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Аннотация
Newly promoted Sergeant Wiggins doesn�t have any time for celebrations.
The squad�s latest assignment takes then to the Canadian Yukon, into the middle of a winter storm and to a town overrun by ancient enemies of man, back now to wreak havoc in the snow.
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So there I was, newly promoted Sergeant Wiggins but with no time to celebrate. We�d only been back at base a day when the Canadian distress call had us in transit faster than shite off a shovel. I had a plane to catch, a squad to get kitted out, a best man�s speech to write and, to cap it all, I found that my newly appointed corporal was a right tosser.
Let�s deal with the tosser first. The colonel passed him on to the cap who passed him on to me. I didn�t know anything about him beyond that he�d come up from Edinburgh that morning and that he�d done a recent tour of duty somewhere in the Middle East. It didn�t take me long to learn most of what I needed to know though. It wasn�t love at first sight. He had one of those supercilious grins that set my teeth on edge straight away, his handshake was too warm, too soft, and his first words to me in the locker room were, �Are those two privates going to give me any trouble? I�ve never worked with a darkie and a poof before.�
It took him a wee while to catch his breath after I�d smacked him against the wall a couple of times but at least I�d managed to wipe the smile from his face. He tried to say something but I had him by the throat and only a thin whistle came out, although his eyes told me he wasn�t particularly happy.
�Listen, lad,� I said. �This is my first day as full sergeant and you�re new here, so I�ll cut you some slack, just this once. Both of those privates have saved my life several times and I�ll put my arse on the line for them any day of the week. Davies is black because he was born that way, Wilko is gay for the same reason. But you�re a big-mouthed shite because nobody�s ever taught you any better. So this is me teaching you now. Disrespect those lads and you�re disrespecting the squad. I don�t stand for that. See this grip on your throat here? It could just as easily be your balls. This is your one and only warning. You hear me?�
He only nodded so I got in his face again although I released my grip on him just a tad.
�What did you say, Corporal Jennings? I didn�t hear you.�
�I hear you, Sergeant,� he replied. At least he had the balls to look me in the eye this time.
�Good lad,� I replied and patted his cheek none too softly. �The first round�s on you when we get back, and I�ll be having a double.�
I left him to it and headed for the stores where Wilko and Davies were waiting. Jennings followed me, keeping his distance behind which was just fine by me. I made sure everyone was kitted up�winter gear was what the cap had said, then we went through to the mess for some breakfast and a briefing. The cap kept it short, we all ate enough to fuel a small army, then it was down to Glasgow by chopper to catch our connecting flight to Canada.
Jennings at least had the sense to keep his mouth shut for most of the journey. He had a face on him like a skelped arse all the way though and he hardly spoke a word on the long, long flight out of Glasgow to Edmonton.
When I wasn�t trying to get some kip, I spent most of the flight playing three card brag with the lads. Neither Wilko or Davies mentioned the new corporal but neither paid him any attention either, which told me that they�d already had a run in with him and had already made up their minds as to his character.
As for Jennings, he was still quiet by the time we transferred to the shorter haul flight up into the Yukon. After that a chopper took us north over increasingly bleak landscapes and came down in what appeared to be the middle of nowhere. The captain took me aside as we disembarked at what passed for an airstrip in these parts. There were no buildings apart from a small cabin that had a black SUV parked beside it with the keys in the ignition. There was no one around. Snow was already swirling around us in a stiff wind and the cap had to shout to be heard.
�Yon new lad�s a bit quiet,� he said. �Is everything okay?�
�He�ll speak when he�s got something useful to contribute,� I replied, and there must have been something in my voice for I got the cap�s trademark raised eyebrow in answer, but he didn�t push me on it.

Jennings slowly started coming out of his shell in the hired SUV on the way north, asking questions he�d have known the answer to if he�d paid attention to the cap�s briefing back at base.
�So where are we going again?�
I was using up all my concentration trying to keep the SUV on the road in what was quickly turning into a blizzard and besides, the cap had more patience with daft questions than I, so I let him do the talking.
�Some kind of research station, that�s what the colonel said. A joint UK / Canadian team that�s got themselves into a spot of bother.�
�What kind of bother would that be?�
�Our kind of bother,� the captain replied. �Has to be, or they wouldn�t have sent for us.�
�What, big beasties and spooks? Look, I know this squad�s reputation, but surely you�re having me on?�
This time when the captain spoke it was quiet but with some force.
�Listen, lad, you�ve read the reports, you�ve had the briefings, you know the score. But if you don�t believe, you�re going to get yourself dead fast and maybe take some of us with you. So get with the program or get the fuck out of this car right now. This is no place for a fucking idiot.�
Jennings had enough sense to shut the fuck up again but I had a feeling he wasn�t going to stay quiet for too long; his kind never did.
As for me, I had a bugger of a headache from trying to peer into the snow to spot the tall snow-poles on the roadside. The SUV was plowing through the fine stuff on the road easy enough for now but there was no sign that anyone but us had been on this road for quite some time.
�How far are we going, Cap?� I asked.
�Another forty miles,� he said.
That gave me at least another hour of this shit, maybe an hour and a half. I yielded to the inevitable and lit up a cigarette, cracking my driver�s side window open just enough to let smoke out and not too much snow in.
We didn�t see any traffic in either direction for the next hour. The snow was getting deeper and wetter now, making it more difficult for the SUV to make headway and I was down to thirty m.p.h and slowing. I only stayed on the road due to the presence of the tall brightly marked poles that were proving to be a godsend. Even then I nearly had us in the deep stuff when Jennings shouted out behind me, almost in my ear.
�Fuck me, did you see that?�
I decided not to stop as the captain turned. I saw in my mirror that our new corporal was staring out the driver�s side window in the rear. His face had gone ashen and his eyes were wide.
�What, lad, what did you see?�
Jennings shook his head.
�I�m not sure, sir; it was big, and moving fast, parallel to us, as if tracking us, just off road in the trees there.�
I chanced a look to my left, but saw only the trees some ten feet away on the other side of a ditch that was almost filled with fresh snow. As far as I could tell there was no sign of footprints. But the cap wasn�t taking anything for granted.
�Probably a moose; this area�s hoaching with them so they say. But shout out if you see it again,� he said.
�Aye. But maybe no� quite so loud next time,� I added before returning to concentrate on the driving. Now I had two things to worry about: the snow and something that might be in it. Alongside that I was forced to slow even further, barely making twenty miles an hour, wipers going like the clappers, driving through a snowglobe shaken by an angry toddler.
�There�s a town ahead five miles before the research station,� the cap said. �Can we make that?�
I thought even that might be pushing our luck but we didn�t come all this way to sit in an SUV with our thumbs up our arses. I plowed on as darkness fell around us, just to make things more interesting for me. I switched the headlights on full. Thankfully the snow-poles were fitted with reflectors that showed up almost golden marking our way but even then I was only seeing maybe twenty or thirty yards ahead at any given moment.
By the time we reached the outskirts of Mayston it was full dark, the SUV was making five miles per hour at best and I knew this was the end of the line, for tonight at least. But that was the least of our worries. We�d been told the job was at the research station, but through the horizontally blowing snow, we saw that the town was in trouble.

The first indication was the burned out, still smoking shell of what used to be a gas station. The second, on the other side of what passed for a central square in the small town, was the local supermarket; the lights were on but the big glass frontage windows were mostly lying in shards on the sidewalk. Two, very dead people lay amid the broken glass, their blood looking black in the harsh lights where it lay on the snow.
I took it very slowly almost in the middle of the road but there was no chance of us getting in the way of any traffic; we were the only thing moving.
�Pull over, Wiggo,� the cap said. �We�re not going to get much farther in this shite anyway so we may as well see what the story is here. There might be folks needing our help by the looks of it.�
I pulled over into the supermarket parking lot beside a pickup that sat with its door open and the engine still running. When I cut our engine, we heard the pickup�s radio over the sound of the wind, some soft-rock thing I didn�t recognise.
�All ashore who�s going ashore,� I said and pushed the button to open the rear of the SUV. The cap got out and kitted up first then watched our backs as we followed suit. Luckily we�d brought the right gear for the weather; our rifles, of course, along with thick parkas with fur-lined hoods, gloves and goggles being the order of the day. Our packs weren�t overly heavy on this trip; we weren�t carrying much in the way of food apart from the absolutely necessary stove, kettle and cups to brew up coffee and we had none of the camping gear. I�d used that fact to load up with extra ammo and I knew the privates had followed suit. We left some of the kit behind; even more ammo in the main, the body bags I always hoped we�d never need and some spare clothing, then the cap ordered a sweep of the area.

Looking at the carnage that had been wrought inside the supermarket I was thinking I�d made the right decision in bringing more ammo. The place looked like a tornado had swept through it, a bloody red one that had left spatter along the aisles, up the walls, even across the lights on the ceiling, lending everything a hellish pink glow. Cans, bottles, fruit and veg all lay strewn on the floor. The meat counter looked like a bomb had hit it, leaving only scraps and bone behind. The wind wasn�t doing much to dispel the stench of pish, shite, blood and death. Besides the two bodies on the sidewalk there were six more inside; four looked like shop workers, and two auld codgers who had got in the way of what looked to be a meat grinder, a faulty one that had thrown bits of flesh around like a chimp throwing shite. I�ve seen some heavy shit in my time but this bloody riot was close to turning my stomach. The cap didn�t help matters by bending down to one of the auld folks and asking me to join him for a closer look.
�What does this look like to you, Sarge?�
It looked like an unholy mess. The poor auld woman had been opened from groin to sternum. Most of her guts were on the outside, those that remained. Her ribs had been cracked open with some degree of force and it looked like she was missing a lung, her heart, and possibly her liver although she had been so badly torn up it was hard to tell.
�This is Grizzly country, isn�t it? Bear attack do you think?� I said.
�Possibly. And more than one of whatever they are, given the state of the place. What worries me though is the fact that they�re just lying here. Where�s the townsfolk? Where�s the law enforcement?�
Our new corporal was looking a bit green about the gills.
�If you�re going to spew, lad, do it outside. There might not be any cops here now, but this is still a crime scene.�
Jennings took a look at the body, dry-heaved and made for the fresh air. I motioned for Wilko to watch his back and turned back to the captain to ask for instructions. I didn�t get any, for just then the unmistakable sound of gunfire echoed from somewhere outside. At first I thought Jennings had walked into trouble, then I realised it was coming from farther away.
When we got to the sidewalk, Jennings was pointing into the blizzard off to his left.
�That way, Sarge,� he said. �I saw muzzle flashes.�
�Move out, double time,� the captain said.
We headed off into the snow at a run.
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I took the lead so I was the one who nearly got his nuts shot off. I saw the flash, heard the clap of the rifle going off and tensed but by some miracle I was still standing. It can�t have missed me by much. I was about to raise my own weapon and return fire when the snow cleared and I saw a stocky figure backlit in a doorway ahead of me, rifle raised for another shot.
�For fuck�s sake don�t shoot,� I shouted. �We�re not from around here but we�re friendlies.�
The figure didn�t lower its weapon but at least there were no more shots.
�How many are you?� a woman�s voice shouted.
�Five, coming in from Edmonton,� the cap called out behind me.
�Come on in then, but don�t hang about. You�ve probably noticed it isn�t safe.�
I stepped up to the doorway, blinking against the sudden sharp light. It was the local fire station, a stoutly built, brick building with the only windows being high above. Inside there was a single pick-up truck parked in the rear of a space that was otherwise filled with cot-beds and thirty or so people of all ages sitting on them, all with the same frightened, bewildered look on their faces. The uniformed figure hurried us in and closed the door with a slam at our backs.
�I think I scared them off again,� she said. �But they�ll be back.�
She had a sheriff�s badge on her heavily padded jacket, and confirmed it when she stuck out a hand for me to shake.
�Sheriff Adams,� she said. �And I�m mightily glad to see you, whoever you are. We need the firepower.�
She was a tall, almost stout woman of about forty, with short cropped blond hair and eyes of blue steel that didn�t miss much.
�Did you see them?� she said to the cap.
�Nope. Just the result. What happened here? What are �they�?�
�You mean you�re not the cavalry?�
�Just infantry, ma�am,� the cap said. �And we were just passing through when we saw you were in trouble.�
She took in the guns and the gear and smiled thinly. �Just passing through, eh? I think you and I need to talk. The coffee�s this way.�
Davies spoke up before we made to follow.
�They�ve got some injured folks here, Sarge. I�ll see what I can do to help.�
�Good idea, lad. Jennings, Wilko, you�re with Davies. Go do some good.�
Jennings had that look of a skelped arse on his face again but all I had to do was give him a stare and he went meekly enough. I didn�t have time to worry about him anyway; the cap and sheriff were already across the floor heading for a kitchen area off to one side. I hurried to catch up.
I got there just in time to have a mug of steaming hot coffee put in my hand. It tasted just about as good as any I�d ever had and I immediately wanted a smoke to go with it, but even I was smart enough to realise a fire station during an emergency wasn�t the best place to be lighting up.
�What happened here?� the cap asked.
�Nope, you�re in my town, and you�ll play by my rules,� the sheriff replied. �You tell first. Who are you and why are you here?�
The cap was true to form and gave it to her straight, no bullshit.
�We�re British soldiers, answering a distress call from the research station just north of here,� he said.
�And they couldn�t send Canadian troops?�
�We�re kind of specialists.�
�Specialists in what?�
�You tell me,� the cap said. �What are we up against here? You�ve seen them, we haven�t.�
She looked the cap in the eye and appeared to, if not like, at least understand, his position. She sighed and took a long draft of coffee before answering.
�Have either of you ever seen a timber wolf?�
�Aye,� I answered, remembering Siberia. �And something a wee bit bigger than that too.�
�Not as big as these,� she said, and I saw that she was close to being in shock. The cap noticed too and put a hand on her shoulder.
�Tell me,� he said quietly, and that was enough to open the floodgates.

�They came this morning at first light,� she began, and her gaze took on a faraway stare as she remembered. �My first indication of trouble came as I was pouring a coffee in the station. First there was a scream, then shots were fired, over at the coffee shop. I left old Joe, my deputy, in charge. Oh, God, I left old Joe there��
She stopped and brushed new tears from her eyes. When she looked up again she was all business.
�Sorry. It�s been a long day,� she said, and had more coffee before continuing. �I got across to the coffee shop too late. There were four dead in that first attack, and no sign of what had done it; I found Jean Proctor and her daughter in their pickup, or rather, out of their pickup and strewn in bits, what was left of them, in the forecourt. The main window of the coffee shop was out and Alice Kaminski and her dad Frank were inside, also in bits. There was no sign of what had killed them; Frank had a gun in his hand, recently fired, but if he�d hit anything, he hadn�t slowed it down much.
�By the time I backed out of the shop a crowd was already starting to gather. I called in to old Joe for him to get his ass over and do some crowd control. When I didn�t get an answer, I was off and running back to the office. And again, I was too late. Whatever had done it had come in the back door, caught Joe unawares, and he�d died reaching for his gun. His body was there, guts hanging over the table. There was no sign of his head.�
She stopped to wipe more tears away, angry at herself this time, then continued.
�I didn�t get time to see right by him; there were more screams outside and this time when I went out, I got my first sight of the beasts. Four of them, wolves but twice as big again as any I�ve ever seen, were chasing down Billy Franks on his motorbike. He was revving it hard, pushing the machine to its limit, yet here they came down the main drag, running him down like a wounded elk, gaining on him all the time. I didn�t have time to stop him; Billy went at full tilt right into the gas pumps and they went up as if a bomb went off.
�All was panic and shouting and running about for a while after that; but finally I got people on the move. All I could think of was to get them here, somewhere strong we might be able to defend. At least the explosion had sent the beasts scattering away.
�But they didn�t stay away for long.
�Fred Jacobs, the head fireman, became my temporary deputy. He was out on the north end of town gathering up folks last thing I know; I never saw how they got him, but heard his gun go off, twice, then heard no more. I couldn�t even go check, for by the time I got these folks here rounded up and inside, there were three more of the wolves prowling around just outside.�
She stopped, almost breathless with the telling of it.
�And that�s how it�s been all day. I�ve tried twice to go out, they�ve tried three times to get in; this last time I nearly took your man here for one of them, and he�s lucky he didn�t get his head blown off, for my hunting rifle is rigged for bear.�
�Are there more of you hiding somewhere in town?� the captain asked.
�You tell me,� she said, echoing his earlier words. �You�ve been out there, I haven�t.�
Again he gave it to her without any shit, telling of what we�d found in the supermarket. She went white at that, and then spoke calmly.
�If you�re right, there�s still a dozen or so unaccounted for,� she said. �I need to get out and look for them. I could use some backup.�
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Five minutes later I was by her side in the doorway ready to move out.
�Take the new lad and Wilko,� the cap said. �I�ll stay here and watch over the flock, give Davies a hand where I can.�
She hadn�t asked for volunteers from her charges; not that any of them were armed in any case. But between the four of us, our army issue weapons and her hunting rifle, I figured we were tooled up enough to face almost anything that might be waiting for us.
I turned to the sheriff as she reached for the door.
�We�re following your lead, ma�am,� I said. �As you said, it�s your town.�
She nodded.
�And you can cut the �ma�am� shit,� she said. �I�m Sheriff if you�re offering to buy me a coffee, Sue if you want to buy me a beer.�
�Sue it is then. Lead on.�
She led us out into the teeth of what was now a full blown storm. I was glad she was leading for I had no fucking clue of even which direction we were facing, never mind where we were going. I got surprised a few minutes later when the shape of our black SUV loomed up out of the snow ahead of us; I thought we were going the other way. The snow was already piling up around the wheel arches; the vehicle wasn�t going anywhere anytime soon.
I thought the sheriff might want a look at the bodies in the supermarket but it appeared that the living were more to the fore in her mind for we passed the smashed windows with barely a glance. I tried to peer across the road at the ruin of the gas station but the snow blocked my view completely and we walked on, heads down against the wind, snow pattering like grapeshot against the hood of my parka.
Ten paces or so past the supermarket she took us on a sharp right turn into a narrow alleyway. All at once we were in a pocket of calm air out of the storm. She turned, addressing me.
�There�s ten houses out through the back here. If there�s anyone left, they�ll probably be hunkered down in one of them. We�re going to search them all, attic to basement. Capiche?�
I capiched and followed her as she moved out again.

