�
Seton turned to address Banks.
�That�s what I meant by asking what happens if the nuke doesn�t work. I think you need to be prepared for the possibility that it�ll still be here after the dust settles.�
�I�m not sure I even want to think about it, never mind prepare for it,� Banks replied.
�I�m just saying,� Seton said. �You might need me yet.�
�If I�m reading you right, you want to try your chant again? That�s not been going too well so far, has it?�
�On the contrary. It slowed the beast at the rig, might have done the job if we could have maintained the volume level. And it was working at the docks� you�ll have to trust me on that, but it was working.�
Wiggo could see that the captain was still skeptical.
�Let�s just hope we don�t have to resort to it, eh?� Banks replied.
�I�ll drink to that,� Wiggo said and downed half his beer to try to quell the grumbling in his guts that signaled trouble to come.

They kept the drinking to a minimum, just one more pint each while devouring a mound of eggs, sausages, bacon, and toast washed down with a large mug of coffee. After that, they adjourned to the harbor wall for a smoke.
�So, wee man, how much of this supernatural bollocks do you really believe?� Wiggo said as they lit up.
�All of it, of course. And don�t give me any talk of it all being bollocks� I remember you telling me of your experiences in Antarctica and the Amazon. Those weren�t bollocks, were they?�
�Actually, I�ve never been quite sure either way,� Wiggo replied. �I try not to think about it too much.�
�That�s the trouble,� Seton said. �Everybody tries not to think about the supernatural then when they come across it they have to evaluate it every time as a special case. Personally, I�ve found that gets exhausting, so I just start from a point of belief and go on from there.�
Wiggo nodded.
�Aye, I can see how that might work for you. As for me, I like to shoot the buggers first, and only ask questions when that disnae work.�
That got him a laugh in return.
�And I can see how that might work for you in your line of business,� Seton said. �But this time, we�re upping the stakes. I hope your nuke works, I really do.�
�But being a good Boy Scout you�ll be prepared if it doesn�t?�
�That�s the plan,� Seton said. �Keep everything crossed.�
�Man, I�d cross my dick if I thought it would make a difference.�
�My suggestion� try it and see,� Seton replied.
They were still laughing when a dinghy arrived in the harbor mouth and made its way towards the docking area at the foot of the old stone steps nearest to them.
A dour-faced seaman welcomed them on board the dinghy but didn�t offer to help with the kit, leaving Davies and Wilkins to lug it over from the SUV.
�You�ll be the experts then?� the man said as Wiggo got aboard. Wiggo almost laughed, thinking it was a joke then realised the man was deadly serious.
�Aye, I suppose we are,� he replied. �Any reports on the beastie�s whereabouts?�
�That�s a wee bit above my paygrade,� the seaman said.
�Aye, well, I always pay a ferryman, just in case. Can I interest you in a fag?�
The man�s face lit up in a smile.
�Thanks, man. I�m gasping. It�s not allowed on board. Fucks with the recycling system, or so I�m told.�
�Ah well, take your time getting over there,� Wiggo replied. �We can fit two in to tide us over.�
Still with a cigarette clamped in the side of his mouth, the seaman cast off and took them out, slowly, from the old fishing harbor, past the high outer wall and into the open sea, where the swell immediately got ten times worse.
�I�ve seen this fucking trick before,� Wiggo said. �Let�s hope it ends better this time.�
The dinghy bucked and yawed but the seaman knew what he was about, tacking into the biggest waves and sliding down the far side before tacking again. On one of the rises, Wiggo caught sight of the sub lying offshore like a sleek black whale riding low in the water. He mentally measured its size against the beast he�d seen the night before.
�We�re going to need a bigger boat,� he muttered.

Despite its size, the interior of the sub felt cramped and claustrophobic and Wiggo immediately felt the urge to smoke now that he knew he couldn�t. They were shown to three cabins in the bowels of the vessel; the cap got one to himself and Wiggo was to share with Seton. They stowed their kit and then were directed forward to the bridge.