The houses were all set apart from each other in their own patches of land and snow was piled up in the pathways, around garage doors and along the road verges. We had to wade through a two-foot deep, six-foot wide drift and there were no other footsteps but our own on the approach to the first dwelling. The sheriff didn�t stand on ceremony. She strode up to the door, rapped three times and when there was no answer, she put her shoulder to it hard. It fell in easily and we all piled in behind her into a dark hallway that suddenly became too bright when she flicked a switch by the door.
�Come on out if you�re here. It�s the sheriff,� she shouted.
As we entered, I noticed that the wind that blew around us wasn�t coming from our backs, but was in our faces, coming from the rear of the house. The sheriff spotted it too, and moved quickly ahead of me through the hall into a kitchen that looked like a set from a horror movie. Blood spatter had been thrown everywhere across floors, surfaces and ceiling. There was no sign of any bodies but the back door was hanging open off its hinges and a foot-wide red smear led out onto a wide wooden deck. That�s where we found the bodies, what was left of them. Something hadn�t just killed the man and woman that lay there; they had been feasted upon, and violently at that. Even in the howling wind and biting snow the smell seemed to hang over everything, pish and shite and blood all mingled, threatening to bring up the coffee that lay cold in my stomach.
The sheriff looked down at the carnage, spat into the wind and turned on her heels without a word. Jennings had gone pale again and I thought I might have to wait for him to spill his guts but he followed readily enough when I motioned that we should hurry after the woman.
�What the fuck is going on here, Sarge?� Jennings said as we went back through the hall.
�As usual, we�ll ken when we ken. Welcome to the squad, lad. Buckle up. Things are likely to get hairy.�

We searched four more houses, expecting to find more bloody slaughter in each but finding nothing of note. That didn�t relax the sheriff any, and she was visibly shaken when we climbed over a small rise and looked down to the next house, or rather, where it had been, for like the gas station in town this was only a burned out shell. That wasn�t the most notable thing though; the area between us and the house was a charnel pit of dead people and four dead wolves all mingled together, some of both burned, others torn to bits, and several of the wolves showing signs that they�d been blasted at close range by high velocity rounds.
The sheriff made for one particular body, a big man whose head had almost been torn from his neck. She turned him over; he was already mostly frozen to the ground. I saw tears glisten in her eyes as she dropped the body and turned back to me.
�That�s Fred Jacobs. Looks like he got everybody here to make a stand,� she said, having to shout to make herself heard in the wind.
�At least he took some of them with him,� Jennings replied.
�Yeah,� she replied, not hiding the sarcasm. �That�s a big comfort to me.�
I wasn�t speaking; I�d got a close look at one of the dead wolves and it was like looking into my memory; the same gray mane, the same steely eyes and the long muscular flanks. I had seen this thing�s brother, a few years and a few thousand miles away in Siberia.
If Jennings asked me his question now, I was beginning to think I�d be able to give him an answer.

It didn�t take us long to go through the last few houses which was fine by me for the storm had ramped up another few notches and it was getting hard to make headway against the wind. The sheriff seemed to be right in her appraisal; her fireman friend had gathered everybody he could in one place but it hadn�t been enough to save them. If my own reading of the scene was right and this was a pack of the things I�d faced in Siberia, I wasn�t sure even the four of us with our weapons would have helped overmuch.
I was starting to feel exposed out here in the night at the edge of town but it was still the sheriff�s call to make. I can�t say I wasn�t a wee bit relieved when she motioned that we should start to make our way back to the fire station.
And the way back was made easier by the fact that the wind was now at our backs. We were making good time despite the fact that the snow was now nearly up to our knees so I was surprised when the sheriff stopped us again, back in the same alley that led to the main drag. She leaned in close and shouted in my ear.
�Do you hear it?�
At first, all I heard was the wind whistling in the street beyond the alley, then I heard it; a high whine of an engine being run at high speed.
�Motorbike?�
�Skidoo,� she answered. �Somebody�s still alive.�
The sound got louder as we stepped out into the street. Then we saw the single headlight, coming in from the north end at speed with a hunched figure in the seat swaddled in heavy layers of what looked like bed-sheets. It was almost on us before we noticed the three huge wolves loping along behind, snapping at the rear of the vehicle as if trying to hobble it.
The sheriff had her weapon up taking aim before I could even give an order.
�Take them down, lads,� I shouted, then there was no time to think.
Gunfire roared in my ears as I took aim. The sheriff took a shot and raised a gouge along the flank of one of the beasts. My own burst of three rounds almost took the head off the one next to it. A second shot from the sheriff took out the one she was after.
Jennings and Wilko were after the last one but the corporal was in Wilko�s line of fire, and his own shots were too hurried and went somewhere far and wide. The beast barrelled towards them. I was still swinging my weapon round when Wilko roughly shoved Jennings to one side, toppling him into the snow. The wolf came on but Wilko stood his ground and as I had done with the other, put three almost down its throat. The beast was dead and down before it knew what had hit it.
Wilko turned and put out a hand to help Jennings to his feet.
�Not bad for a wee poof, eh?� he said. �And you�re welcome by the way.�

The skidoo had come to a halt sometime during the action and toppled over, pinning its rider beneath it. I motioned for Jennings and Wilko to take watch and went to help the sheriff right it. It was a heavy bugger and took both of us to get it shifted. The driver was a man, pale face showing white even against the snow, and he was out cold.
�This is blown,� the sheriff said, kicking the skidoo. �We�ll have to carry him.�
And before I could agree she�d thrust her rifle at me, bent and lifted the man over her shoulder in a fireman�s lift that looked practised.
�Watch my back,� she shouted. �I�m a bit busy here.�
We made our way up the street. There was no sign of any more of the beasts and the sheriff carried the man all the way back to the station, in heavy snow, and didn�t once ask for help.
I was starting to develop more than a wee bit of respect for Sheriff Sue.
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The cap met us at the door of the station as if he�d been watching for our return.
�We heard the shots,� he said. �Everything under control?�
I nodded to the man that the sheriff was putting down on a cot.
�He came in from the north. Maybe from the research station? And there�s something else��
He stopped me.
�When we�re alone,� he said. �First things first.�
He called over to the other side of the room.
�Davies, we�ve got someone you need to have a look at.�
The private looked up from where he was tending to an elderly lady, gave a thumbs up, and two minutes later was beside the cap, the sheriff and me as we stood around the cot.
�Do you know him?� I asked the sheriff.
�Nope. They keep themselves to themselves if he�s from where I think he is.�
�The research station?�
She nodded.
�They have their own supplies brought in by truck and they never come to town, not even for liquor or a meal. He�s the first one we�ve seen.�
Davies was peeling away the swaddling layers of cloth; I�d been right earlier, they were bedclothes. And the more Davies peeled away, the more blood we saw, caked and frozen stiff against the material.
Davies turned back to us.
�He�s hurt. I�m going to be a wee while at this. Go and talk among yourselves for a bit. I�ll update you on his prognosis when I can.�
All of us, even the cap, did as we�d been told; the unwritten rule was that in matters of health of both the squad and civilians the medics were the ones to make the call and that applied even when the medic was a private. I followed the sheriff and the cap over to the coffee area.
�Can I smoke?� I asked the sheriff. �I�m gasping here.�
She gave me a thin smile.
�I don�t think anybody�s going to make you take it outside,� she said. �Just stay over this side of the room. And don�t set off the smoke alarm; we�ve got sprinklers in here, and getting wet in a storm isn�t my idea of a good time.�
She made to move off but the cap called her back.
�The sarge here has something to tell me. I think you�ll need to hear it,� he said.
I passed a smoke to the cap and lit us both up before starting.
�Yon thing in Siberia,� I said. �You remember the big dogs?�
�Dire wolves, is that not what the wee Russian called them?�
�Aye. Dire they were� or rather are. Unless I�m mistaken, that�s what we�re dealing with here. Same big fucking eyes, big fucking ears, big fucking teeth. Same big fuckers. Pardon my French,� I said, turning to the sheriff.
�I hear worse every Friday night when the bar closes,� she said. �But back up. Siberia?�
I let the cap take that one. He filled her in on some of the sorry tale; a Russian billionaire, a zoo of ice-age animals and shady doings with genetics and hormones, the whole shitty shebang. To her credit she didn�t laugh in our faces.
She nodded towards the man in the cot.
�And you think they�ve been doing something similar?�
�At least with the wolves, aye,� the cap replied.
That had me thinking about the other things we�d encountered back then but I pushed it away; there was enough to worry about here and now without speculating about even worse.
�If that�s true, we need to get out there,� the sheriff said.
�Aye. And sooner rather than later. Can we make it in this storm?�
�Captain,� she said, �if this keeps up we�d be lucky to reach the end of the street tonight. Our best hope is that it blows itself out and lets us make a try for it in the morning.�
�Big fucking howling things permitting,� I added, and got a thin smile from both of them. �Can we call for evac?�
This was addressed to the cap.
�I tried the sat-phone earlier. Couldn�t get a call through. I�ll keep trying.�

Davies called us over to the cot ten minutes later.
�He�s been bit, by something big,� he said, looking at the sheriff. �But I think you�d guessed that already. I�ve pumped him full of penicillin and given him a tetanus shot. He�s out cold. It�s anybody�s guess for how long.�
�Did he say anything?� the cap asked.
�Nope. I thought he was coming round when I was stitching the wound but it was just a wee flicker of the eyelids then he was under again. I�ll keep an eye on him, but I need a coffee and a smoke first, if that�s okay, Sarge?�
�Aye, away you go, lad. I�ll sit with him for a bit.�
The cap went with the sheriff as she did a round of the locals in the room. The rafters rattled as a fresh gust of wind howled above and the man on the cot moaned. I leaned forward, but he had gone quiet again almost as quickly. The adrenalin from the gunplay was wearing off now and my ears had stopped ringing but the memory of the gray beast launching itself at Jennings and Wilko was mixed up in my mind with the nightmares of Siberia. I�ve got a wee trick I use to keep stuff at bay when the quiet threatens to dredge it up. When Davies came back ten minutes later, I was singing Presley�s �Don�t be Cruel� in my head; I�d have gone on to �Teddy Bear� if he hadn�t turned up and still been back at the age of seven performing for my auld aunties, my happy place if you like. Don�t mock it if you haven�t tried it.
Davies checked on his patient.
�He�s more sleeping than unconscious I think,� he said. �I�ll take a spell, Sarge. I�ll give you a shout if he wakes up.�
As if replying to Davies� voice, the man on the cot groaned and shifted. He opened his eyes and I could tell just by looking at him that there was a scream forming that would pierce the air if it came. I put a hand on his shoulder.
�It�s okay, you�re with friends,� I said.
It took him a wee while to focus on me.
�You�re English?� he said.
�Well, maybe more allies than friends then,� I replied, trying to keep things light. �We�re Scottish, but we�re here to help you anyway.�
He tried to sit up but pain hit him hard at the attempt, bringing sweat to his brow and an unhealthy pallor to his cheeks.
�I need to speak to someone in charge,� he said. �We�re in terrible danger.�
I placed his accent somewhere to the south and west of London. He was a long way from home, but then again, so was I.
�If you mean the wolves, we got them, at least the ones that were after you.�
�How many?�
�Three.�
�Only three? Then I�ll say again, we�re in terrible danger. I need to speak to someone in charge.�
This time he did manage to sit up, although it cost him a yelp of pain that was loud enough to catch the sheriff�s attention. She strode over with the cap beside her.
�Are you in charge?� the man asked.
�Yes, I�m the sheriff here.�
�Sheriff? I thought the military were here?�
�We are,� the cap added. �But this is her town. She�s in charge.�
�Has she signed the Official Secrets Act?�
The cap laughed.
�She�s right here. Why don�t you ask her?�
The man had got Sheriff Sue�s back up; I�d only known her for a few hours and I already knew that. Unfortunately, the man in the cot didn�t and he kept digging his own grave.
�I can�t talk to you,� he said, �I�m bound to the Act.�
�That�s fine by me, sir,� she said. �I carried you in here. I�ll just carry you out again and put you back where I found you.�
She got as far as bending over him and reaching out before he squealed, addressing me.
�Help me. You�re British.�
�Yes, but I�m also Scottish. Allies rather than friends, remember?�
The sheriff�s hands reached closer, the man searched our faces for help, realized he wasn�t going to get any, and finally, just in time gave up the fight; I don�t know if the sheriff had been serious but she gave every impression of being so. I resolved never to take her on at three card brag.
�Okay, I�ll tell you what I know,� the man said. �But not here. Not in public like this. As I said, it�s top secret.�

We solved the quandary by dragging him, cot and all, over to the coffee area. I saw Wilko and Jennings standing off to one side, wondering whether they were invited, so I motioned that they should join us. We all got a brew, pulled some plastic chairs around and waited for the man to start. He asked for a smoke when he saw me lighting up and Davies allowed it.
�Just one. It�s your leg that�s bitten, not your lungs, but you�re not out of the woods yet.�
The man laughed at that then almost choked when he took a drag of the smoke.
�That�s where you�re wrong. I literally am out of the woods. It�s where I came from. But first, introductions. I�m Derek Watkins, and I�m a geneticist working for the British government.�
The sheriff snorted.
�If I�d known we were going to have so many damned Brits around tonight I�d have brought some tea.�
Watkins smiled thinly and continued.
�Five years back we were approached by certain parties who offered us rare genetic materials in exchange for our expertise��
The cap interrupted him.
�Before you tell us again that you�re not allowed to divulge the info, let me do it for you. The guy offering the material was a Russian oligarch, he was building a special zoo in Siberia and needed your help and in return you got, I�m guessing, dire wolf embryos. You�ve raised those embryos, you�ve got a pack of the murderous fuckers by now, they�ve escaped and the shit has hit the fan. How am I doing so far?�
Watkins� eyes had gone wide, and when he raised the cigarette to take a drag, his fingers visibly trembled.
�That�s top secret info, I mean, Whitehall level top secret. Have we had a security breach on top of everything else?�
�No,� I said, �but I�ve seen your wee wolfies before. We were in Siberia, the cap and I. And the shite hit the fan there too. Luckily we can smell shite before we need to see it.�
He was calming now and had a shifty look I didn�t like; he looked like a man ready to play a bluff and we weren�t holding a decent hand to play against him.
�I don�t have much more to tell you then,� Watkins said. �They�re out and they�re vicious. We need to get away from here and��
The cap interrupted him again. Watkins didn�t like it; he didn�t look like a man who was used to it.
�There is certainly much more you can tell me. You can start with how many of you there were at the site and how many might still be alive up there. You can tell me how you got out and nobody else did, you can tell me how many of these wolves are running about out there and you can tell me what else you�re not telling me. That�ll do for starters�I�m sure I�ll think of something more, but I�m waiting��
Watkins wasn�t about to divulge any more than he needed to. He kept his mouth shut and just stared back at the cap.
�Okay,� the cap said. �Have it your way. It�s time I tried to check in again anyway.�
He took out the sat-phone and this time he got through. We heard his side of the conversation as he briefed the colonel on the state of things so far. After a time, the cap turned to Watkins.
�We can do this the easy way� tell me now and I won�t have to do what comes next.�
Watkins still stayed schtum so cap told the colonel what was needed and two minutes later handed the phone over to Watkins.
�There�s somebody wanting to speak to you.�
We didn�t hear the other end of the conversation and Watkins only got a chance to say two words, �Yes, minister,� before he went quiet and his orders were relayed to him in no uncertain terms. He sputtered and stammered and went red despite the paleness of his skin. There was a raised voice at the far end of the call, we heard that much and it was a much chastened man who eventually handed the phone back to the captain.
�I�ll tell you everything,� Watkins said.
�Aye. I thought you might,� the cap replied with a thin smile. �But first things first.�
He turned to the sheriff.
�They�re planning an evac as soon as the storm abates. How quickly can you get everybody ready to move out?�
�All we need is five minutes notice,� she replied. �But we�re not abandoning our town.�
�Nobody expects you to. It�s just until we can get things under control. I promise you�ll all get back as soon as the job�s done.�
She looked cap dead in the eye.
�I�ll hold you to that personally,� she said.
�You go ahead and do that,� Cap said. That seemed to satisfy her. Cap turned back to Watkins but if the geneticist had anything more to tell us he wasn�t going to get a chance right then.
Something heavy hit the door of the station hard enough from outside to rock it in its frame. A high howl rose above the wind and was answered by a chorus, getting ever closer.
The pack was on our doorstep.
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The sheriff had her rifle in hand even before the rest of us reacted.
�They did this before,� she said. �The door held� that time.�
I wasn�t at all sure that was going to remain the case. The station rang like a struck bell, almost as if a heavy vehicle�a pickup truck maybe� was battering the door instead of anything living and breathing.
�They did that at the station too,� Watkins said at my back. �They�ll get in. They always get in.�
�Aye,� I replied, raising my weapon. �I saw that movie too.�
Wilko, Jennings, Davies, the captain, the sheriff and me along with them moved without any orders to form a line ten feet inside the door, standing there with our weapons aimed at the doorway. Whatever was out there continued to bang and batter away at the outside. The door shook and rattled, dislodging dust around the frame. But it held.
Somewhere outside, a beast howled in frustration.
�Maybe it just wants a biscuit,� Davies said, deadpan.
�Have you got any, like?� Wilko replied. �I�m bloody starving here.�
�Steady, lads,� I said. �Remember, short, controlled bursts.�
Sheriff Sue laughed.
�Now that one I have seen.�
The banging and bashing stopped, as if it had heard us and was listening.
�Little pigs, little pigs, let me come in,� Davies said.
�Not on your fucking nelly,� I replied.
When there was no further attack on the door for several minutes, I had the men stand down and dispatched Wilko to get some more coffee on. I went back to check on our patient. Watkins was still eyeing the door warily.
�Can I bother you for another cigarette? While your doctor is looking the other way?�
�I�ll join you,� I replied.
We sucked smoke in silence for a minute. When he started to speak it was more as if he was reminding himself of something, so I didn�t butt in, just let him ramble, hoping I�d learn something that might be to our advantage.
�They won�t give up, you know? They never give up; it�s been bred into them, hard wired. That bloody fool Masterton thought they were just big puppies and treated them like pets but there was never one of them that wasn�t more than ready to bite the hand that fed it. Now, even I, who has hardly a sentimental bone in his body, will admit that when they were just born they were cute little buggers, playful even. But as soon as they were weaned, they began establishing order among themselves and the biggest of them began dominating and taking charge. After a month we had to reinforce the cages. The big bugger�Masterton, unimaginatively called him Fenris�had the rest of them trying to chew their way out and they obeyed him, even as their teeth cracked and split and blood ran from torn lips and mashed gums. We had to shoot two of the livelier ones that time.
�It wasn�t long after that Masteron got mauled. He got caught in the cage with them during feeding time and the big one ambushed him from behind. Damn near tore his scalp off and took a bite the size of his fist out of his thigh. He couldn�t walk for a fortnight and if he�d lived would be using a cane for the rest of his life. But even then the daft bugger was making excuses for them, saying it was just in their nature.
�But the rest of us prevailed in the discussion, thank the Lord. We had the pack moved outside the station to a small wooded area enclosed by high security fencing that we had to get shipped in especially for the job. The pencil pushers in Whitehall raised a hell of a stink at the cost of it all of course, but we got what we needed eventually once Masterton showed that the wolves could indeed be trained. Even that was a con job though; the one that latched on to him and got him the best results was the runt of the litter and he raised it in isolation from the others.
�And it turned out that his wee pet was the first casualty. Two nights ago it was. The alarm went off while most of us were asleep and by the time anybody thought to do anything about it, it was too late; the pack got out and they went hunting.
�Almost first thing they targeted was Masterton�s pet project as if it affronted them; I watched on CCTV as they tore the pup to pieces then started in on Masterton when he tried to intervene. I believe I shall hear his screams until the day I die. Then they turned their attention to the rest of us. When they forced their way into the lab, I knew it was time to get the fuck out of there.�
�And how did you manage that?�
�I made for the Skidoo garage and high-tailed it out of there with the buggers snapping at my arse.�
He went quiet again. I could read between the lines though; there was still plenty he wasn�t telling us but Wilko arrived with hot coffee at that point and I took mine over to the machine to have a word with the cap about what I�d just heard.
The sheriff listened in as I told the man�s story.
�Do you think he fled and just left everybody behind?�
�I think that�s exactly what he did,� I said. �And there�s more he�s not telling us. Who knows what we�ll find up there?�
�We really need to get to yon station and see for ourselves,� the cap said.
�And I�ll be coming along for the ride,� the sheriff added.
�You�ll have your own people to look after.�
�Once they�re all on your choppers I think they�ll be okay. But I won�t be leaving with them. I�m coming with you.�
�We�ll see about that,� the cap replied.
�Yes, we will.�
And again I reminded myself never to play her at cards; she was fierce. I was about to playfully tease her on that very matter when Davies called out from near the main door.
�They�re back and I think they�re up to something,� he called out.
We all went to investigate.

Have you ever heard a dog trying to get to a rabbit that�s hidden itself under a garden shed? There�s the sound of frantic scratching and digging, huffs of frustration, and, if the wood is good and strong, the unmistakable screech of teeth and nails being tested. That�s what this was like. It sounded like there were three, maybe four of them at it.
And we were the rabbits in this scenario.
�They�re trying to get under us,� Jennings said.
�No shit, Sherlock?� I replied and turned to the sheriff.
�Can they do that?�
She shook her head and stamped her feet.
�Concrete, six inches deep. I was here when it was poured. We built this place to survive just about anything.�
�But is there anything below that?�
�There�s a basement, sure. But the door into it is outside at the back. There�s no way for them to get up to us. Trust me.�
It made having to listen to the noise a bit easier, but not much. The bastards appeared to be determined in their efforts. The locals were getting skittish, some of the younger ones clearly unsettled by this new attack.
�Can�t you do something, Sheriff?� one of the men asked. �It feels like we�re rats in a trap here.�
Sheriff Sue turned to the cap.
�That�s how I feel too. I�d like to take the fight to these bastards, but I�ll need your firepower. Are you game?�
�Ready when you are, Sheriff. Just give the word.�
She thought about it for a few seconds.
�Three of us should be enough to get the job done. Any more and we�ll just get in each other�s way. We go out the back door and if it�s all clear, round the side. Then the plan�s simple�we take down as many of them as we can and if they manage to mount an attack, we beat a fighting retreat back in here to safety.�
�A commando raid. I like it,� I said and got the thin smile again.
�I don�t. But if we can thin the pack now there�ll be fewer to have to deal with later if we�re forced out into the open.�
�You up for it, Sergeant?� the cap said. �If not, just say and I�ll go, but you look like a bit of action wouldn�t go amiss.�
�Oh, I�m definitely up for it, Cap,� I replied. �I�ll take Wilko. Get some fresh coffee on, we�ll be right back.�
Jennings looked like he�d taken being excluded as a personal affront but I couldn�t help that; Wilko was a known quantity, Jennings wasn�t yet, it was as simple a decision as that. I just didn�t have time to spare to explain it to him. I turned to the sheriff.
�Lead on, Sheriff Sue. We�ve got your back.�
Wilko was by my side as we followed her to the rear of the fire station.
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The wind was against us. As soon as she opened the door, we got hit in the face by biting snow and a gale that wanted to strip skin off our cheeks. I pulled my jacket hood tight around my ears, got the goggles down and leaned into the storm.
We stepped out into darkness. There was a small single light above the door but it barely penetrated into the night. I turned in time to see the cap and Davies close the door at our backs then we were alone with the elements and whatever beasties were prowling in them.
I switched on the sight light on my rifle; it proved to be good for lighting up the ground at my feet and not much else. If the beasties were watching us at this point there was no way we were going to see them coming. I felt vulnerable and exposed, neither of which were much fun.
The sheriff appeared to be feeling the same way. She moved quickly away from under the doorway light, hugging the wall and going right towards the corner that would, hopefully, give us a view of our targets. She moved easily and carefully, like a soldier in fact. I was almost certain she�d been military at some point in the past, she had that feel radiating from her. I hoped to get a chance to ask her later, but for now all our concentration was on reaching the corner without anything taking note of us.
It was a long thirty seconds, expecting an attack out of the whiteout at any second. But none came. The sheriff stopped us by putting up a hand inches in front of my face so I couldn�t fail to see it. She leaned forward and peered round the corner, then raised her hand again, three fingers� three targets. Without speaking she indicated that she�d take the middle, I was to take the right and Wilko the left. I was now in no doubt; she�d definitely been military� and used to being in charge.
We stepped out into the open in unison as if we�d trained together for it.

The wind came from my back now and it swirled around the side of the station such that it created a clear view all along that length of wall. Wolves felt like too small a word for the three things we saw digging at the ground some twenty feet ahead of us; they were bigger than most horses, shaggy around the shoulders and silver gray at the flanks with long bushy tails and snouts full of far too many teeth. If the sheriff was impressed by their sheer animal magnetism, she gave no sign. She raised her weapon and Wilko and I followed suit.
I don�t know what gave her pause; I didn�t have her down as the sentimental sort, but she hesitated when I expected her to shoot and she surprised me by shouting out, as if addressing a stray dog.
�Hey, you, get away from there.�
The wolves turned as one to stare at us. I had a sudden glimpse of rage-filled red eyes, then the nearer of the beasts leapt, from a standing start into the jump that had it coming right at us.
Luckily for me young Wilko was on the ball. He put three rounds into its head. It barely slowed the thing�s momentum, but at least it was dead when it reached us and I was able to step sharply aside and let it fall into a heap at my feet. When I looked along the wall again it was to notice that the other two had taken the chance to slink off into the storm; there was nothing for me to shoot at.
Wilko kicked at the dead beast with the toe of his boot.
�Hey, Sarge, cop a look at this shite.�
He aimed his gun-light down to the mess that was all that remained of its head. Just behind that, where the neck met the shoulders, something blinked red. Wilko used his barrel to move the mane of hair aside and revealed an elaborate metal collar. Two LED lights blinked from a small black box that appeared to be attached� fused� to the dead beast�s spine.
�Fetch that along with us, Wilko,� I said. �Dig it out if you have to. The cap will want to see it.�
I covered him while he bent to the task, watching the front. Sheriff Sue had our backs, rifle raised. I had questions for her but they�d have to wait. The wind leeched the heat out of me; I felt it bite at my legs and I was starting to lose feeling in my feet.
�How�s it going, Wilko?� I shouted. �If we stay out here much longer my balls are going to drop off.�
�Mine already have,� Sheriff Sue shouted, just as Wilko stood with a bloody collar dripping red onto the snow.
�Got it, Sarge.�
Two minutes later we were back inside the station and my feet started to complain as heat replaced cold.

I lit a much needed smoke and accepted a coffee from the cap. He had the good grace to let me make inroads in both before expecting me to report. Not that there was much to say in any case; all I had to do was show him the blood-crusted collar, the twin LEDs still blinking.
He turned it over in his hands, made about as much sense of it as I had, then strode over to Watkins.
�So what the fuck is this then?� he said, dropping the still-dripping collar in the man�s lap. Watkins looked down at it but didn�t move to touch it.
�Behavioural modification,� he said. �I told you, Masterton was trying to teach them.�
�What, fetch, roll over, play fucking dead, that kind of thing?� I asked.
Watkins looked at me. There was no smile on his face.
�Hunting techniques, group cooperation and efficient means of catching prey, that kind of thing. The plan was to breed an army, not a petting zoo,� he said. He nodded to the collar. �They all had these�even the big male.�
�Big male?� the cap asked. �There�s a bigger one of these fuckers?�
�Of course there fucking is, Cap. There�s always a bigger one. We�re the S-Squad�that�s how this shite works, isn�t it?� I said, and this time Watkins did laugh.
�Just pray you never meet him; he�s a mean big bastard that one.�
I patted my rifle.
�I�ll see if he can play fetch with a few rounds from this.�
Watkins wasn�t smiling when he replied.
�You�re going to need a bigger gun.�

I caught up with Sheriff Sue when she finished another round of the townspeople. There had been no noise save that of the storm from outside since we returned and a stoical calm had descended on the folks gathered in the station.
�I�ve told them there�s a rescue coming,� she said. �That hope should keep panic at bay, for a while at least.�
�Speaking of panic,� I said, keeping my voice low so that her people wouldn�t hear me, �What was that about out there? You got yon beast�s attention right enough, but it nearly had me for supper. Why didn�t you shoot?�
�You ever had a dog, Sergeant?�
I nodded.
�Then you know why,� she said. It seemed she was more sentimental than I�d thought, and I wasn�t going to get any more of an answer for Jennings arrived just then with a face like thunder.
�I need a word with you,� he said. �And I need it right now.�
It had been coming for a while, we both knew that, but even as I took him aside to the farthest corner from the rest of the squad, I still didn�t know what I was going to say to him. I needn�t have worried overmuch about that, for he had plenty to say for himself first.
�I�m a good soldier,� he said. �You�d ken that if you bothered to read my sheet instead of strutting around with a pole up your arse. I�m your new corporal, like it or lump it, and I can�t have you showing me up in front of the privates. I won�t have it.�
��I won�t have it, Sergeant,� is what you meant to say, isn�t it?� I said, leaning in close so that we were almost nose to nose. �If you want to be this squad�s corporal you need to fucking start acting like it. You can begin by stopping whining. I�m not here to wipe your arse and blow your nose for you. Away hame to your mammie if that�s what you�re after. Step up or step out.�
To his credit he didn�t back off, not at first.
�I just want some respect around here,� he said.
�Then fucking earn it. That�s how it works in this squad.�
�How am I to do that when you take the wee poof instead of me?�
I had his bollocks in my grip before he knew what was going on. He had his back to the room, so nobody saw; I didn�t want to humiliate him, just teach him a lesson. I squeezed, hard.
�You forget too quickly,� I said. �I�ve told you already about that mouth of yours. Respect works two ways. You don�t have mine and you�ve got a fuck of a long way to go if we�re to get there. Now fuck off out of my sight unless you want to be a eunuch.�
Thankfully he had enough smarts to fuck off when told for my blood was up and I can�t always trust myself in times like that. The cap caught my eye from across the room and raised an eyebrow. I showed him an okay sign and headed back over to the coffee machine for another smoke.
It was going to be a long night.

I found both privates, Wilko and Davies, working on the blooded collar. The red LEDs had stopped blinking, mainly because the wee black box was now in bits on the table the lads worked on.
�So what does it do?� I asked.
Wilko replied.
�Far as we can tell it works by radio. A broadcast sends a message that causes a wee electrical shock to run out and into the spine of the beasties.�
�Electro-shock therapy?�
�Exactly. Pain or reward depending on response I�d guess. Pretty simple stuff. I�d have expected something more high-tech.�
Davies laughed.
�Remember, this is British government boffins we�re talking about. Bodge-jobs-r-us.�
�So this broadcast? Where�s it coming from?�
�The research station, far as I can tell,� Wilko replied.
�Could we bypass it, tap in and send our own commands to the beasties? Tell them to fuck off?�
I only meant it half-seriously, but Wilko took me at my word.
�Davies and I will see what we can do, Sarge,� he replied.
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I was right about the night being a long one.
Some bright spark had salvaged a wheen of boxes of frozen pizza, and the station had a wee microwave. The pizza itself tasted like warm plastic shite but it was fuel, and that was what I needed more than anything. While waiting for that new brick in my stomach to shift there was little to do but drink coffee and smoke. The wolves stayed away from the door, the storm continued to rage outside and Jennings sulked like a wee spoiled boy. Wilko and Davies continued to work on the collar, Watkins had fallen into a fitful sleep on his cot, and the cap, the sheriff and I hogged the coffee area while Sheriff Sue talked.
I�d been right about her military service.
�Two tours in Afghanistan,� she said. �Rough terrain, surly locals and too much dust and shit. You know the drill.�
That wasn�t a question and we didn�t need to answer. She didn�t say any more about that time. Instead she spoke quietly of her town, her people, and of the ones that had been lost in the panic of the original attack. Fresh tears glistened in the corners of her eyes but her voice was as hard as iron when she spoke of the wolves.
�They hunt as a pack. Back when everything first went to shit, I caught a glimpse of the big one; his eyes looked directly into mine as he stood which gives you an idea of the size of the bastard. He was gone like a fart in the wind as soon as I raised my weapon. But I�ve looked into his eyes now, and him into mine. I�ll be coming with you when you go after him. We�ve got a dance to finish.�
Again, it wasn�t a question, and again neither the cap nor I saw fit to answer. I�d seen her in action and she wasn�t about to fold on us. If she wanted to tag along that was fine by me. And besides, I knew better than to quiz her any further about her hesitation out in the storm earlier; I�ve met enough strong women in my time to have learnt when to keep my mouth shut around them.
Keeping my mouth shut didn�t apply when it came to the men of course, but Jennings was sulking, keeping his distance. That was also fine by me. The hall had fallen quiet, with some of the locals electing to try to catch some sleep when the chance was available. There was no repeat of any scratching at the door or outside the walls. I was about to take a chair and see if I could maybe nod off for forty winks when Davies called me over to where they�d continued to work on the collar I�d brought in.
�I think we might be getting somewhere, Sarge,� he said. �Between us we�ve figured out a rudimentary broadcast system. We can send a signal that will be picked up by the wolves� implants. Trouble is, what the fuck do we send? I doubt they�ll respond to a Scotsman telling them to sit or fetch.�
�I ken a man who might know,� I answered, and went to wake up Watkins.

He came out of sleep and into an immediate grump at having been woken. His mood didn�t improve when I told him why.
�I�m a geneticist,� he said. �I told you already. I know very little about the behavioural side.�
�And yet, that very little is still more than any of the rest of us know, so give it your best guess; what could we do that will give us an edge in a firefight against them?�
To his credit he gave it some thought while I got smokes lit for the two of us and passed him one.
�I suppose a single, high intensity broadcast to all of them at once might give them cause; at least confuse them enough to give you an opening. But you haven�t really seen these beasts in action yet; they�re not going down easy. And the big mean one��
�Is big and mean, aye, you told me that already.�
�You weren�t really listening though,� he said quietly. �It�s a mistake to even think about leaving this place. They�ll have us for breakfast.�
�Aye? Well, they�ll find me tough and chewy if they try.�
He had nothing else to say. I took his answer back to Davies and Wilko.
�Can it be done?�
Wilko nodded.
�We up the gain to the max and when we need to, we hit the button. But there�s no way to test it. Either it�ll work, or it won�t. We might only succeed in pissing them off.�
�Aye? Well that�ll be a result in itself. Get to it lads. The night�s wasting.�
It was wasting faster than I�d thought. The cap took a call on the sat phone ten minutes later and once he was finished called the sheriff and me together with him.
�We�ve got rescue choppers inbound. Rendezvous in an hour. But there�s a problem. We need an open space for them to come down to our position. I�m thinking that�ll have to be the supermarket car park. Can we defend it for long enough to get the people away to safety?�
The sheriff spoke first.
�There�s two fire trucks out the back here,� she said. �We moved them out to make enough room for the people. But we can load just about everybody in them.�
�And Wilko and Davies have a plan,� I added, and told them about the collars and the broadcast. �Then we�ve just got the weather to worry about.�
Even as I said it, I noticed that the wind wasn�t howling with the same intensity as before beyond the door.
�It�s blowing itself out,� Sheriff Sue said. �We can do this.�
I was starting to think she was right.