It, too, felt cramped and overcrowded, especially when the squad and Seton joined the crew already there. The sub�s captain, Michael Green as he introduced himself, was a mousy, dour man in his fifties who didn�t seem especially pleased to see them.
�But orders are orders,� he said, �and I�m to look after you and take your advice, however daft it sounds. So advise away; I�m all ears.�
�First things first,� Captain Banks said, �do we know where it is?�
Green nodded towards the radar screens.
�We had a fix on it when it left Aberdeen this morning but we lost it out at sea somewhere. It disappeared as if it just blinked off the map.�
�Beam me up, Scotty,� Wiggo whispered, then went quiet when it earned him a stern glance from his captain.
Green continued.
�Just before you came on board, we got another blip, fairly close by, but this thing is damned hard to track, whatever it is.�
Seton spoke up.
�There�s no sense us sweeping the whole North Sea looking for it. We should try to get it to come to us.�
�Sorry,� Green said, looking at the older man as if he was something nasty he�d trodden in. �And you are?�
Wiggo spoke up.
�He�s an expert. He�s one of us.�
Seton mouthed a silent �thank you� and continued.
�We can�t do anything until we know where it is. Bringing it to us would accomplish that.�
�It might also get us killed,� Green said.
�I have a plan to avoid that contingency,� Seton replied. �But first I need to know if there�s a way for you to broadcast a constant, rhythmic sound underwater, one that will carry for distance?�
�Certainly. We have seismic survey equipment that does that very thing but��
Seton didn�t give him time to finish.
�We�re close to Dunnottar Castle. I suggest we hang just offshore from there and start up the beacon, or whatever you want to call it.�
�Why there?� Green asked.
�Because it�s an old stomping ground of the beast�s,� Seton answered. �We lure it in to somewhere it knows then we do our thing.�
�And what thing might that be?�
Seton ignored that and Wiggo thought that was for the best; explaining to a man like Captain Green about ancient chants, sea serpents from the great beyond, and a beastie that could be both natural and supernatural simultaneously would take a wee bit more time than they had available to them. Instead, Captain Banks spoke up.
�Before we start throwing nukes around the North Sea, I think we should give Seton�s idea a chance. If it goes tits up, I�ll take full responsibility. You heard the man,� he said to Green. �Take us to Dunnottar.�

It only took ten minutes to turn the sub and head two miles down the coast. They held position a mile offshore at periscope depth. A series of screens showed the view out over to the castle where it perched on its rocky outcrop. Wiggo had seen pictures of the old castle over the years and had always promised himself a visit, although he�d never got �round to it. It always looked staunch and imposing in the photos, but it looked even more impressive when viewed from out here at sea, the high crumbling sandstone cliffs topped with an array of fortifications that, from their periscope�s low angle in the water, showed as dark silhouettes on the skyline.
�Let it rip whenever you�re ready, Captain,� Seton said. �If I�m right, it�ll bring the beast right to us.�
Green looked to Banks for confirmation.
�This is all okay by you, is it?�
Banks nodded.
�Experts, remember?�
Green sighed, gave the order, an operator got to work, and seconds later they were being treated to a rhythmic, high-pitched ping that echoed around them every five seconds.
�What�s the range?� Wiggo asked.
�It�s been shown in experiments that it can be picked up as far away as Norway,� Green replied.
�The beastie might be farther away than that,� Wiggo answered and turned away from the question he knew would be coming. He was now facing Seton.
�What now?� he asked.
�Now we wait,� the small red-haired man said but even before he�d finished speaking another operator shouted out.
�We�ve got incoming. Twenty miles out and closing fast. It�s big.�
�It�s not just big, it�s fucking enormous,� Wiggo added, but by then nobody was listening to him.
All eyes were on the radar screens.
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Seton spoke up.
�When it gets within a mile of us, switch off the beacon.�
�Why?� Green asked, and Banks knew it was high time he put down some ground rules.
�Because he said so,� he said to Green. �You have your orders, kindly follow them. We don�t have time to explain every action we�re going to need to take in the next few minutes and things will go a lot more smoothly if you let us get on with it. The auld man knows what he�s doing. Expert, remember?�
Banks wasn�t at all sure that was entirely true� but he wasn�t about to tell Green that.
He was glad to see Green back down and when the blip showed that the beast was within a mile, the sub captain gave the order to turn off the beacon.
Relative silence fell over the sub.
�Five hundred yards,� the radar operator said. �Four hundred.�
�It�s going to hit us,� Green said. �Prepare for impact.�
�No, it�s heading for the castle,� Seton said. �Look.�
The sub seemed to rise and fall as if taken by a swell then it became clear on looking at the screens that Seton was right�the broad silvery back of the beast showed clearly between them and the castle ruin. It came up out of the water, beaching itself in the curved, cliff-lined, bay to the north of the castle rock and settling into a coil that almost filled all the space available to it. The great head rested on the edge of the cliffs, almost level with the highest point of the ruins.
�Arm the Spearfish,� Green said.
�No,� Seton replied almost immediately. �We can�t fire here. We�re too close to the town. I told you, I have a plan. Can we broadcast by air as well as by sea?�
Green looked like he might argue but Banks gave him the cold stare, and the sub captain once again backed down.
�Yes, we can do that,� he said, grudgingly.
Seton held up his phone.
�I have an audio file on this that I need to be broadcast on a continuous loop.�
Green motioned towards the operators.
�One of my men will help with that,� he said, and pointedly turned his back on Seton, as if washing his hands of the matter.
�You�re up, wee man,� Banks said. �I hope you�re right.�
�You and me both, Cap,� Seton replied and stepped over to the operator�s desk.
In the meantime, Banks kept an eye on the screen. The beast was showing every sign of settling down in position, as if it had found a comfortable spot.
�We�ve got company,� one of the operators said. �Duke class frigate, two miles south and closing.�
�Tell them to back off. We�ve got this,� Banks said.
Again, Green looked like he wanted to argue but something in Bank�s stare dissuaded him, and he gave the order, reluctantly, while Seton busied himself at the console setting up the audio loop.
�Ready to go,� the older man said a few minutes later.
�It�s your show, Sandy, you give the order,� Banks replied.
Sandy grinned.
�Make it so,� he said and pointed at the screen.
The now familiar chant echoed through the sub.
He sleeps and he dreams with the fish far below.
He dreams and he sings in the dark.
�What nonsense is this now?� Green said.
��However daft it seems�, that�s what your orders said, was it not?� Banks replied. �Just keep quiet and watch. I�ve told you, the man knows what he�s doing.�
Banks studied the screen closely. The beast�s head came up and cocked, almost comically, to one side as if it was listening.
He sleeps and he sings and he dreams far below.
The huge head shook, like a dog shedding water then dropped to rest again on the castle rock. The huge tail rose slowly, and descended again, slapping the water along the shore.
Then it was still.
And the Dreaming God is singing where he lies.
�It�s working,� Seton said, almost a shout. �Look, it�s working.�
Banks wouldn�t have believed it if he hadn�t been looking directly at it, and even then, watching on a screen made it look more like a big-budget effect than he would have liked. But the solidity of the beast was definitely in question; it faded, like a developing photograph running in reverse, the color leeching out of it until the rocks of the cliff behind it could be seen showing through.
The beast�s wailing song rose up, somehow audible even here in the sub, a mournful sigh more than a song, fading even as the beast faded.
�It�s working,� Seton shouted again.
Then the captain of the frigate to their south did something really stupid.
He opened fire on the beast.

They didn�t hear the shot, only saw the result, an explosion of rock and earth and smoke and debris that fell over the beast like a shroud. One of the sub�s crew yelled in triumph but it was short lived. A breeze blew the aftermath of the explosion away, revealing the beast, still there, uncoiling now from its snug in the bay and gaining solidity again by the minute despite the fact that Seton�s chant was still going out across the waves.