Getting the townspeople awake, on their feet, and willing to move out was a job in itself, but the sheriff went at it full tilt and it was obvious that the locals would all follow her lead. In ten minutes they were all ready, swaddled in whatever clothes or coverings they could muster. We even got Watkins on his feet although he grumbled mightily.
�That�s okay,� I said, dropping him back onto the cot after his first moan of discontent. �We�ll just leave you here, shall we? Close the door at our back. Wouldn�t want anything to get in, would you?�
He complied quickly enough after that.
The next step was more difficult; the trucks were out back in a car park. On our last foray outside I hadn�t even seen them through the snow, but Sheriff Sue insisted they were there, and her word was getting to be good enough for me.
�I should go first,� she said. �I�ll fetch one truck over as close to the door as we can get it where we can load up safely.� She turned to the captain. �Can I have a couple of your lads for backup?�
I put a hand up before the cap spoke.
�I�ll go.�
I looked over to Jennings.
�You�re with me, lad,� I said. He looked surprised, but came at the call. �Rule one. Don�t fuck up.�
�Rule two, don�t shoot me,� Sheriff Sue added.
She led us out into the night.
The wind had dropped considerably and the snow, rather than coming at us horizontally, fell in big soft flakes the size of my thumb. The fire trucks were less than ten yards away, clearly visible now that range of vision had improved.
�Watch my back,� the sheriff shouted and without waiting for an answer headed off in a run for the nearest truck.
I held my breath until she reached the door but nothing came out of the snow and seconds later the roar of the engine came loud above the wind and we were almost blinded as the huge staring headlights came on full beam. Seconds after that she�d brought the truck round, side on to the door so that loading could begin in back.
That first loading went smooth and fast. We got half the townsfolk in, an older chap took on the driving duties and I sent Davies and Wilko with him up front to ride shotgun. Wilko handed me a wee black box that had been wrapped almost totally in duct tape apart from a big red button on top,
�Even you can�t fuck that one up, Sarge,� Davies said with a smile. �If there�s bother, hit the panic button. Hopefully it�ll give them a wee fright and pause for thought. If it disnae work, at least you�ll have something else to chuck at them.�
The sheriff spoke to the elderly driver.
�Just take her slow round the front to the main doors,� she said. �I�ll be bringing the other truck up behind you soon as we�re loaded.�
The truck drove off slowly to my right and once again I had to watch the sheriff scuttle off into the snow, this time heading for the second truck.
The wolf arrived just as she reached the truck door, loping out of the gloom to stand between me and her, equidistant from either of us.
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I was still getting my rifle aimed when the wolf turned its back on me. I saw its muscles tense and bunch, saw clearly that it was most definitely a male, then even as I let off a shot it leaped. My aim was off; I couldn�t chance hitting the sheriff and my shot went off and away uselessly into the storm. Everything seemed to slow down. The beast sailed through the air with an exaggerated hang like a long jumper in slow-mo. The sheriff was still trying to get her own weapon raised but was going to be too late and I�d already broken into a run that I knew was going to be no bloody use at all in helping her.
I ran anyway, my weapon raised, hoping for a shot. I was three paces in when I remembered the wee black box, five paces in before I managed to get it out of my jacket pocket. The beast landed paws first on the sheriff�s chest, knocking her back against the grille of the fire truck. She got her rifle up double handed in front of her and the wolf bit down hard on the stock; if it had been her arm, she would have lost a hand at the wrist.
I pushed down on the red button.
The result was instantaneous.
The wolf leapt as if electrocuted, all four limbs spasming in a grotesque dance before it shook itself as if shedding water and turned to stare in my direction. It had no thought now of attack. Its tail went down, tucked under the back legs and it crawled away on its belly as well as it was able, eyes down, not looking at us, the classic submissive dog posture. Within seconds it was lost in the snow.
�Well, that works,� I said as I helped the sheriff stand up straight. She didn�t answer; she was looking at the stock of her rifle and the deep teeth marks embedded there.
�I hope it never has to again,� she said. �We should get the flock out of here.�
It was only then I thought to look for Jennings. Far from backing us up he was still standing in the doorway of the firehall. He didn�t even have his weapon raised and was just staring blankly, slack-jawed into the snow in the direction the wolf had taken. He looked exactly like a lad who had just pished down his trouser leg in fright. A phrase came to mind from yon animated movie about the rabbits; Jennings had gone �frit�.
I didn�t have time to deal with him then; we had an evacuation to complete and that had to come first. Thankfully, the remaining townspeople all fitted into the rear cabin of the truck. I put Jennings in there too and told him he was in charge of Watkins but I�m not sure he heard me. At least I knew he was safely locked away in back when I joined the cap and the sheriff up front.
�Wagon�s roll,� the sheriff said and took us round to the front of the station. Seconds later we were following the lead truck along the main road leading into the town center.

The old lad in front of us wasn�t taking any chances. We crept along at barely walking pace. Our headlights lit up nothing apart from the rear of the other truck and there was only darkness and falling snow on either side.
�So the lads� wee radio idea worked then?� the cap said to my right. I was wedged tight between him and the sheriff in the driver�s seat. I badly wanted a smoke but had one hand on my rifle and the other on the red button.
�Worked a treat, Cap,� I said. �Sent the wee dug off wi� its tail covering its bollocks.�
�Careful, lad,� the cap replied. �Don�t get too cocky.�
�Who, me?� I answered, and it was the sheriff who laughed.
�Thanks for saving my skin, anyway,� she said. �I owe you one.�
�A beer and a burger would do fine just about now,� I replied.
�We passed the diner, just back there,� she said, deadpan. �I don�t think it�s open tonight.�

We arrived at the supermarket parking area with no further calumny just a few minutes later, pulling up beside the other truck close to the side of the building. The sheriff left the engine running and the lights on. They showed only snow and darkness ahead of us.
�How long?� she asked the cap.
�Twenty minutes maybe,� he replied. �Depends on the weather in the area and how it is above this shit.�
�So we sit tight in the meantime?�
�We sit tight,� the cap replied. �Smoke �em if you�ve got �em.�
I lit up for all three of us and passed the smokes around. The sheriff cracked one of the windows enough to let smoke out and not too much of the cold in. It also let in a mournful wail that carried loud and clear in the night above what remained of the wind. It had a choral, almost electronic tone to it, reminding me of my misspent youth and nights spent in dark rooms smoking pot and listening to someone�s dad�s aged prog-rock albums. A chill settled in my spine at the sound.
�How many are there?� the cap asked. �Do you know?�
The sheriff shrugged.
�Given how many we�ve put done so far? Twenty? Maybe more. Your man in the back is the only one who knows for sure but I wouldn�t trust him as far as I could throw him.�
The cap spoke up, almost as if talking to himself.
�We�ll not ken much more until we get up to the research station and find out what the fuck was really going on up there. But first things first; let�s get the civilians out to safety first then we�ll go see what�s what.�
�Sounds like a plan to me,� the sheriff replied. �Just remember, I�m tagging along. Somebody�s been fucking with my town, and I don�t like it one bit.�

We�d only just finished the smokes when there was a new sound about the wind, the familiar chug and roar of approaching choppers.
�Showtime,� the cap said. �We play this nice and slow. We empty the other truck first while we cover them then Davies and Wilko can cover us while we get the second load out and away. If anything shows up, Wiggo here will get to play with the big red button again and if that doesn�t work we blow any fucker away that tries to mess with us. The choppers will be locked and loaded too. We�ll have enough weapons to keep the road plowed for us.�
It started well enough. Two big transport choppers landed, each with two guys loaded to the gunnels with firepower in the doorways. The first truck drove over and Wilko and Davies got it emptied out pronto into the first chopper before driving it back to our position. We waited until that first chopper lifted away then the sheriff took our truck out as close as we dared to get to the rotors, the cap and I slipped out, we got the back cabin door open� and the pack chose that moment to launch an attack.

They came from three different locations at once, at least a dozen of them, both from the front and the rear of the fire truck and most surprisingly from under the rotors from the far side of the chopper as if the prospect of decapitation didn�t faze them in the slightest. The guys in the chopper doorway were too surprised to even react but the sheriff was first to get her rifle raised, with the cap and I just behind her. I got off two rounds that damned near took the head off a big gray then went for the red panic button.
And it worked wonders yet again. One of the wolves reared up in shock, almost onto its back legs. That only served to take it high enough for the rotors to do their work. White snow went red, the now mostly headless body fell to the ground and a fine mist of blood hung in the air while the remainder of the pack slunk away. I�d shot my bolt though; the radio set went warm in my hand and began to smoke then smoulder. I dropped it to my feet and checked our perimeter. There was no sign of any fresh attack, and four dead wolves lay around us, steaming in the cold air and staining the snow with their blood and guts. I looked up to the doorway to see Jennings there, his gaze fixed on the dead beasts. His rifle was still slung over his shoulder; he hadn�t made any attempt to fire it.
I didn�t have time to bawl him out. The next few minutes were a frantic rush to get the townspeople into the chopper. Watkins, hobbling badly, tried to get aboard with them but the captain pulled him back.
�Not you. We�ll need you at the station,� he shouted to be heard above the rotors
Even then Watkins tried to pull away but the cap had him in a tight grip.
I turned to where Jennings stood beside Davies and Wilko.
�What about you, lad? You want to fuck off hame to your mammy?�
At least I got a response from him this time, even if it was only a slow shake of the head; he still couldn�t take his gaze from the dead wolf under the rotors.
I gave him another ten seconds, then gave the sheriff the sign to reverse the truck away from the chopper. A minute later it rose away from us leaving the squad members, Watkins, and the sheriff herself alone in a suddenly quiet supermarket car park.
I took the time to bend over the dead wolves and dig the wee black boxes out of their spines. I wiped them off and tossed them to Davies.
�There you go, laddie, another science project for you when� you get the time. Let�s see if we can do the same trick more than once.�

We backed the fire trucks away from the still-steaming bodies of the wolves and gathered in a huddle in the back cabin of one of them for a confab. I lit a smoke and let the cap lay out the plan. It was a simple enough one that even Jennings in his shocked state seemed able to follow.
The cap addressed the sheriff first.
�How�s the track to the station? Will these trucks get us there?�
She nodded.
�Easily I should think; even if there�s a few drifts these things are built to just roll through it. And they�re built like tanks, as you�ve seen. A wolf attack, even a bigger sucker than the ones we�ve seen so far, should just bounce off them.
�Good. We�ll take them both,� he said. He turned to me.
�Wiggo, you go up front with the sheriff here and Watkins. I�ll bring the other one up behind with Wilko and Davies. We�ll pick up the rest of our kit from the SUV then be on our way.�
�And Jennings?� I asked softly.
The cap looked grim. Jennings himself didn�t seem to be paying much attention.
�He can go in the back cabin.�
We set off as soon as we�d finished our smokes.
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The track was easy enough to follow. The sheriff drove the truck as if it came easy to her, the wind had dropped completely and the snow falling now was more of the big, soft flakes stuff. Watkins, however, wasn�t taking the journey well. He sat in the middle up front; I�d taken the door seat in case the man tried to make a hasty exit but he had withdrawn almost as much as Jennings and when he took a smoke from me his hands trembled although it was quite warm there in the cab with the heating on.
�This is the worst bloody daft idea in the history of daft ideas,� he said. �You know that, right?�
�Daft it might be,� I replied, �but orders are orders. We do what we�re telt.�
�Your man Jennings didn�t get the memo?�
�It�s his first time out with us. He�s used to facing down kids with petrol bombs at riots, doing drive-rounds in occupied territories, that kind of routine. Meeting a monster in real life can be a wee bit of a shock. Some can�t handle it.�
�But you can?�
�I telt you earlier; we were in Siberia. And not just there. We�re fucking monster magnets. Buy me a beer when this is all over and I�ll tell you some stories that�ll turn your hair white.�
It was the sheriff who answered me.
�I�m still on for that. But why not start early? We�ve got an hour or so of a drive ahead of us at a guess. Tell us a story to pass the time? Your captain told me about Siberia, but he was a bit short on detail. What was it really like?�
�A full on fucking clusterfuck is what it was��
It took a while in the telling, dire wolves, cave lions, woolly mammoths, big fucking thunderbirds and the rest. When I got to the bit about the bone flute and the hairy ape-things we�d been told were Alma, Watkins sucked at his teeth. I paused to see if he had something to add but he just waved for me to continue. He had me wondering again though, wondering about what, apart from giant fuck-off wolves, might be waiting for us ahead.
The sheriff took her eyes off the road just long enough to turn to me when I reached the end and finished off the tale with the rescue on the airfield.
�You�re not pulling my chain, are you? All of that really happened?�
�Every word of it, cross my heart and hope to be an Englishman.�
Watkins was deep in thought when I handed him a fresh smoke.
�I�d heard it had gone bad,� he said, almost to himself. �I didn�t know how bad though.�
�And here we are with a whole new clusterfuck,� I said. �You�d think we�d learn a lesson or two somewhere along the line.�
�You�re too old to be that naive,� the sheriff said, and I could only agree with her.

The trail to the research station wended always upward, through thin woodland as the sky lightened and dawn came. There was no sign there had been any other traffic; we drove through maybe a foot of virgin snow, sometimes up to two feet in drifts. The truck made easy work of it although the going was slow. We rounded a corner after another climb and got a clear view of a group of buildings perched on a rocky outcrop amid woodland on the side of another hill, a mile ahead at a guess.
�Home sweet home,� Watkins muttered, and sucked hard on his cigarette through clenched teeth.
I noticed smoke rising from the site as we got closer, wispy stuff that was getting dispersed quickly in the breeze but it was a sign that all was not well up ahead. The main security gate lay open off its hinges and there was blood splashed across the outer wall of the squat cube that served as the gatehouse. There were still no tracks in the snow except those we left as we drew up into a forecourt in front of the main building. There were four vehicles in the parking bays on the edge already but none that would be of any use to us; three were burnt-out SUVs and the fourth was a Skidoo, or rather had been at one time; it was now just a tangled mass of plastic and chains and metal.
We saw the source of the smoke up close now; the roof of the building was partially collapsed and charred and the smoke came from the north end where the walls had caved in on themselves leaving only a ruin of burned timber and ashes. A cluster of smaller buildings beyond that showed more signs of burning although at least these ones had intact roofs.
We pulled up tight to the main doorway to allow the cap to bring the other truck up behind us. I turned to Watkins.
�Stay here and keep the door locked. If any of the big hairy bastards turn up, hit the horn hard. We�ll come running.�
He didn�t disagree. The cap likewise left Jennings locked in the cab in the rear of the second truck.
�Your corporal�s sleeping this shift out,� he said sardonically when I asked and I didn�t enquire any more than that; the sheriff made a more than adequate substitute and at least I knew she�d watch my back.
I led Davies and Wilko into the building with the cap and the sheriff bringing up the rear.

There was no sign of a firefight, just a fire. The lights were out but enough dim light made its way in through the windows to show us that devastation had been wrought in the building. There was blood, plenty of it, but no bodies, at least not here in the rooms close to the main doorway. The first I looked in was an office of some kind; filing cabinets, desk and swivel chairs, a laptop lying broken on the floor, the big window at the front smashed inwards judging by the glass on the carpet and a fresh dusting of snow, white among the red. At the rear of the office a door opened into a server-room for the place�s computers but the fire had reached it and it was now no more than a mass of melted plastic and cabling. I backed out fast away from the too familiar smells of panic and death.
On the other side of the corridor, an open door showed that a second office had suffered the same fate. I considered calling out, to alert possible survivors of a rescue, but the place felt too dead, too quiet to me. I was already pretty sure we weren�t going to find anyone alive and I saw by the set of the cap�s face that he�d come to the same conclusion. The farther we went inside, the more certain I was.
The back end of this building was the main source of the fire; what had been a small mess area was completely burned out and fallen in; something had burned under there although whether it had been man or wolf it was too far gone to tell without a closer look than I was going to give it. On the other side of the main corridor was the billet, three rows of twin beds, all empty but with enough blood splashed around to show it hadn�t always been that way. The wolves killed messily, but it appeared they tidied up after themselves, hauling their meals away for the feasting. It didn�t take more than a couple of minutes for us to make sure there was no one here to save.
The cap turned to Davies.
�You and Wilko get Watkins in here; get him to look through the offices, see if there�s anything worth salvaging. We�ll head out back and check the outbuildings and meet back here in ten. If we�re not back, come look for us.�
The sheriff, cap and I walked around the collapsed debris of the mess and out the back to the rear. I guessed this was where the science happened; four squat cabins, all with the now tell-tale busted in doors and broken windows; the wolf pack hadn�t done anything by halves. Three of the four buildings were much the same as the scenes in the main building; plenty of blood and mayhem but still no bodies, only here there were smashed phials and retorts, bloodied equipment and overturned tables and several more laptops in various states of brokenness. The fourth building overlooked a large penned area with an electric fence that had been toppled over in several places where, I guessed again, the pack had made their bid for freedom. I saw more buildings up the slope inside the pen that were probably kennels but for now my attention was on the fourth, unsearched, building. The door was still intact in this one, as were the windows, as if it had been deliberately left alone. If there were survivors, this was the only place left where we�d find them.
I approached the door gingerly. I felt rather than saw the cap and the sheriff stiffen and fix their concentration at my back. I turned the handle and pushed gently. The door swung open smoothly without a creak and I stepped inside as soon as I was sure nobody was in there ready to shoot at me.
I was in a mostly empty room save for two trestle-tables and a couple of chairs. There were bits and pieces of stuff on the tables, but that wasn�t what got my concentration. Three sides of the room were the same basic cabin walls I expected, but it was the fourth that got my adrenaline going. Where there should be wood there was metal, a lot of it, and a large vault door that would have been more at home in a bank than out here in the wilds of the Yukon. I was glad it was shut for I wasn�t sure I wanted to know what was on the other side.
The cap and the sheriff came in behind me.
�What are we into now, Cap?� I said.
The captain took one look at the door, then at the stuff on the tables. He sucked at his teeth and swore under his breath. He lifted something off the table and showed it to me.
�Look familiar?�
It was a primitive bone flute; the last time I�d seen anything like it was back in Siberia, and it hadn�t belonged to a wolf.
�We need Watkins up here, right now,� the cap said.
As if in reply, the sound of a truck horn pierced the air, insistent and frantic.
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Gunfire joined the sound of the horn before we reached the cabin door. We headed at a run for the forecourt and arrived just as Wilko and Davies put down a big gray wolf that had been sitting on the hood of the truck trying to get in at Watkins. There were plenty for all of us; the pack had made its way back from town; all of them by the look of things, and they were all focussed on the young privates as they stood at the doorway of the main building. Watkins sat up high in the cab of the first truck, his face pale, his eyes wide. I had enough time to notice that Jennings was nowhere to be seen, then we were in the middle of a frenzied battle and there was little time for thought.
They attacked as a single unit, pushed forward by a howling roar that came from somewhere outside the perimeter; if the big one Watkins had mentioned was around, it wasn�t joining the fight, but we had more than enough to occupy us as it was. The air filled with the sound of gunfire; I hadn�t put my plugs in and the roar turned to a deafening ringing as if huge bells were going off in my head. I kept aiming, kept pulling the trigger.
Five of us firing volley-fire laid down a wall of death that the wolves ran into as if unaware of the consequences of doing so. They fell before us, but as each one tumbled away the one behind managed to get closer to us and we were forced to retreat, slow step by slow step, even after putting half a dozen of them down. They were close enough for me to smell their fetid breath as they roared flecks of bloody spittle in our faces. A gray shadow came over the mound of bodies having leapt like a show horse over the top. I put two rounds in its belly but its momentum kept it coming and its weight took both young Davies and the cap down to the ground and momentarily out of the fight. That reduction in our firepower gave the pack an opening. There was maybe a dozen of them left, and they surged forward, a wall of howling rage, their bloodlust in full flow.
I had to throw myself backward. Jaws closed on my left foot and I was, not for the first time, thankful for the stout boots. I kicked out with my right even as I was turning to aim. My right boot caught the wolf�s snout, it raised its head and snarled and I put three rounds between its eyes, feeling hot bits of bone and brain and blood spatter all across my upper body and face.
�Stay down,� the cap shouted somewhere behind me, his call coming faintly above the ringing. I didn�t know if it was directed at me but I stayed down anyway, rolling onto my belly, feeling cold seep into me even as I aimed and fired, aimed and fired while more shots whistled over my head.
The mound of bodies steamed, we kept firing, the wolves kept dying, then, as if distantly in a wind, I heard the howling turn to a bark and as quickly as they had come the pack melted away. I counted six of them as they left; the rest lay dead in a pile at the front of the building.