�The stupid bastard,� Seton said. �We had it. We were that close.�
�Harm�s done now,� Green said and barked out an order. �Arm the Spearfish. Let�s give it something bigger to play with. And please, somebody, switch off that fucking singing; it�s getting right on my tits.�
But they weren�t going to be given time to fire a torpedo; before anyone had a chance to put the captain�s orders into action, the beast launched itself out of the bay, its tail taking a large chunk of cliff-face with it as it left. It headed, faster than any torpedo, directly out to sea and straight for the frigate.
�Get me eyes on that boat,� Green shouted.
By the time the scope rotated and they had a view of the frigate, it was too late; the serpent had already reached it. The frigate fired one more round that hit the beast in the belly and had as much effect as a pea-shooter against a stone wall, then the creature rose up out of the water, towered high above the vessel then simply let itself fall. The frigate broke in half midship under the weight, the rear end going down fast. The serpent took more time with the front end and superstructure, dismantling it in a similar manner that they had seen it do to the rig the night before, tossing bits of metal weighing tons high in the air like confetti, but in a matter of seconds the frigate was gone. As the remains sank, so too did the serpent, as if following its prey down to the depths.
There were no survivors left behind.

�Do you still have it on radar?� Green shouted.
�Aye, sir, but it�s moving away fast.�
�Then get after it; full power. We can�t lose it now.�
�You need to let me try again,� Seton said. �We were so close.�
�I need to do no such thing,� Green replied. �I�ve gone along with your nonsense long enough. We�re going to get it out into open water and nuke the bastard.�
�What are you armed with?� Banks asked.
�Four Trident IIs. Each missile carries four Mk-5 RVs with four hundred and fifty-five kiloton W88 warheads. That�s about thirty Hiroshimas each in layman�s terms.�
�Fuck me sideways,� Wiggo said.
�Bend over, the missile�s ready to go,� Green replied with a grim smile. �You�ve had your turn, gentlemen. Now please stand aside. This one�s all mine.�
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The sub captain�s plans proved to be short-lived. They were only a mile or so away from the site of the frigate tragedy when the radar operator spoke up.
�Lost it again. It was there, and then it wasn�t.�
�How in hell could it do that?� Green asked.
�You saw how,� Seton replied. �I showed you how.�
�All you showed me was how daft you all are,� Green answered.
�Aye, well, show us how smart you are then,� Wiggo said. �What�s your plan now?�
�Same as before. We find it and nuke the bugger.�
�Good luck with that,� Seton said and without another word turned and headed out of the bridge.
Wiggo followed him out and found him in the cabin, taking his hip-flask out of a pocket.
�At least I managed to fill this from your colonel�s supply back at the barracks,� Seton said. �The one good thing to come out of this mess so far. Will you join me?�
�Aye, just don�t let on to the captain. He just prompted me and I don�t need to give him a reason to go back on it.�
Seton passed him the flask. The whisky went down smooth and warm and set a wee fire in his belly like all the best stuff does. He passed it back reluctantly and spoke while Seton took a swig for himself.
�You really think the nuke won�t work?�
�I think it�s a possibility� maybe even a probability. But although I had a go at the captain back there, I can�t really see another option unless we can lure it to some known location away from people. And I can�t see how we could do that without being too close to it when the nuke went off.
�Some deserted island?� Wiggo said, accepting another swig of the whisky.
�In the North Sea? Not much chance of that� but��
It looked like Seton had just been hit by a eureka moment. Without finishing the sentence, he left the cabin in a hurry.
Wiggo was right behind them as they returned to the bridge.
�I�ve got an idea,� Seton said.
Green looked skeptical until Banks spoke up.
�You still have your orders, Captain. And the beast has vanished. Would it hurt to listen?�
Green waved his hand that Seton should continue.
�I was thinking about the rig again,� Seton said. �And I remembered. There are numerous derelict rigs out in these waters. What if we find one far enough from everything so that the nuke could go off without killing anyone� including us? We set up a beacon, a pinger like the one that drew it to the castle, then we back off out of range of the nuke, set off the pinger and wait for the beast to approach. If we leave a camera with the pinger, we should be able to see it on screen, and then the captain here can do his thing, take it down. Or at least try to.�
Wiggo saw Green thinking.
�I hate to admit it,� he finally said. �But that might be the best idea anyone�s had yet.�
He turned to his operators.
�You heard the man. Find me a rig that�s got a wide enough blast radius that we won�t be blowing up anything we shouldn�t be. And remember, it�s got to be totally inside British waters; the brass are going to have enough trouble explaining a nuke going off without us fucking about in somebody else�s territory.�
Five minutes later, they had their target and were headed for it at speed.

�Do you carry all the equipment we�ll need?� Seton asked Green.
�I believe so,� he replied. �As I said, we�ve got the seismograph survey gear. I�ve detailed a technician to get it set up for remote operation, and he�ll get the video link and electric batteries set up for it at the same time. He�ll have it ready for transport by the time we reach the rig. We�ll be there in two hours.�
Wiggo piped up.
�And what about the beastie in the meantime? What if it decides it enjoyed itself so much that it wants to run riot somewhere else; Inverness maybe, or going the other way, even Edinburgh?�
He suddenly had a mental picture of the thing coiled around Edinburgh Castle amid the crumbling, smoking ruins of the auld city. It didn�t bear thinking about too closely. The more he thought about it, the more he hoped that Seton was wrong; he needed the nuke to work, he needed the beast dead, not just for his own peace of mind, but for the memory of all that had already been lost.
He�d been wool-gathering and missed some of Green�s response, but caught the gist.
��and every camera in Scotland is watching the sea right now, you can be sure of that. If the thing does turn up anywhere else, the brass will have a welcome waiting for it.�
�Aye,� Wiggo replied. �And how many more will die then? Can we no� go any faster� it�s high time we nuked this fucker into oblivion.�

The next two hours passed painfully slowly for Wiggo, even allowing for another trip back to the cabin for a snifter of the auld man�s whisky. Even after they reached their destination, time kept crawling for Green insisted that his own men went over to the rig to install the gear and wouldn�t hear Seton�s pleas to accompany them. He allowed two concessions; Seton was allowed to have his chant installed in the broadcast equipment that was being installed on the rig and, much to Wiggo�s relief, the squad were allowed to go out on deck for a smoke while the installation was taking place.
The storm of the night before was now little more than a memory left in the swell. The sky was clear with only light clouds scudding across it and there was a warm breeze on Wiggo�s face as he lit up. The rig itself showed signs of disuse, even from quarter of a mile away, its gantries and walkways sagging, its pillars and buildings reddened with rust. They saw the crew members working on the flat area that had been the helipad.
Wiggo sucked smoke before addressing Seton.
�Is this going to work, wee man?�
Seton lifted his hand and made a see-saw motion.
�Fifty-fifty at best,� he said. �Don�t place any bets.�
Then finally, the waiting was over. The crewmen returned from the rig, everybody went back below then the sub made its way at full speed out of range of the expected blast. A little over an hour later, they were at periscope depth, the scopes screen showing the sea in the direction of the rig, another screen showing the seismic gear sitting on the rig�s helipad.
�Start her up,� Green said. �And weapons ready. Fire on my signal.�
The rhythmic ping echoed around the bridge.
�Can I ask a favor?� Seton said. �Can we start my chant too? Please? After all, what harm can it do? It might even slow the beast down and keep it still.�
�I see no harm in it,� Green replied and echoed Banks� words of earlier with a smile. �Make it so.�
Seton�s chant rose to join the beacon.
He sleeps and he dreams with the fish far below.
He dreams and he sings in the dark.
As before, the result was almost immediate. The radar operator shouted out.
�Got it, sir. It�s back. Twenty miles out and headed straight for the rig.�
�This is it, lads,� Green said. �Let�s get this bastard.�
�Ten miles, closing fast,� the radar operator said a minute later.