The cap wasted no time.
�I saw some gas canisters out back earlier,� he said to me, having to shout for me to hear him. �Fetch them round. The brass said �sanitise�. It�s time we got started. Let�s burn these fuckers.�
Wilko came with me and by the time we returned, each lugging two ten-litre cans of gas, the cap and the sheriff had moved the dead wolves to the far end of the forecourt away from the buildings. Watkins stood with Davies while the private watched for any fresh attack. They�d got our kit out of the trucks and it was piled on the ground at Jennings� feet; the corporal was still not with us, lost in a thousand-mile stare that wasn�t seeing much of anything. He had his rifle slung over his shoulder but it was going to be as much use to us as a wet match in the Glasgow rain.
We burned the wolves, everything going up in a conflagration that even despite the cold had us standing back as far as the fire trucks to avoid it. The remaining wolves kept away although we heard them as soon as the smoke plume went up from their dead brethren, the same high, choral wail echoing across the hillside.
�Is that it?� Watkins asked expectantly. He was already inching towards the closest fire truck door. The cap blocked his path.
�Nope. That�s far from �it�,� he said. �We�re going to play a wee game of show and tell. I�m going to show you something, you�re going to tell me everything you know.�
�And if I don�t?�
�If you don�t, you�re going to be the next fucker I set on fire.�

Five minutes later we were all back inside the cabin, all of us looking at the vault door. The cap had made us bring the kit� and Jennings. Davies had led him across the site as if helping a sleepy kid to bed and once we were in the room the corporal retreated into a corner and just stood there, still staring blindly ahead. Watkins too was staring, at the huge steel vault door on the other side of the room.
�You don�t want to be here,� he said.
�Tell me about it,� I answered. �But seeing as how we came all this way, why don�t you open it up and show us what you keep in there?�
My hearing was only now beginning to recover from the pounding it had taken and I didn�t quite catch what he said next and had to get him to repeat it, although I feared I�d already guessed.
�You already know,� he said. �You were in Siberia. You already know.�
He lifted the same bone flute that the cap had lifted earlier, put it to his lips and blew.
Somewhere below us a bellow rose in reply. It didn�t sound wolf-like, it didn�t sound musical. I knew exactly what it sounded like.
It was an Alma in a rage.

�How many?� the cap asked grimly.
�Three,� Watkins replied. �Two males and a female, all nearly full grown.�
�How can that be?� I asked.
�Tell me,� the cap added.
Watkins sighed and seemed to come to a decision.
�Okay� I�ll tell you what I know. Can I barter it for coffee and a smoke? It�s going to take a while.�
While Wilko got out the stove and got a brew going, I went to check on Jennings. He was still in the corner, still almost catatonic. I�d seen it before of course, any soldier who�s been in more than one firefight has probably seen it at least once. Part of me wanted to chew him out for deserting the squad when we needed him and another part of me felt nothing but sadness and pity for the mess that must be going round in the lad�s head. Getting him sorted out was going to take time. That, and peace and quiet, and I had a feeling we were going to be short of all three for a wee while longer yet. I left him where he stood and went to join the others round the table when the smell of fresh coffee could no longer be ignored.
Watkins took another of my smokes and started up almost straight away.

�Yes they�re Alma, and yes, we got the embryos from Siberia at the same time we got the wolves. I didn�t tell you earlier because I thought you had enough on your plate with the pack.�
�And you thought we�d let you fuck off in the chopper with the townsfolk and you wouldn�t have to deal with it,� I said.
I got a thin smile in return and a nod of the head in confirmation.
�I thought, hoped, that you wouldn�t find them, that the vault would stay shut and they�d just starve and rot away down there in the cells. It�s probably the safest way to deal with them, even now. Leave it locked and walk away.�
�No can do,� the cap said. �It wouldn�t look good on my report. And so far, you�ve told us nothing. Come on��
Watkins took a lungful of smoke then continued.
�As I said, we had the embryos. We grew them,� he said. �Same way we grew the wolves, and with the help of the growth hormones and modified DNA strands they came to near maturity very rapidly. I believe the guys in Whitehall were hoping for some kind of programmable super-soldiers. But where we were able to train the wolves at least to some extent with the implants, the Alma proved to be intractable. For one thing, they�re almost always angry.�
�Angry? If it was me, I�d be fucking furious,� I said but had to go quiet when the cap gave me one of those looks. Watkins continued.
�At first we had them in big pens up the back at the edge of the woods, but it soon became clear we�d need more secure accommodation for them and, besides, they seem to prefer being in the deep dark; a race memory of cave dwelling was the prevalent theory.
�As with the wolves, I had nothing to do with the day-to-day maintenance of the beasts�out of sight, out of mind for the most part. But there were rumors, of keepers being mauled and of ritualistic, almost cult-like practices being performed by the beasts themselves.�
�Don�t tell me, let me guess. Cannibalism?�
Watkins nodded.
�There used to be six of them. After that they were kept segregated but it was already too late. The female had been with the males when they reached puberty.�
�She�s pregnant?� the sheriff said, understanding the import of the remark before any of the rest of us.
Watkins nodded again.
�And due any day now. For God�s sake, do as I ask. Leave that door shut and just walk away.�
�You know I can�t do that,� the cap answered. �Ultimately we both answer to the same people, and they�ve called for full sanitation. I�m going to have to go down there. I need you to open this door.�
Watkins shook his head.
�I can�t do that.�
�It wasn�t a question,� the cap said.
�No, I mean I can�t. It�s secured. I don�t know the code.�
I went over with the cap to study the door. It had one of yon standard numeric keypad entry locks fitted to one side of the big metal wheel.
�Davies, Wilko, you lads figured out that radio business sweetly enough. Can you do anything with this?�
�It might take an hour?� Wilko said, and I saw he wasn�t fully confident.
�Do what you can, lads,� the cap added. �Unless anybody�s got an oxyacetylene unit handy you are our only chance.�

As the lads got to work the sheriff went to the cabin door, opened it and looked out over the still-burning remains outside. I joined her for a smoke.
�I don�t know what I expected to find up here,� she said. �But I didn�t expect it to be quite so banal. It�s almost factory-like.�
�It�s British,� I replied. �There�s a lot of this kind of shite about. But something�s got you thinking, hasn�t it? Come on, out with it. It might be important.�
�That it might,� she said quietly. �But at the time I thought it was just the ramblings of a drunk. Old Tommy Goldfarb has been coming out this way to hunt and drink� mostly the latter� for near on fifty years. He�s always been one for stories, bogles in the woods, fairy-folk in the hills, you know the kind of stuff. One night last year I got called out to the local dive for a disturbance and found Tommy had got into a fight with some young-uns� and it was over one of his stories.
�I got it out of him over a pot of strong coffee back at the station. To cut a long, and surely embellished story short, he was adamant that he�d had a close encounter, not with an alien, but with a Bigfoot. Said he was close enough to see the white of its eyes, and admitted that he�d shat himself in fright, a detail I didn�t really need to have heard. Of course I put it down to the drink at the time but now, knowing about the wolf pack and this place, I�m wondering��
�Wonder whether the wolves weren�t the only things that have escaped?�
�Exactly. Do you trust that man Watkins to be telling us the truth?�
�You already ken the answer to that one.�
�I suppose I do. Is your captain a man to leave a job half-done?�
�You�ve seen enough of him to know the answer to that one too.�
�I suppose I have. I need this place and everything they�ve birthed here� what�s the word you use� sanitised. I can�t have people coming back to town if there�s still any danger.�
�We�re all on the same page here� well apart from Watkins� and our man Jennings. He�s on another fucking planet.�
�Poor fella. Had a friend went like that in the Afghan Foothills. We had to ship him home� ten years ago now and he�s still in a sanitorium.�
I could only nod in reply. I�d been harboring hopes that my corporal would just snap out of it and come back to us but with every passing minute it looked less likely.
There was still no sign of any wolf activity outside and the only sound was the crack of timbers as they smouldered in the ruin of the main building. Thin smoke was dispersed by a breeze and the air had turned decidedly chilly under a clearing blue sky. The sheriff and I smoked two cigarettes each in the doorway before the cold drove us back inside.
Jennings still stood in his corner, Watkins sat in the opposite corner, head down and back against the wall, and the cap was with the privates, doing something with a laptop at the keypad. I went over to see if they were making any progress.
�We�re getting there, Sarge,� Davies said. �Twenty more minutes and we should have it cracked.�
Computers and me don�t mix; to me they�re wee magic number boxes whose secrets will always elude me. That was a young man�s game these days, and I was starting to feel my age. I left the lads to it and went over to Jennings. When I looked in his eyes he looked away, lowered his gaze as if in shame. It wasn�t much but I took it as an improvement on the faraway stare; maybe there was a chance yet that he�d come back to us. I clapped him on the shoulder.
�Hang in there, lad. We�ll get you hame.�
An answer came in the form of a fresh, blood-curdling howl from outside, not too close, but not too far either. The wolves had regrouped, and I didn�t think they were in the mood for reconciliation.
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The lads got the vault door code cracked fifteen minutes later. The cap spun the big wheel and the door came open with a faint hiss of escaping air. The smell hit me immediately, a musky, heavy odor of animal with a faint underlay of piss and shite. And with it came the memory of another cave and a charnel-house in Siberia. My legs didn�t want me to go any farther and I had to force myself to step in after the cap once the door was fully open.
Fluorescent tubes lit a set of metal steps going down at a sharp angle in a rock tunnel with hastily whitewashed walls. The stench came up in a warm draft from below, making me breathe carefully through my mouth as we descended. The cap went first, with the sheriff behind me and Davies bringing up the rear; we left Wilko at the vault door covering our backs in case the wolves were feeling extra sneaky.
We descended in silence, a couple of dozen steps until we reached bottom and stood in a roughly hewn cave, more fluorescent lights buzzing above us. It was a prison, of sorts, three cells again roughly cut into the rock on either side, each with a very hefty iron grille across the front stout enough to contain the strongest of men. But what was inside were no men.
I�d seen them before so was ready for the sight but the sheriff let out an involuntary yelp and had taken three steps back towards the stairs before she gathered herself. Young Davies looked like he�d join her in flight given half a chance and I can�t say I blamed him. On our left-hand side two sullen male Alma stood at the grilles of their respective cages, inspecting us as we were inspecting them. These were paler than the ones in Siberia, almost white to match the snow outside. They stood more than seven feet tall on slightly bowed legs with barrel chests and noticeable pot-bellies, the matted fur hanging like a kilt around their waist, their slightly conical heads almost scraping the roof of their cells. Their hands were the size of shovels, with slate-gray fingernails long and pointed; I knew from experience they could rend flesh like knives through butter. Above shaggy beards that hung on their chests their mouths were full of teeth and their dark brown, almost black, eyes full of anger. And somehow their silence only made them appear all that much more intimidating.
�Fuck me,� Davies said.
�Don�t go giving them any ideas, lad,� I answered. �They�ve been locked up for a while and might take you at your word.�
The sheriff had turned away, but now she let out another yelp of surprise.
�There�s another one over here.�
On the other side of the cave, in the middle of the three cells, we found a third Alma. This one wasn�t standing to watch us but was instead lying on a bed of straw near the rear. I had to wash my gun light over in that direction to get a look but it was immediately clear that this was the pregnant female that Watkins had mentioned. Her belly was heavily distended. She lay on her side, almost as large as the males opposite, and moaned most piteously, as if in pain.
I saw that the cap was building up a steam of rage.
�I don�t care what they are. Even in zoos we don�t treat animals like this. And I�m not even sure these are animals. Get Watkins down here,� he said to me. �Drag him down if need be.�
I was halfway up the steps when Wilko shouted down from above.
�The Englishman�s done a runner. Want me to go after him?�

I went up the stairs two at a time and arrived in the room at the top to find Wilko at the door looking out. Jennings was still in his corner but there was no sign of the Englishman.
�I think he�s heading for the trucks,� Wilko said.
�Then he�s not going far,� I replied as I pushed past him. �The cap and I have got the keys. Watch my back. I�ll go fetch.�
I headed out into the snow, following a fresh set of prints that, as Wilko had said, headed down the slope towards the parked trucks. I looked up and saw the man climbing up into the cab of the nearest truck.
He got out again while I was still only halfway down towards him, obviously having discovered what I already knew; the keys weren�t in the ignition.
�Come back, man,� I shouted, aware that my voice was carrying loud and clear in the air. �Don�t be a wanker about this. We�re safer together.�
He obviously didn�t agree. He turned, saw me coming, and immediately headed off at a run towards the main gate. I didn�t know what his plan was, I�m not even sure that he had one beyond panic and flight, but whatever it was it made him a determined wee sod. He was getting farther away from me. As I passed the trucks he was already outside the compound and heading down the hill. I briefly considered getting in the truck and chasing him down but the sound of the engines might attract the pack, and besides, I�d lose time on him just getting into the truck and getting it going. I put on a burst of speed.
I got lucky. He wasn�t watching his footing, took a tumble arse over tit and plowed head first into the snow, busting his nose and leaving a bloody red smear on the ground. I was on him as he was pushing himself to his feet.
�Come here, ya daft bugger,� I said as I grabbed his shoulder.
He didn�t reply, but something in the trees to the left of the road did, a low growl that told me we were in serious trouble. Watkins had heard it too and grabbed at my arm.
�If we stay on the road they�ll only run us down. This way. It�s our only chance.�
He pulled away from me, went right and ducked under the canopy, almost immediately lost to sight beneath the foliage.
�Bugger,� I muttered, and headed after him, aware that at any minute something might take a bloody bite out of my arse.

Within a few paces I was on some kind of animal trail; big deer at a guess given the size and frequency of the droppings, and Watkins was barrelling along through the branches ahead of me, unheeding of the noise he was making, intent only on speed. I yielded to his local knowledge and followed right behind him. Somewhere at our backs a wolf barked and was answered by a louder bark to my left, not too close, but not too far either.
�I hope you ken where you�re going,� I shouted.
�Not far now,� he shouted back.
The trail brought us out at the rim of a clearing, a bowl in the snow in the bottom of which sat a squat domed metal building with garage doors.
�Hurry!� Watkins shouted.
I didn�t need to be told twice. Something rustled the foliage no more than a few yards behind me. I threw myself down into the bowl and raced after Watkins as he opened a door I hadn�t seen on the side of the building and ran inside. I was at his back, made it in and the door slammed at my back followed by another slam as something heavy hit it from the outside. We heard a frustrated yelp from beyond the door, then we were alone in a suddenly quiet dark.
�Don�t move. There�s a light switch here somewhere,� Watkins said, and was as good as his word when several seconds later a fluorescent tube buzzed and stuttered into life overhead.
We were in a garage with bays for four Skidoos. There was only one machine left and signs that the other spaces had been vacated in somewhat of a hurry.
�This is where you left from the last time,� I said, and Watkins nodded.
�And there�s room for two on that one. We can get off and away clear if we�re sneaky.�
�And sneakily leave my mates up there on their own? You don�t ken much about loyalty, do you? No, lad, you�re coming back with me.�
A second later he had a spanner in his hand and took a swing at me. A second after that the butt of my rifle caught him hard on the temple and he went down like a sack of potatoes, the spanner falling with a clang on the floor. That brought another bark from outside. Something sniffed at the base of the door out there.
�Fucking great idea, Wiggo,� I muttered to myself. �Now what?�
I left the wanker on the floor and went over to study the Skidoo. I�d never driven one, but a quick going over of it convinced me it wasn�t unlike a motorbike; it had a throttle, brakes and handlebars� and the ignition key was already in place. How hard could it be?
I found gas canisters at the back of the garage, filled up the machine and started her up. She clanked and rattled like a shaken can of nails and the air suddenly tasted harsh and tar-like but she was running so I called that a result. Then I had a harder job, of figuring out how I was going to get Watkins back to the others without him falling off the back on the way. I finally strapped him none too gently into the back seat with some guy ropes I found alongside the gas canisters. He was going to loll around alarmingly but that couldn�t be helped; the sniffing outside had turned to scratching and the sound of digging. It wasn�t going to be too long before I had unwelcome company.
Another problem faced me immediately; the main garage doors were shut in front of me. If I opened them, chances were the wolves would get in before I got out. I was sitting in the driving position still pondering that when Watkins spoke behind me. He sounded groggy; a hit from a rifle butt wasn�t easily shaken off, but I heard him clear enough.
�There�s a remote, by your left hand.�
I found a switch, flicked it, and the garage door creaked, complained, then started to lift, showing the first foot of the snow outside. I released the brake and we began to move forward. I had one hand on the throttle, another holding my weapon up pointed at the opening space ahead as the chains kicked in and we roared forward with a lurch that nearly threw me off. The door was still rising as we reached it and I had to duck to avoid losing my head. There was a thud behind me; I realised Watkins hadn�t ducked enough, but couldn�t afford the time to turn to check the damage for we were already out and heading up the wall of the bowled clearing. Something came at me fast from the right. Instinct kicked in and I swung the rifle round and fired blind, holding my trigger down on six shots that almost deafened me even above the noise of the Skidoo.
Whatever had been coming, it wasn�t coming anymore. We hit the rim of the bowl at an arse-juddering speed that almost bounced me off the machine. I found, more by luck than judgement, another of the animal trails, wider than the one we�d fled on earlier, and within seconds the garage was lost somewhere behind us.