Above the sound of the chanting, they heard the beast�s bagpipe-like wail in counterpoint to Seton�s words.
He sleeps and he sings and he dreams far below.
And the Dreaming God is singing where he lies.
On the video feed from the rig, they saw the grey bulk of the beast approach the helipad, although it seemed to be almost insubstantial, fading in and out of reality.
�The chant�s working again,� Seton said. �Can we just�?�
�No,� Green replied, and without a pause gave the order. �Fire.�
The sub shuddered and a deafening roar echoed around the bridge as the missile was launched. The scope view showed it arcing up and away; Wiggo was reminded of the flares he�d sent up from the dinghy in the storm. Then it began to fall. Wiggo switched his gaze to the view of the helipad, just as the screen went brilliant white, then black.
�Got it. We got the fucker,� Green said.
The scope view showed a rising column of light and smoke in the distance rapidly rising and forming into the classic mushroom-cloud shape.
�Good job, lads,� Green said.
The radar operator shouted out.
�We�ve got incoming, sir. It�s big, and it�s coming right at us.�
The wailing howl of the beast filled the bridge.
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Seton was first to speak.
�Switch on the chant, loud as you can get it. Do it now, no time for discussion.�
Green seemed momentarily to have lost his composure, so Banks stepped in and took charge.
�You heard the man,� he said to the operator. �Start the chanting. It might be our only hope. And while you�re at it, arm the torpedoes or whatever you call them.�
The chanting rose to overpower the wail of the beast.
He sleeps and he dreams with the fish far below.
He dreams and he sings in the dark.
�Ten miles and closing,� the radar operator said.
He sleeps and he sings and he dreams far below.
�Five miles.�
�Get that torpedo ready,� Banks said.
�No,� Seton shouted. �It�s slowing down. Look, the chant�s working.�
�Two miles, and slowing,� the operator confirmed.
�Can we surface?� Seton asked.
Banks wasn�t ready to make that kind of decision for the submarine crew but was surprised when Green capitulated immediately.
�Sure, why not,� he said. �Nothing else has worked. It�s your show now.�
The sub rose and surfaced.
�One mile out and closing slowly,� the radar operator said.
Banks followed Seton up and outside onto the deck with the other squad members close at his back.
The beast lay quiet in the water, the huge head almost touching the prow of the submarine, eyes wide and fixed directly on where the squad stood. The chanting seemed to come from everywhere around them.
He sleeps and he dreams with the fish far below.
He dreams and he sings in the dark.
The beast sang in time, its wailing bass drone sending vibration thrumming through the hull.
He sleeps and he sings and he dreams far below.
The serpent faded and solidified in time with the beats of the chant, becoming fainter with each beat.
It began to sink, fading fast. Its song faded with it. Seton added his voice to the chant as it sank beneath the swell and was gone.
And the Dreaming God is singing where he lies.

�Won�t it just come back again?� Green asked when they went back below.
�Not if you keep the chant going,� Seton said.
�We can�t stay here forever.�
�You won�t have to. I�m thinking a series of buoys each broadcasting the song and a naval blockade of the immediate area should do the trick, as long as there is no renewal of drilling in this area.�
�I can�t authorise that,� Green said.
Banks got the last word.
�You don�t have to worry about that. I know a man who knows a man who can.�
The chant was still echoing around them as they returned to their cabins to prepare to go home.
He sleeps and he dreams with the fish far below.
He dreams and he sings in the dark.
He sleeps and he sings and he dreams far below.
And the Dreaming God is singing where he lies.
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Once back on dry land, Wiggo had the honor and was first to enter the sarge�s room at the infirmary.
�Time to get up, you old fart,� he said. �I�ve brought the strippers.�
Too late, he saw that the sarge already had a visitor; the new woman in his life, Debs, sat on the edge of the bed holding his hand.
�Fetch them in then, Wiggo,� she said. �They can help us celebrate.�
�Celebrate?� Wiggo asked, and Debs, still holding the sarge�s hand, lifted her own hand up to show that each wore a new ring.