I had no plan other than to keep going uphill, on the basis that we�d been going down on our chase from the compound. I hit a curve, took it a bit sharp and almost tipped the bloody thing over when Watkins didn�t move with me into the turn. I slowed enough to let me take time to check on him. Blood poured from a wound on his temple, bone, and possible brain, showing where he�d cracked his skull against the garage door. I had nothing with me that would help him out here; my only hope was to get him back to the cabin and see what Davies could do for him. I pushed the throttle as far as I dared and hoped for a straight path.
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I didn�t get my wish; the track twisted up the slope in a series of turns, some of them so sharp I was going at little faster than walking speed as I took them. I heard excited barking even above the rattle of the machine; the wolves were at my back and not too far off at that. I pushed the throttle a bit farther. We bounced and jarred our way along a track that I wasn�t sure was headed anywhere in dark shadow under overhanging pines. Light ahead got my hopes up but we emerged as if out of a bottle into another clearing in a dip. There were no buildings in this one, but there was something there; another wolf, larger by far than any I�d yet seen, grayer at the flanks, wider in the maw and somehow angrier in the eyes. It sat on its haunches, tensed, then launched into a leap straight at me. I threw the Skidoo sidewards, tried to get my weapon raised but I knew it was a lost hope. All I could do was tense, duck and wait for the beastie�s weight to drive me down into the snow.
It never reached me. There was a flurry of moving branches, falling snow and something else came out of the forest, a huge gray thing that stood upright on two legs but had a maw of teeth as big and impressive as the wolf�s. It grabbed the wolf by the tail while it was still in the air and swung it, like an athlete tossing a hammer, off and away to fly into the trees. The wolf came back just as quick, howling in rage. As I tugged the Skidoo round onto the straight line, the wolf, having forgotten us, was launching itself directly at the Alma which stood, bellowing rage in the center of the clearing as if spoiling for a battle. It looked like it was going to get one but by that time the Skidoo had got traction in the snow again and I wasn�t in the mood to hang around for the title fight. I left them in my wake, a rolling, roaring frenzy of limbs and teeth and talons. A red mist of blood flew in the clearing behind me but I was quickly lost under the trees again and couldn�t even guess at a possible victor.
Only a minute later we burst through and over a slight rise to look over the forecourt of the research center, and thirty seconds after that I brought the Skidoo to a halt by the door of the hut.
�We made it,� I shouted and turned to Watkins. He was never going to congratulate me; the man lay slumped in the rear seat and it didn�t take a doctor to tell me that he was dead.

Everyone else was gathered again in the main room of the cabin. The door to the vault lay open and the odor of the Alma below wafted upstairs but a smoke and a coffee did much for my wellbeing as I made my report to the cap.
�So the Alma and the wolves were fighting?� he asked.
�Yep,� I said, �and it wasn�t a friendly scrap. I don�t think we have to worry about them ganging up against us.�
�And you just saw the one Alma?�
I nodded.
�Any idea how many there are?�
The cap shook his head.
�Watkins hinted about �escapes� but didn�t say how many. We have to assume there are more of these buggers out there.�
As for Watkins himself, we had him in a body bag stored in one of the other huts; he could stay there forever as far as I was concerned; the bastard had almost got me killed along with him and he�d buggered off before we could get the whole story out of him. Now we were here with caged Alma below us, more of their kind in the forests around us and the remains of a wolf pack out there with them. Our orders to �sanitise� weren�t going to be simple to implement.

Besides Watkins� death there had been another surprise waiting for me back at the cabin; our new corporal had come out of his funk. He still refused to look us in the eye but he cornered me as I was finishing my coffee and spoke softly so that only he and I could hear.
�I�ve let you down. I�ve let you all down. I�m bloody sorry, Sarge.�
I couldn�t quite find it in myself to forgive him right then but I couldn�t give him a bollocking either; that would have been like kicking an already injured puppy. Instead I stayed quiet and let him talk. He didn�t say anything I didn�t either know or guess, but it appeared to do him some good to get it out him. Long story short, the wolves had shaken something loose inside him that had previously tethered him to reality, and I knew that feeling well myself, from my first operation in Antarctica onwards; I couldn�t really fault him for being a human being.
�Try and hold it together for a wee while, lad,� I said. �It�s all any of us can do. We�ll have a longer chat over a beer or six when we get home. Just keep your head down and your eyes open, be ready to jump when I say so. Okay?�
He smiled wanly.
�Whatever you say, Sarge.�
He went to stand with Wilko at the doorway looking out but again couldn�t look either of us in the eye. He wasn�t all the way back, might never make it, but he was no longer dead weight so I took that as an improvement.
Davies was leaned over the table. I saw that he was working on the black boxes we�d dug out of the wolf�s spine. There was the distinctive sound of duct tape being ripped from a roll.
�Yo, McGyver, anything doing?� I asked.
He turned and smiled.
�Getting there, Sarge. A couple of hours and we�ll have a wee shock for them again.�
I left him to it; it kept him out of mischief but I wasn�t sure we were going to get the time he needed.

I rejoined the cap to find him arguing with the sheriff and caught from the gist that it was about the beasts down in the basement.
�We should put them down,� she said.
�Like dogs? Just like that? You�ve seen them. They�re almost human.�
�That�s what bothers me,� Sheriff Sue replied. �Just looking at them makes me sick to my stomach. Besides, I thought your job was to �sanitise�? That�s just a polite way of saying what I said, isn�t it?�
I butted in.
�She�s right, Cap, and we both know it.�
�Knowing it and doing it are two different things,� he said, turning to me. �Do you want to go down there and put three rounds into the pregnant one? I know I don�t.�
�I�ll do it,� the sheriff said and before we could stop her she made for the vault door and headed down the steps. She moved fast and although we were at her heels, she still would have had enough time to get the job done. Instead we found her standing in the center of the chamber, her rifle pointing at the pregnant female who was awake and looking right at her. When the sheriff turned, she had tears in her eyes.
�You�re right,� she said, little more than a whisper. �Saying and doing are two different things.�
As I led the sheriff back to the stairs, I saw that the two big males had stood to watch us again. Their eyes looked as sad as those of the sheriff and I imagined I felt their gaze boring into my back as we left.

�We need a cunning plan,� the cap said once we were all together back up top.
�We need a squad of veterinarians,� the sheriff said. �But first things first. I might not have been able to shoot that pitiful thing downstairs, but I�ve got no trouble taking out a fucking wolf. Let�s deal with them first and worry about the rest later.�
�I reckon we�ve got the pack numbers thinned right down,� the cap agreed. �But we need to get them all together; we can�t be chasing them all over these hills.�
�They seem keen on chasing us though, Cap,� I said. �They came after the Skidoo like dogs after an ice-cream van. Maybe all we need to be is bait.�
It had been almost a throwaway remark of mine, but he took it seriously.
�Bait and trap might work. We need somewhere we can funnel them in and surround them, get them all in one place and wipe them all out at the same time. Any ideas?�
�Don�t ask me, I�m new here myself,� the sheriff answered. But I was thinking about the sunken bowl where the garage sat, and I was seeing something in my mind�s eye.
�We can arrange the trucks side-on in the forecourt of the main block,� I said. �And use the building as a third wall. With guns on top of each truck and at the building main door we�ll have a custom-built shooting gallery.�
�A gauntlet,� the sheriff said. �I like it.�
�Me too,� the cap added. �But we still need bait. Something fast and loud.�
�I can handle that, sir,� a voice said at the doorway. �Get the trucks ready, I�ll be back in five.�
I turned in time to see Jennings leave the cabin. By the time I reached the door he was on the Skidoo. By the time I stepped down off the steps he had it running and my fingers gripped air instead of his jacket as the machine rattled off, gaining speed.
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�What does he think he�s doing?� the sheriff said at my back.
�He�s found a sense of duty. He thinks he�s doing the right thing,� I replied. �Come on. He�s trying to buy us some time. We�d best use it.�
At least we made it back to the main building without incident but that was about the only thing that went to plan in the long minutes that followed. As I made for a truck to drive it into position, I could hear the high whine of the Skidoo in the trees, like an over-revved lawn mower. Exciting barking rose to join the sound and I had a sinking feeling in my gut as I realised that the hunt was already on.
Either Jennings was shite at counting time or the wolves hadn�t given him the amount he expected. Either way, the Skidoo came clattering and whining back into the forecourt before we�d got the trucks lined up opposite each other in front of the building. I was in the cab of one of them, the cap in the cab of the other, and Wilko, Davies and the sheriff stood, exposed, on the forecourt, four or five paces in front of the main complex doors. Half a dozen wolves were only yards behind the Skidoo.
I didn�t have time to think; my move was all reaction and adrenaline. I floored the pedal, turned the wheel and got the vehicle between Jennings and the pack just a second before two of them hit my driver�s door with an impact that brought a starburst crack to the window. I heard gunfire out in the forecourt but my view was only of the side of the other truck; I had no idea what was going down outside.
I tried to get my rifle up but it had got caught up in the seat belt, and I had to lower my gaze to find the problem. When I looked up again there was a wolf sitting on the hood directly outside the window staring in at me. The bloody thing was salivating. It began a frenzied, scrabbling attack at the window, as if the sight of me had enraged it. The truck�s engine was still running. I threw it into reverse, barrelling backward across the forecourt and swinging to straighten up at the same time. The wolf on the hood slid aside, still scrabbling, and fell away.
For the first time I got a clear view of the front of the main complex.
It wasn�t going well.

The cap was leaning out of the window of the other truck, firing volleys into a snarling group of wolves that were mostly ignoring him, focussing instead on the squad and the sheriff who were trying to make a retreat for the door of the main complex. Two dead wolves lay between me and them, but somebody among the defenders was down, either Wilko or Jennings; I couldn�t make out who but I saw the blood clearly enough, too much red on the snow. And by turning the truck round, I was now in their direct line of fire and saw that the sheriff had paused for fear of hitting me. That gave the wolves a chance to creep closer; the defensive position was going to be overrun in seconds.
I blasted the truck�s horn, twice. The wolves, five of them I could see now, didn�t even flinch, but I hadn�t intended it for them. The sheriff looked up and we made eye contact as I put my foot to the floor again and aimed straight for the doorway. I got lucky for once. The defenders leapt aside, I plowed forward, ran over two wolves with a lurch and a crunch of wheel on bone�the wheels won, then I hit the building, still accelerating. I heard the back cabin door open and another line from a movie ran unbidden in my head�Marines, we are leaving. The door slammed shut again; I had to assume they were safely aboard as I shifted into reverse and backed out fast. Something metallic squealed and complained below me then we were free and reversing away across the forecourt. I saw the cap reverse his truck out to follow me. Back at what was left of the doorway there were now half a dozen dead wolves on the ground, one of which was trying to drag itself away despite the fact that its rear end was mashed almost to a pulp.
There was no other sign of movement.
I stopped right on the edge of the forecourt, the cap swung round in front of me and when he headed back up towards the cabin with the vault, I followed him.
When we pulled up at the steps the cap was out of his cab and opening the back door of my truck before I even got down out of the driving position. Wilko and Davies jumped out, but Jennings wasn�t going to be jumping anywhere. He lay on the floor of the cab, his head cradled in the sheriff�s lap, dead eyes staring right at me.

�The bite got his femoral artery,� Davies said, �and he bled out before I could get time to get a tourniquet on him. The wolves were��
I put a hand on the lad�s shoulder.
�There�s no fault here for you,� I said.
The sheriff looked up at me, tears in her eyes.
�How many more?� she said. I thought she was talking about Jennings, but the cap got her gist better than me.
�There�s still a big one out there somewhere, the one Wiggo saw. Apart from that? I think, I hope, we�ve got the bastards. Here, let me take the lad.�
I interrupted.
�No, Cap, this one�s on me. It�s my shout.�
Cap herded the others into the cabin, I fetched a body bag from the back of the truck and tried to say my goodbyes to a lad I�d never known, but now owed a debt.
�I should have done better by you, lad,� I whispered as I zipped him up. His dead eyes seemed to agree with me. I put him away with Watkins�out of sight out of mind�and stood on the doorstep. I smoked two fags before I felt fit enough to be seen in company, then went inside to join the others.
A discussion was in progress. Davies was advocating the �nuke the site from orbit� argument but the sheriff was having none of it.
�I�ve got a load of townsfolk expecting to come home to a safe place,� she said. �I�m not leaving here until that can happen.�
The cap spoke softly.
�I understand that. And we can certainly deal with the things down below us here, however unpleasant that might be. But there�s still, at least, a big wolf and one of the primates out there. They�ve been smart enough to stay out of our way thus far. I don�t think bait is going to work on them.�
A howl rose from somewhere out in the forest. It had none of the choral quality now, just a single high wail, and although there was still beauty in it, it sounded more like pain and loss than anything affirming. It got an answer from the cells below us, the high cries of the Alma rising in counterpoint to the wolf, harsh and angry. I knew that tone, had used it myself in my youth in the south-side gangs.
Come and try it if you�ve got the balls.
�Maybe we�ve just been using the wrong type of bait,� the sheriff said.
Wilko spoke from the doorway.
�Whatever we�re planning I think we need to get to it soon. The weather�s closing in again.�
I went over to have a look. The sky had darkened from the north, heavy, lowering clouds, and the wind was now much fresher in my face. I suspected we were in for more snow, and plenty of it, and the sheriff confirmed my suspicions.
�We�ve got to leave right now if we want to get back to town tonight,� she said.
�What�s the alternative?� Davies asked.
�The alternative is we stay here, in a possible whiteout, with an unknown number of, as Wiggo here calls them, big fucking howling things snapping at our asses for the duration, which might be a few days.�
�We�re staying until we can figure out what to do,� the cap said in a tone that didn�t allow for any argument. �We can hunker down in the rear cab of one of the trucks; they�ve got bloody huge batteries we can run the heating on for a while and the one I was in at least had a full tank of gas so we won�t freeze. Wiggo, I need an inventory of what we�ve got in terms of both food and ammo.�
The Alma below us continued to bellow.
�What about them?� the sheriff asked.
�Fuck �em,� the cap replied. �Let�s get ourselves sorted out first before the weather starts making our decisions for us.�

My inventory didn�t take long. We had plenty of ammo, and not much in the way of food. We each had a pack of hard biscuits and water, we had some coffee and the wee camp stove, there was more water in the trucks, and somebody�s stash of chocolate in the dashboard hideaway.
�There might be something we missed in the main complex,� I said. �There�s a wee mess down there and��
�We�ll leave the scavenger run until it�s really necessary,� the cap replied. �Let�s get into the truck. Here comes the snow.�
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The cap wasn�t kidding about the snow. By the time we all piled into the back of the truck it was coming down hard. We had the truck turned so that the wind wouldn�t blow in when we opened the door but even then the cab rocked and rolled as the storm ramped up.

Davies got out the wee black boxes and went back to work on getting them rigged for electroshock.
�Quarter of an hour, no more,� he said. �Then all four will be ready.�
The rest of us settled into a routine of coffee, smokes and three card-brag. The sheriff proved all my suspicions about her card playing skills right by rooking us for most of our fags while the storm ramped up and night fell. When the banter stopped the only sound was the whistle of the wind and the whisper of snow against the cab windows, beyond which there was nothing to see but snowflakes whirling in the blackness.
The cap hadn�t had his mind on the game and was the first to get cleared out. Now he sat by the door that was cracked open by quarter of an inch to let air in and smoke out as he chain-smoked in silence. I knew he was mulling over our situation; I�d been doing the same to little avail. After I lost the last of my fags, I shifted over to sit by him.
�Any thoughts you want to share, Cap?�
�I was thinking about Jennings,� he said. �I should have done better by that lad.�
He had unwittingly echoed my own thoughts.
�He showed balls at the end there,� I said. �I didn�t think he had it in him.�
�None of us did. And there�s the problem. There will be another young corporal joining us when we get home. We, you and I, need to make sure this doesn�t happen again. We�re supposed to look after our own, not leave them lying in a hut in a body bag.�
I couldn�t find anything to disagree with, joke about or deflect, so I merely nodded, took one of his smokes and joined him on the opposite side of the door in quiet reverie. It was only broken when the sheriff rose from the game.
�I don�t mean to be indelicate but you lads drink far too much coffee and this old dame needs to pay a visit to the ladies room. Watch my back.�
She hauled open the door, letting in a flurry of snow and stepped out, hunkering down to one side of the doorway. I stood above her, weapon raised, peering out into the storm and hoping nothing was there, just out of sight. I almost yelped when she shouted out.
�Hey, get down here. There�s something you need to see.�
I dropped down beside her while the cap took my place in the doorway. She was pointing at her feet. I had to switch on my gun light to see it properly, but it was obvious what it was�a footprint, more than a foot long, eight inches wide and with five toes clearly delineated, the big toe appearing to be almost as big as a clenched fist.
�It was right here,� she said. �The bastard thing was standing near the door, checking us out.�
�Sure looks that way,� I said, and panned my light another couple of feet to the side, showing another print there and, in the gloom beyond, what looked like a third.
They looked to be heading towards the cabin.

�I�ll go and have a look,� I said, but the cap denied me.
�Nope. We all go,� he said. �Splitting us up just makes us more vulnerable to ambush, and I don�t trust these things, not after Siberia.�
None of us were overly keen on leaving the relative comfort of the cab, but the sight of the footprints heading straight for the cabin quickly strengthened everybody�s resolve and we headed at speed back to the steps; they were only a few yards away, yet invisible in the whirling storm. It was only when I reached the bottom step that I could see that the cabin door was open at the top and there were more of the huge footprints in the snow on the steps where the snow was disturbed, almost as if the thing had stood there and stomped around.
I was first in, ready to shoot should there be even the slightest movement.
The room was empty. The vault door was open, as we had left it, but the place sat eerily quiet, and the musky animal odor coming up from below didn�t seem as intense as previously. I had a feeling I knew what I was going to see at the bottom as I headed down to the cells. My suspicions were confirmed; all three of the previously occupied cells were now empty, the cell doors either hanging loose on their settings or, in the case of the one where the pregnant female had been, lying flat on the floor. The only other sign there had been an occupant was a thin, watery, pool of blood at the cell entrance, and now that I was looking for it, droplets of spilled blood on the stairwell. The pregnant one was leaving a trail.
I pointed it out to the cap.
�Do we follow?�
�In this storm? Risky.�
�But if we don�t, the snow will have their tracks covered in half an hour,� the sheriff said. �Trust me, I know this weather.�
As usual, it only took the cap seconds to make a decision, and once it was made, he put a hundred percent into it.
�Okay. We follow, but we stick together, nobody moves out of touching range of anybody else, and if anything moves that isn�t us, we take it down hard and fast. Move out. Wiggo, you�re on point. If the trail disappears on us, we head back for the trucks pronto; I�m not about to have us floundering about out there in this weather.�
We did what we were told and moved out.