�Oh, Sarge,� Wiggo said. �You never went and proposed?�
�He never did. I did,� Debs said with a smile. �Had to get him to agree to a few conditions first though.�
The sarge looked rueful and addressed Banks.
�This is what I wanted to talk to you about, John,� he said. �I guess I just quit.�
�Quit? What the fuck are you going to do with yourself in civvies?� Wiggo said.
�He�s coming with me,� Debs replied. �I�m assigned to hurricane relief in the Bahamas and I wasn�t prepared to go without him.�
�If you�re sure this is what you want�� Wiggo said, addressing Hynd.
�I�ve never been more sure of anything in my life, lad,� Hynd replied. �And I�ll need a best man before I go, if you�re up for it?�
�It would make me the proudest man alive,� Wiggo said, and he meant every word.
Banks spoke up to fill the sudden silence.
�In that case, I�ll need Wiggo for something too,� he said. �Meet me in my office for orders in the morning, Sergeant Wiggins.�
The End
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Prologue
Jessica had looked forward to this weekend for a long time, so she was getting pretty annoyed that Brian was making it so miserable. With all the work she�d been putting into college, she didn�t have a lot of time to herself, and what time she did have usually went into doing things that Brian wanted to do, things like bar crawls and keggers. Jessica wasn�t at all interested in those sorts of things, but Brian was the first real boyfriend she�d ever had. She�d been too shy and introverted in high school to attract anyone�s attention, so the fact that someone like Brian was with her now made her want to do anything at all to keep him by her side.
Now though, after a day out camping and hiking in the wilderness, she wasn�t sure how much she wanted to do with him anymore. He was a city guy to his core, but he�d seemed interested in going out into the forest and mountains with her. Soon after they�d started hiking though he�d gone straight into complaining about his feet. Now, on day two, it was obvious to her that he hadn�t bothered to prep for the trip at all and had instead expected that all they�d be doing the entire time was getting naked with each other in a tent. Not that she would have complained about that, but they could do that anywhere. Out here there were other things to do, things she couldn�t do most of the time, like fish and hike and just enjoy nature.
�Nature sucks,� Brian mumbled from behind her on the trail. It was approximately the ninth time today he�d said it, or at least the ninth time Jessica had heard it. Honestly he might have said it a lot more when she couldn�t hear, but her hearing it seemed to be the point. �Why can�t you be into something less likely to get me blisters on my feet? Something like sewing.�
�You constantly mock people who sew,� Jessica said. �And the blisters wouldn�t be there if you�d followed my advice and broken in your boots before the trip.�
�I thought we were going to be knocking boots, not keeping them on,� he muttered. Right there, in that moment, Jessica realized their relationship was going to end as soon as they got home. They were definitely not right for each other anymore, if they ever had been in the first place. Jessica knew that there was a spot up ahead on the trail where they could easily loop back around and start heading back early, and although it sucked that her time out here was going to be cut short, it was probably for the best. If she tried to keep this going for the whole weekend, it would only be more miserable for both of them.
�It looks like there�s a spot up ahead where we can rest if you want,� Jessica said. She thought about adding in what she was thinking, about turning around and ending the trip early, but she thought it would be better if they had a breather first, just in case she was tempted to just blurt out that she wanted to end other things as well. That would best wait until they weren�t in the middle of nowhere.
Brian looked around at the clearing she pointed out as though he expected a comfy chair to magically pop out of the ground, and when one didn�t, he scowled at a fallen tree. �What, am I supposed to sit on that?�
�Or you can keep standing,� Jessica said. �It�s fine by me.� She took a seat closer to the broken end of the tree and did her best to ignore him as he sat next to her and pulled off his boots. Idly inspecting the splintered portion of the tree, she realized the break was still fresh. The tree had been old and large enough that they could both sit on the trunk comfortably, so it wasn�t something that should have been able to easily break unless it was diseased or dead, but the wood inside looked healthy.