I realized when I got back up top and out to the steps why the snow looked more disturbed; it had been a sign that all of the Alma had left this way, and two large spots of blood to the right of the bottom step confirmed that for me. The trail of blood continued to go right then turned behind the cabin. My heart sank when I realized where they must be headed and was proved right again when I was led directly to the hut where we�d stored the bodies of Jennings and Watkins. The hut doors had been forced inwards with brute strength, the bodies were gone and all I could think about was that the sheriff had been right earlier: we�d been using the wrong kind of bait.
To make matters worse we lost the trail soon afterward; it led directly into the forest north of the station, into another deer trail then under the canopy where it was too dark and the snow too thick to allow us to follow.
�Back to the truck,� the cap said. �There�s fuck all we can do here until daylight and better weather.�

Nothing attacked us as we retraced our steps, although the thought that the Alma might be too busy eating provided me with no comfort at all. I guessed that everyone was thinking the same thing but nobody mentioned it back in the truck. Wilko brewed up some coffee, I mooched some smokes back from the sheriff and nobody spoke for a while, all of us lost in our own thoughts while the storm continued outside.
Cap was first to break the silence and he addressed the sheriff.
�You know these woods,� he said. �Where will the best place be to look for them once the storm abates a tad?�
�I�ve been thinking about that myself,� she said. �If they�re primates like you say, and given what Wiggo told me about Siberia, they�ll be after shelter. The nearest thing we have to a cave system round here is the old McMillan silver mine. That�s up in the hills to the north; same direction as they were going when we lost the trail. Ain�t been up there myself since I was a youngster but I�ve heard of hunters using them for shelter if caught in bad weather. There�s our best chance, if I was to bet all the smokes I took off your lads here.�
�Is there a road up to the mine?�
�Road, no. But there should be a track to follow if I can find the starting point. As you said though, that�ll have to wait for daylight and better weather.�
�Hunker down, lads,� the cap said, �I�ll take first watch. Wiggo, you can spell me in three hours. Try to get some kip. Looks like we might have a climb and a fight waiting at the end of it for us in the morning.�
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The rigours of the past day finally caught up with me; I hadn�t had any sleep since the flight from Glasgow and my body decided it had had enough. The three hours passed in blessed quiet darkness and if there were any dreams I didn�t remember them when the cap shook me awake.
�All quiet,� he whispered. �Everybody else is getting some kip. Davies is up after you. It�s still snowing hard but I think the wind�s dropped a tad.�
�And no visitors?�
�If there was, they�re too quiet for my auld ears. Smoke them if you�ve got them.�
I laughed as I sat up.
�Sheriff Sue�s got all of mine. Did she leave you with any?�
�I�m not daft,� he said, smiling. �I always keep the backup pack away fae strange women.�
He produced a battered pack of Embassy Regal that had seen better days, but any port in a storm will do when you�re gasping. I was already lighting up as the cap bedded down in a corner.
My watch went by quietly. The only thing of note was the burnt taste of cheap tobacco in my mouth but that wasn�t anything new. I wanted a coffee but didn�t want to wake anybody so I sat, my nose getting cold from being too close to the cracked-open door, my ears straining for any weird noises outside.
At one point, Sherriff Sue stirred and moaned but she didn�t wake; bad dreams I guessed, and given what had happened to her town and her folk I couldn�t really blame her. As my gaze shifted I saw that Davies had laid out four wee black boxes beside him, little more than duct tape and switches. If yon big wolf got close, we were going to give it the shock of its life.
It�s a pity the same couldn�t be said of the Alma.
I wasn�t looking forward to the hunt in the morning.

I was glad to get away from the open door when it came time to wake Davies. I bedded down in the spot where he had been but this time sleep wouldn�t come. It wasn�t bad dreams as such, it was my conscience bothering me about Jennings. I spent a long time going over all my actions and commands since bearding him back at base. Yes, he�d been a loudmouthed tosser right from the get go, but so was I when I first joined the squad. I�d learned the hard way that respect has to be earned, that the squad comes first in all matters and that friends are hard to come by and harder to lose. Jennings never got that chance and the wee voice of the devil on my shoulder reminded me of it for what was left of the night.
When I noticed the thin light of dawn at the windows, I was more than happy to rise first and get the coffee pot on. While the brew was going, I spotted that there was blue sky and some fluffy scudding clouds outside; the snow had stopped and although it was windy it was nowt worse than a bank holiday Monday at Largs beach.
Once we were all awake and had taken turns popping out for a welcome morning slash against the back tires of the truck, Davies handed out the wee black boxes.
�Should work the same as the last time,� he said. �One press of a button and the big dug does the boogie.�
�And if we all press the switch at once?� the cap asked.
�I doubt if the effect is accumulative,� Wilko interrupted.
�But it�s probably worth a try?�
�Hell, yeah,� Davies said. �Anything that gets yon big bastard dancing is worth a try.�
He�d handed out the boxes to the guys of the squad. Sheriff Sue raised an eyebrow.
�Boys and their toys, eh?� She patted her rifle. �I�ll stick to my own hardware if you don�t mind.�
We all made sure we were fully loaded with ammo, zipped up our parkas and jumped down into what proved to be almost a foot of fresh fluffy snow. The cap addressed the sheriff.
�It�s your show for now, Sheriff. Lead on.�
She led us out, heading north to where the beasts had gone under the canopy the night before.
As I said, the snow was the light fluffy stuff we rarely get in Scotland, and easy enough to plough through once I got my rhythm. All the tracks from the night before were obliterated under a virgin white carpet but the sheriff led us straight to the spot where the beasts had vanished, then instead of going under the canopy followed the treeline north. The climbing got steeper and I began to feel it in my calves. She stopped us when the trees crept round the hillside and blocked our path northward and upward apart from another deer trail through them that was no wider than the breadth of her shoulders.
�We�ll need to go single file from here,� she said. �I�m happy to take the lead, but it might be best if somebody with more firepower is at the front?�
The cap agreed, I volunteered�an old habit that promotion hadn�t yet ironed out of me�and with a fresh smoke lit between my lips led us off into the wilds.

It might have been fine for deer but it wasn�t a walk I�d have taken by choice. The trees pressed in close around me, cold needles knitting icy patterns on my face as I pushed through. It was dim despite the blue sky far overhead and the snow was thicker and wetter under the canopy so that it was much more of a trudge than a walk. The only sound was the footsteps behind me and the rustle of the branches as I pushed them aside. We were still climbing, still getting steeper, and my every sense was tingling in anticipation of an attack.
We went on that way for a good fifteen minutes, my smoke long since extinguished, my calves aching with the climb and my feet feeling like blocks of ice, a cold that was seeping up to my knees and heading for my bollocks. I hoped we got where we were going before that.
There appeared to be more sunlight up ahead. I raised a hand to get the lads behind me to stop and moved forward more slowly. I had to get low to avoid giving myself away, and the cold did indeed creep to places it wasn�t welcome, but I tuned it out; we had reached our destination; the track opened out in front of a rocky outcrop above a dark mine entrance shored up with old wood. The snow in front of the entrance was disturbed, stamped down by several pairs of large feet, and there was a distinct tinge of red among the white where blood had been spilled.
I crept back slowly to make my report.
�How do you want to handle it, Cap?�
�I can�t see any other way apart from going in and trying to flush them out,� he said.
�What about the wolf?� the sheriff asked.
�One beastie at a time,� I replied. �We�ve got the wee black boxes to deal with that.�
�Aye,� the cap added, �what Wiggo said. Splitting our resources isn�t going to work for us here. We go in, quietly, and we take them down hard and fast when we find them; we�ve run out of any other options.�
When we made our way out of the woods and over towards the mine entrance, I was once again in the lead.
At least my balls weren�t cold, although they felt like they were trying to retract back up into my body as we approached the dark mouth of the mine and the old primeval fears from my hindbrain rose up to remind me that this was a bad idea.
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It was as dark and uninviting as you might expect, but at least it was a tad warmer than being out on the hill. It smelled, the same rank meaty odor that had come up out of the cells in the vault earlier, so we knew we were on the right track. The daylight only reached ten paces in so I had to switch on my gun light. It showed a dry, rocky floor underfoot below timber-lined walls and a ceiling festooned with hanging tendrils of cobweb and lichen. The only noise was the pad of our feet and the whisper of our breath. After another ten paces the tunnel began to descend into the hill.
We went down.
The smell got stronger with every step, thick and cloying now and a constant reminder that we weren�t alone in here. The only good thing was the lack of side passages; the mine was a simple one, a single shaft cut deep into the hill. We�d long since passed the region where the walls were shored with timber. Now my light showed only bare rock on all sides, and we no longer had webs and lichen for company, just dry walls all the way down.
I brought the squad to a halt as a new sound wafted up from somewhere below. It took me a second to recognise it but once I did it was unmistakable. We hadn�t noted the instrument�s absence from the cabin above the vault but the mournful air of a slow tune being played on a bone flute filled the air around us.
We went down, even more carefully now.

When it happened it happened quickly, a blur of action and mayhem I only partially sorted out in my mind later. As far as I can tell, it went down like this. The order of events might be off here and there, but the end result was the same.
First off, the sound of the flute cut off in mid-melody. I think I knew in that instant that trouble was on the way. I raised my light from where it shone at my feet to wash it down the shaft ahead. I was just in time to light up a view of a wide-open mouth of teeth and a pair of eyes that looked silver in the reflected beam. I got off two shots, don�t know if I hit anything at all, then went down as what felt like a block of stone fell on me. I think my parka saved me; a taloned arm raked at my belly but got only the inner lining although I felt nails scrape on my flak jacket below that. Then I couldn�t breathe due to a stinking carpet of warm hair covering my nose and mouth. I squeezed off two more shots, heard another two from somewhere distant. Above me the beast let out a roar of rage and pain then it went limp on me.
It took both the cap and the sheriff to push the dead weight off me. I was covered chin to bollocks in warm blood that stank in the way only a slaughterhouse could and I still had the taste of it in my mouth; right then I thought I might be tasting it forever more.
I didn�t get time to thank the others. As I was getting to my feet, Wilko shouted out.
�Incoming.�
The two other big males came up out of the tunnel, bellowing their rage. They didn�t stand a chance. All five of us, lined up across the shaft, fired at the same time, the retort blasting at my eardrums like a cannon going off, the air in front of our lights filling with thin smoke, the shots blasting the things to the ground in a second that seemed like forever. They went down to join the other one with chests full of holes and heads that were mostly gone above the mouth.
I gave them all a kick to make sure they were dead, just in case, but it was obvious there would be no big movie-ending comeback from any of them.
�Is this what you mean by sanitised?� the sheriff asked, having to cover her mouth as the odor of fresh pish and shite rose from the bodies.
�Not yet,� the cap said grimly. �The worst is yet to come.�

He was right about that.
The female was waiting for us on the floor of the lowermost part of the shaft. She was no longer pregnant but cradled two newborns, one at each massive teat. She looked at us in silence, huge eyes accusing us as we filed into the chamber. It took me a few seconds to spot that what was left of Watkins and Jennings lay in a pile of dismembered limbs, white bone and hollowed out skulls in a corner. The female didn�t take her eyes off us.
�Couldn�t we just�� the sheriff began, but her voice tailed off. She knew, we all knew, what had to be done. That didn�t mean we had to like it.
An unspoken command had us all raising our weapons at the same time, and the best I can say about it is that it was quick. Afterwards we couldn�t get out of the shaft quickly enough and I think we were all feeling the same. I could hardly have felt any worse had it been a human mother and children we�d left down there and I knew I was going to see those eyes in my dreams long after the smell in my nose and throat dissipated.
�Okay, where�s this fucking wolf then?� I said. �I came here to kill monsters, not babies. It�s time we went home. I need a beer.�
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It was a wee while before anyone else said anything. We stood in silence between the shaft mouth and the woods, smoking and thinking, all lost in their own thoughts.
�I�m open to suggestions,� the cap finally said. �I�d like to think there�s only the one big fucker left. We could do with a bit of luck. But how do we find it? It doesn�t seem to be too bothered about finding us.�
I was only half-listening to him. The stench of blood and shite and pish was still heavy in my throat and nose and it wasn�t going away until I could get rid of the parka and have a good wash. But at the same time several things were running through my head; the sheriff�s mention of �the wrong kind of bait� for one, along with my earlier roller-coaster Skidoo ride and poor Jennings� final, brave attempt to do something right. And that�s when my big mouth got me into trouble again.
�I might have an idea, Cap,� I said.
I walked just behind him on our trek back down to the research station, outlining my plan. By the time we reached the cabins I had him convinced. The sheriff was going to take more time to bring around.
�I don�t like it,� she said. �It�s too risky.�
I laughed at that.
�In case you hadn�t noticed, risky is kind of what we do.�
She smiled thinly.
�And in case you hadn�t noticed, this is Canada and you�re not Canadian. If you�re set on doing this, you�ll have me along on shotgun.�
And that�s how, ten minutes later, I was sitting on the Skidoo in the forecourt of the main building with the sheriff tucked in behind me, both of us with rifles and the wee black box zap switches, both of us already beginning to regret signing up for it. The cap and the lads were busy bringing the trucks back round to reform the gauntlet. My grand idea was to recreate Jennings� last ride, but get it right this time, and bring the big wolf back with us, a lamb to the slaughter.
Of course, if there were more out there than just the big one, I was probably setting myself and the sheriff up as lunch, but I was trying not to think of that as I loosened the brake, turned the throttle and the Skidoo buzzed and rattled taking us across the forecourt and down the same deer trail I�d come up in a hurry the last time out.

This was as far as my plan had taken me; I had no more other than to drive around the deer trails in a widening circle and hope the big bastard got curious or hungry or both. The foul stench still rose from my clothing and if I could smell it, a wolf was certain to. Whether it would attract or repel remained to be seen.
I drove us down the trail as far as the hollow with the garage, hoping it would be that simple and the big beastie would be there, but we had no such luck. It was an easier ride than the last time though; we were going mainly downhill, and the sheriff, unlike Watkins, was able to follow my moves into and out of any curves to ensure the machine kept balance. I turned at the garage, ninety degrees to my left to take us up out of the bowl and uphill. The trail brought us up to the main track. I crossed that and kept going uphill, new territory for me now and a deer trail that was originally good and wide but narrowed alarmingly with every second we kept going up.
I was about to stop and try to reverse to better ground when the sheriff tapped me on the shoulder and pointed to my left.
Something big� huge� was pacing us through the trees; it looked to be on another deer trail parallel to ours, a narrower one that was causing it to force its way through the foliage, disturbing snow as it went and alerting us to its presence. I tried to take aim but the Skidoo bounced too much and I knew that if I stopped I would be losing any, however tiny, advantage we might have.
So I did the opposite; I pushed the throttle to its top setting and we shot up that trail slicker than shite. I was looking for a path or an offshoot of this trail that would take us round to the camp. I knew the wolf was between us and safety but I�d deal with that if I needed to; for now, my plan was to get ahead of it, make a turn left and hope that the bastard followed us back to the station.
The trail ahead wasn�t narrowing any more, but it was getting lower, the branches now skimming the top of my parka hood. It looked like little more than a shoulder-width tube ahead of us.
�Get down,� I shouted, hoped that the sheriff had heard, and bent to the handlebars like a speed rider as we entered an almost pitch-black tunnel. I had visions of us getting stuck in there while the Skidoo engine whined and the wolf turned up to find its dinner pre-packed but we burst out into broad daylight seconds later. I was so surprised I almost didn�t notice we had come out on the rim of another basin-shaped hollow. The Skidoo lurched alarmingly as we went down into it, and almost toppled on straightening up at the bottom. I kept the throttle running high, hoping for enough momentum to get us across and up the other side. At the same moment the wolf made its entrance, launching itself over the rim even as we passed underneath it. If I�d had time and forethought I could have lifted a knife and gutted it from sternum to balls as it went over but right then I was just thankful to duck under it, head left and launch the Skidoo into open air over the rim of the bowl. Its bushy tail brushed my face then we were off and away.
�It�s coming at us,� the sheriff shouted.
Of course we still had the wee black boxes, but I didn�t want to give it a scare now, not when my cunning plan was working. All I had to do was find my way back to the station and the waiting ambush. The lads would do the rest.
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I figured we were heading along the hillside above and parallel to the road I needed to be on to get back to the station, but I couldn�t find a trail heading downward that would get me to it.
�Go faster, it�s gaining,� the sheriff shouted in my ear.
Again I thought about the black box, and again decided against it, saving it for any last minute disasters. I didn�t dare look back; the scenery was coming at me too fast to take my gaze off it. The sheriff�s rifle went off but I don�t think she hit anything for another shout came seconds later.
�Faster!�
It sounded serious. I already had the throttle at its maximum extent, so it was a moot point anyway. All I could do was keep going and hope for clear ground ahead.
We burst out of the tree line like a cork out of a bottle and I saw the research station laid out below me; we were high to the north of it, near the trail that we�d taken to the mineshaft earlier. I had to throw the Skidoo into a left-hand curve if I wanted to head down to the buildings where the trap waited. I tried to make it as large and long a curve as possible but even then we nearly didn�t make it. The back end of the Skidoo lurched as something hit us from behind, the sheriff yelled out an obscenity I hadn�t heard since my auld dad hit his thumb with a hammer, and we damn near toppled over, but after a roll to the right then a steadying roll back, the Skidoo caught on the snow again and we sped off. A quick glance to my right showed a huge gray wolf righting itself out of where it had tumbled into the snow. Its gaze never left mine as it stood and in one smooth movement launched itself after us again.
I said a silent prayer that the cap had everything ready, pointed the Skidoo downhill and pushed the throttle back up to its maximum level.
The sheriff shouted behind me.
�Come on then. Are you a wolf or just a big pussy?�
I didn�t think she was talking to me.

The short trip down to the forecourt passed in a blur of flying snow and adrenaline and as before when the action came it was fast, furious and almost over before I realised it was happening.
I saw the two trucks lined up either side of the station entrance to form the gauntlet. I couldn�t see any sign of the lads but I knew that had to be there, trusting the cap to have got the job done. I started to slow down; if I hadn�t I�d have hit the station doors and probably broken both out necks, but the slowing brought panic from behind me.
�Are you fucking mad, man?�
I didn�t answer that, but brought the Skidoo round in a skid that sent a wall of snow flying, and threw myself off into a roll that had me lying down, weapon in front of me, aiming at the open end of the gauntlet.
The wolf was there, still coming forward. Its gaze wasn�t on me now but on the sheriff; she hadn�t managed to roll away so easily, and lay trapped below the Skidoo. She was trying to get at her rifle but it too was trapped by the machine�s weight. Her mouth was still working though, and she screamed her frustration at the wolf.
�Come on then,� she shouted. �I�m right here.�
The wolf was still coming ahead, more cautious now, sniffing at the air as if it knew there was trouble even if it couldn�t see it. I could have taken a shot right then, but I knew that if I only wounded it, it would be off and away into the forest again and would probably be less likely to fall for the same trap twice. I bided my time.
Out of the corner of my eye I saw Wilko and Davies creep round to stand behind the beast to block its escape.
The sheriff had her wee black box in hand. Her gaze met mine, and I knew what was needed. I fetched out my wee box and we both pressed at the same time. The wolf barely slowed but it did stiffen, and the hairs of its mane seemed to stand on end. At the same moment the cap leaned out of the window of the right-side truck and shouted.
�Fire!�
The noise of all four of us firing simultaneously almost deafened me. Somebody had got lucky; the wolf staggered, almost fell under the impact of two rounds in its chest, a spray of blood showing shockingly red against the snow. It refused to go down but it turned tail and attempted to flee. I couldn�t take another shot; the chance of hitting one or other of the lads was too much of a risk. I saw the cap push the red button on his box. The wolf stiffened and gave him time to put two rounds in the wolf�s flank but it was still gaining momentum when it reached Wilko and Davies.
The lads didn�t flinch. They didn�t have any time to go for their own boxes. They stood their ground and each put three shots right in the center of the beast�s broad chest. It stumbled, its front legs went from under it and it fell to the snow at their feet.
Davies stepped forward and calm as you like he put a round between its eyes and it finally went still. He looked over at me and grinned.
�Not bad for a darkie and a wee poof, eh, Sarge?�
I rose and was about to head over to have a look at the body when the sheriff shouted at my back in an exaggerated American accent.
�I know you gentlemen have been through a lot, but when you find the time, I�d rather not spend the rest of this winter trapped under this fucking Skidoo.�
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We sanitised everything before we left. Siphoning off the gas from one of the trucks gave us more than enough fuel for the job. The cap did the business with the Alma in the mineshaft; he wouldn�t let any of the rest of us do it. We burned the big wolf in the hallway of the research station and helped the fire spread to the rest of the center and the outbuildings.
It was getting on for night-time again by the time we drove the remaining truck back into town. The cap called in the all-clear and the sheriff treated us to beer and pizza in the local bar while we waited for the choppers to bring back her people and take us away.
�And what do I do if we didn�t get them all?� she said as we all lit up smokes and relaxed for the first time since our arrival.
�There�s money in Bigfoot stories isn�t there?� the cap said. �Spread the word on the internet and you�ll be up to your arse in tourists, conspiracy theorists, cryptozoologists and nutjobs in no time. It�d put the town on the map again though?�
�Alternatively, you could just give me a call,� I said.
�I could just give you a call anyway,� she replied, and gave me a long warm kiss that still had me smiling hours later as the chopper took us up and away on the first leg of the long trip home.
The End
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Chapter One
53� 19.44� North Latitude 131� 57.31� West Longitude
Graham Island, British Columbia
July 1996

McKinney wasn�t sure how long the two of them had been fighting their way through the island�s dense forest wilderness�� but it seemed like an eternity. A sharp salty burn around his face told him that there must surely be several deep scratches across the delicate skin of his cheeks and forehead; wounds and contusions caused by the thickly entwined branches they had been forced to fight their way through as they had fled in abject terror.
The man was close to exhaustion. He weaved unsteadily forward, forcing himself onwards, desperately grasping any protruding branch or foliage that was available to aid him�� dragging himself up yet another interminable rise on the undulating forest floor�� spurred on by a glimpsed promise of a small, rare area of clearing in the trees�� a space he had spotted scant minutes earlier when they were higher up a previous slope. He reached it, finally staggered to a stop and held up trembling hands before him�� he wanted to know what condition they were in. What McKinney saw made for a grim picture; they were lacerated, raw; fingers and palms had been flayed and were bleeding�� the wounds on his hands mute evidence of the herculean effort to tear a path through dense copses and tangled undergrowth on a rough roller coaster terrain. Yet, strangely, despite their appearance, they barely hurt him at all.
His lungs, however, were quite another matter. A pair of shredded, fluttering balloons barely contained within the fiery cavern that was his chest. The clean, fresh smelling shirt he had put on seemingly a lifetime ago, now adhered stickily to his flesh�� a stained mangy hide that he had begun to shed�� comprised of filthy, ripped wet cotton infused with the pungent stink of acrid sweat and fear.
McKinney desperately needed to rest even if it was for just a few moments. He dazedly looked around at his surroundings, trying to control his ragged breathing and triphammer heart�� wait! They were finally in luck! McKinney noted the tree line that bordered the small clearing in front of him. It looked manmade�� a firebreak maybe? It didn�t matter�� all that did matter was it revealed what looked to be a clear path leading down from the tangle. They had miraculously, or so it seemed to him at this moment�� stumbled upon�� or had been guided to�� what must be a well-defined loggers� trail.
His body was trembling with sheer fatigue and adrenal overload, especially the muscles in his calves and thighs. Putting out a hand, he supported himself against the nearest cedar. The bark felt rough to the touch, unyielding; yet somehow it comforted him with its ageless, solid strength. His trembling form oozed copious amounts of sweat from every pore he had, giving any exposed area of the skin an oily, unpleasant sheen. The clouds of midges and other buzzing insects�� tiny, hateful denizens of the forest, closed in on him instantly now he was no longer moving, sensing a tasty salt feast.
McKinney was too fatigued to even attempt to bat the miniature whining harpies away. He just let them be. They happily fed off him.
The young girl, Bobbie, who had been several yards behind him in the tree-festooned, nightmarish tangle finally caught up to him. Noisily she staggered up to join him, coming to a swaying stop beside McKinney, and tremulously leaned her tall willowy form against his sodden back; the sounds of her breath were tortured gasps.
He was so exhausted that even this simple act of elicited comfort from the girl was almost enough to push him down to the forest floor. With grunting effort, he straightened, forcing himself away from the cedar tree�s welcome respite�� in doing so he unceremoniously shoved his female companion back and away from him. With some slight vestige of chivalry, McKinney did manage to turn around in time to support Bobbie�s sagging form so she didn�t end up falling onto the moist mulch. Going down now would have meant certain death for the young woman. In his present condition, McKinney wouldn�t have been physically able to lift the girl onto her feet. Their pursuers, he reasoned, couldn�t be far behind. He glanced back and up into the forbidding timberland in the direction they came from. They had to keep moving, McKinney instinctively understood.� It was their only real hope of survival.
There had been a total of fourteen people on the university field trip�� thirteen men and one woman who had tried to make a stand against the horrors that had relentlessly pursued them. The others were gone now�� their efforts to fight back a futility�� they had been horribly killed. McKinney and the girl had only survived the massacre because he had grabbed Bobbie�s hand and they had fled for their lives.
McKinney believed in God. He did. With every fiber of his being and soul. In the Holy Father and his infinite mercy. So why had He let these appalling things happen to them? Why?
He attempted to close his mind off to block the memory of the terrible ways in which he saw and heard his fellow students and their professors die. But he couldn�t quite manage it�� the grotesque images and sounds he had witnessed would not leave him. They echoed in his mind�ripples on a bottomless blood-red pool of abomination�� unspeakable things that no one should ever have to see or hear. It made him glad though in a bizarre kind of way.� It was that abhorrence and his utter dread that kept McKinney running on despite his utter exhaustion�� desperate to try to escape�� so that the others� gruesome fate wouldn�t become his or Bobbie�s.
The light was fading fast now as it did at this latitude on the Queen Charlotte Islands. Even in the summer months the hours of daylight never overstayed its welcome.
After the daylight, such as it was, there quickly came a barely perceived twilight�� then that short-lived dimming was quickly followed by a deep, stygian blackness. And within the dark, deep in the vast forests, McKinney now knew there was contained a dreadfulness�� a horror no one could have ever imagined dwelled within. As the night began to swiftly creep and seep through the canopy of dense trees that surrounded them, his hopes began to wane with equal alacrity.
Oh God� he thought�they were going to die here. Screaming out in their death agonies, just like the others. He shook himself mentally to shun the feelings of defeat that threatened to engulf him�no, darn it, no! This wasn�t going to happen to them, or at least not to him. He had a home to go back to. Dear close friends in his church�� people who truly loved him�� mother and father, two younger sisters� he was determined that he was going to see them all again. Whatever he had to do to survive the terror that had been foisted upon them he would do. He was not going to perish here! This was not his time to be called. McKinney willed himself to believe that he was going to live. He was going to live!
As if to purge any last negative thoughts from his mind, he shook Bobbie as hard as his remaining strength would allow. As he did so, the pain finally now registered sharply in his damaged hands, making him wince. The young, tall, wispy girl merely sagged dispiritedly within his arms. The filthy and disheveled woman barely even registered his violent action. McKinney spoke roughly to her, his voice ragged with the effort�� an intended shout that emerged as a hoarse whisper from a throat dried out from lack of water and excesses of adrenaline and fear.
�Come on, Bobbie, we have to keep moving! The Dinan Bay logging camp is close�� must be. Only a few short miles. We�ll be safe. Don�t give up. Come on Bobbie, for Jesus Christ�s sake, and in His name�� we can make it!�
His short tirade ended, and the girl finally tilted her head up, seemingly half acknowledging his presence. Bobbie�s once bright green eyes, so alluring to McKinney since their freshman year at SMU, were now dull and dispirited�� lifeless in fact. Perhaps a precursor of the fate that she felt certain soon awaited her�� them. No real recognition was apparent within their dim depths, only cattle-like resignation of what was to be. The girl slumped even farther forward, becoming a dead weight.
McKinney�s weakened muscles couldn�t support the woman�s burden any longer.� Without him propping her up, the haggard girl slowly collapsed to the soft ground in slow-motion; a tall, yet slender young pine that had been felled.
Once there amongst the dead leaves and forest floor detritus, she briefly became animated, curling herself up into a tight fetal ball, angular arms and skinny legs tucked in to wait for what must inevitably follow. McKinney noticed Bobbie was singing in a low, childlike voice. Her mind had retreated into childhood�� a place where she obviously had felt the safest, where reassurance had always been within easy reach. It was pitiable and yet terrible. McKinney could hardly bear to listen to her pathetic little voice that had taken on a childlike quality:
�Jesus loves the little children��
McKinney looked down at her huddled form with a feeling of incredible sadness. Bobbie had given up. Her struggle to stay alive was over. He resigned himself to the grim fact that he�d done everything he could to try to save her. She had given up. However, it certainly wasn�t over for him yet. He could still save himself and if God was willing, he would. Maybe if he got help quickly enough, he could still save her too.
With sphincter-loosening suddenness, a soulless inhuman snigger came from somewhere very close, back in the darkening tree line. He could smell the foul rank stink that he now associated with violent death. McKinney�s head shot up away from staring at Bobbie�s recumbent form�� eyes wildly glaring into the gloom, searching in the direction the awful sound emanated from, attempting to visualize the threat that he could only smell and hear. McKinney�s weak watery legs suddenly found a new lease of life. Without his conscious volition he took a diffident, foot dragging, backward step. Then another�� another. He had covered six hesitant steps in this manner when he suddenly stopped, frozen to the spot.
An obsidian dimness seemed to detach itself from the deeper darks of the trees. An amorphous shadow snaked out towards Bobbie�s tucked in feet. A growing, unsubstantial mass encompassed her exposed shins easily. Still feebly singing in that wretched childlike voice, the woman was slowly, almost imperceptibly dragged backward away from the logger�s trail and into the impenetrable darkness. All McKinney could do was be a silent, motionless witness to the scene that was unfolding before him. In the last few seconds, before the young woman�s face completely disappeared into the blackness, Bobbie seemed to briefly come to herself and comprehend the horror of what was happening to her.
Her eyes were suddenly alive and animate once more. Her gaze locked with his. There was no mistaking the expression. Desperation�� pleading with McKinney to help her. Save her from the unspeakable thing that was pulling her away� but even that final, silent plea was lost to him as she slid from his view and into the encompassing dark.
The last thing he saw of poor Bobbie were her starkly white arms and hands semi-bright in the gathering gloom�� fingers outstretched, clutching and clawing desperately with an inevitable futility for any anchor they could find within the soft loam of the trail. She was pointlessly casting her hands out, seeking a firm purchase to prevent herself from being dragged away. At this last horrific sight, McKinney was suddenly freed from the invisible force that had rooted him to the spot. He turned jerkily on his heel and staggered down the path for his life.
The well-worn trail turned to the left and headed in a generally downward direction. Away from the overhanging trees, the ambient daylight all around him was fast fading away now as red dusk bled away and gave over to blacking night. McKinney could barely see more than a few feet in front of him as he tore along, but what his human eyes lacked, his ears made up for. They were now pursuing him in earnest, he realized in dread. Yet still content to toy with their prey, they were combining their efforts to bring him down. He could hear their massive scampering forms crashing within the trees in the blackness; their unclean stench gagged him, cloying his nostrils with the foul combined odors of corruption, blood, and musk.
The certain knowledge that they weren�t yet in front of him, as far as he could tell, spurred the young student on to redouble his efforts. That logging camp had to be close now. Please God�It had to be! Please let it be!
The path suddenly took an unexpectedly sharp turn to the right, then started up a gentle incline. The trail frustratingly seemed to get steeper with each passing second, considerably slowing McKinney down. The trees on either side of the trail now crowded in, filtering out what little ambient light there had been. Darkness was nearly upon him�� metaphorically and literally. The young student knew he was almost at the limits of his endurance. He just couldn�t physically go on much farther. His heart was now pounding so hard he thought it might burst from his exertions. The air that McKinney was forcing in and out of his lungs felt like it had a consistency of a molten liquid�� heavy and scalding, it tortured the abused tissues within. It was beginning to be an agony to pull it in and out of his wheezing chest. He noticed dully that he could now taste the rusty flavor of his own blood at the back of his throat.
With a suddenness of a switched-on bulb in a dark room he realized he had reached the apex of the path. Through hazy, blurred vision he was looking down into a small but steep valley. There were signs of humanity down there! Bright shining fixed points of light that meant a chance of help�� the Dinan logging camp�� a sight as beautiful to him as the most majestic stars in the Creator�s black velvet heavens! He�d found it, thank the Lord! He could still actually make it!
With only the briefest of hesitations he stumbled forward, willing his leaden legs and numbed body into one final, last ditch effort. He was beyond pain�� an automaton�� a flawed being of torn muscles and bloodied flesh that could only limp and crab along. McKinney had become a creature with one single abiding thought�� just one purpose to his whole existence� to reach the safety of the Dinan Bay camp.
Then suddenly he was on the ground.
He realized he could taste the rich earth of the worn trail in his mouth because he was face down on it. He collapsed when the wrenched muscles and pulled ligaments of his abused body no longer obeyed his insistent brain�s instructions to move. McKinney just lay there. The spirit was no longer willing, and the flesh was very, very weak.
He smelt them. He heard them. They were all around him. He closed his eyes in terror of what he knew would come but a part of him was strangely relieved. God would have him soon enough. The growls were soft, almost human. Almost.
He felt an enormous elemental strength lift him up high by just his left arm�� the shoulder joint instantly dislocated�� McKinney was too much in shock to even scream. He dangled for a few seconds being shaken like a rag doll, then he was on the ground again. His face was planted back firmly in the earth of the trail. Now that soil had a muddy, nauseating consistency. Warm and gluey against his cold skin.
He weakly opened his eyes to look. With horror he understood the reason he now lay in a thick sludge,�� even in this light he could see that his own blood had provided the medium to make it that way. His left arm had been torn away, ragged and ripped at the socket and lay just a few feet away from him.
Before he could fully take in that entire gruesome discovery, something was already yanking at his wet denim jeans, moving his torn-away limb from his line of sight, tearing and stripping away the last vestiges of the material from his numb legs. The strength used to achieve that was such that his thick leather belt snapped like rotten twine. He couldn�t even resist as his underpants were torn away from him, the force of that cruel action lifted his whole body off the ground for a second and then slammed it back onto the wet trail floor as his drawers were ripped off. Dizzy, sick and unresisting, McKinney dimly accepted that the same something was tugging hard now at his genitals, pulling, twisting at them eagerly with a vicious animal force; their efforts were sliding him bodily along the rough ground. He lifted himself up weakly on his remaining arm just in time to see a huge, misshapen hand reach in, twist and completely tear away his scrotum and penis from his body in a shower of hot, stinking fluids.
Then he did scream. McKinney�s high-pitched screech was a signal to the others.
They were upon him at once in a writhing frenzy, greedily tearing out greasy loops of wet intestine and warm succulent organs that they gained access to by simply ripping open his soft belly. They were eating him alive. And he knew it.
And as McKinney slipped into final oblivion; traveling unresistingly to that darkness from which there can be no return�� with an odd sense of wonderment he heard an awfully strange last thing�.
�Jesus loves the little children��
Cryptid is available from Amazon here!
Or
Find more great Cyptozoology books at www.severedpress.com



Copyright

[image: ]
www.severedpress.com
Copyright 2021 by William Meikle



OEBPS/images/img00003.png





OEBPS/images/img00002.jpg
W28

chiPHD

‘”ﬁ“*





OEBPS/images/img00001.jpg