�I can�t wait to get back to somewhere civilized,� Brian said. �Some place with beer.�
�What do you think could have broken this tree like this?� Jessica asked.
�Don�t know, don�t care,� Brian said. �It was probably blown over in a storm or something.�
�I don�t think so,� Jessica said. �And it doesn�t look like it was chopped down, either. It looks almost like something came along and pushed it over.�
�Like what? A bear?� Brian asked, suddenly sounding alarmed.
�I don�t know. Maybe,� Jessica said. She doubted it, though. There certainly were bears in this area, but she didn�t know of any bear that would be large and strong enough to knock over a tree like this, or even why a bear would do it in the first place. Still, when she looked closer at the bark, there did appear to be fibers on it that might have been bear fur. She picked up a strand of the fur and started to examine it, but before she could look at it too closely, Brian was standing up and stumbling away from the tree as quickly as he could go.
�If there�s bears around here then I�m definitely not sticking around,� Brian said.
�Brian, where the hell are you going?� Jessica asked. �You can�t just go wandering off up here, especially without even putting your boots back on.�
But he wasn�t listening to her. With one boot left behind at the tree and the other still in his hand, he was already moving at a fast jog back the way they had come. Before Jessica could say anything more he disappeared into the bushes off the side of the path.
�Not that way!� Jessica called out after him. �You�re going to break your neck running willy-nilly through the underbrush like that.�
From somewhere deeper in the foliage, Brian made a surprised grunting sound, then went silent.
Jessica froze. Although she had no idea why, her every instinct suddenly told her she needed to be in fight-or-flight mode. �Brian?�
There was still no sound, not him complaining, not him blundering through the underbrush, not even him crying out as he stubbed his toe on something.
Go, she thought to herself. Get back down the trail as fast as possible. It was a stupid thought, she realized. That was what she would have screamed at someone to do if they were in a horror movie, but this was real life. And in real life, something didn�t just come out of the woods to kill someone. In real life, someone as incompatible with nature as Brian was much more likely to stumble off a ledge and down the steep side of the mountain. And if that were the case, then if she ran he would be as good as dead by the time she got back with help.
�Brian? If you�re playing a joke, it�s not funny,� Jessica said. �It can be dangerous out here if you goof around.�
She thought she finally heard something from the direction he had disappeared in. It sounded like something running away through the brush, something very large. Oh crap, it really is a bear, she thought, or maybe a mountain lion. Whatever it was, it seemed to be moving away from her at a very fast pace. Again she fought the urge to run, reasoning that running would only make her look like prey to something like that, and whatever it was must not be in the immediate vicinity anymore anyway. And she couldn�t leave Brian behind, especially if he might be hurt. She might be fully prepared to dump him as soon as they got back to town, but that sure as hell didn�t mean she wanted him harmed in any way.
�Brian? If you can hear me, call out to me.�
Cautiously, she followed the path he had taken into the underbrush, moving slowly and watching her footing carefully just in case there was indeed some kind of drop-off he hadn�t seen. She didn�t get far, though, before her foot squelched in something damp and squishy.
�What the fuck?� she whispered, raising her boot to see what she�d stepped in. It came up dripping red.
�Oh shit. Brian? Brian, can you hear�� She stumbled a couple of steps forward into a patch where the brush was more cleared away. That was finally where she saw the source of the blood.
The two arms lying there with blood sprayed all around them had clearly belonged to Brian. She recognized the small tattoo on his left forearm. That was all there was here, though, to show that Brian, or at least part of him, had been here. Both arms looked like they had been ripped off his body right at the shoulder joints, and the gore, bone, and muscle hanging from them implied that, whatever had removed them, it hadn�t been done with any kind of sharp blade. In fact, they looked more like they had been ripped straight off of his body.
Okay, she thought to herself with the sort of calm that could only come with sudden, inexplicable trauma. Now I can run.
Jessica turned and did exactly that. A few seconds later, something else in the forest, just as she had feared, started to give chase.
The Cryptid Files is available from Amazon here!
Or find more great Creature Features at www.severedpress.com
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