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A helicopter is no place for a hangover. Hooper closed his eyes and breathed carefully as the engine spooled up. His gorge rose at the toxic mix of jet fuel, stale sweat, and bile at the back of his throat. The thudding of the rotors punched deep into his chest: sickening deep-body blows that travelled up his spinal column, directly into his neck and head. He bit down hard on a gag reflex, refusing to heave up what little remained of his stomach contents, most of which he’d left in a steaming pile on the grass at the edge of the helipad.


‘Oh, fuck me,’ he grunted as the red and white Era Helicopter took off, driving him down into his seat. Years of ass compression had squashed the foam cushioning into a thin hard sandwich between his butt and the steel struts of the seat fitting. The chopper, a venerable old AW139, was streaked with rust and oil, the plexiglas scratched and the nonslip floor sticky with chaw tobacco and chewing gum. Like Dave, its glory days were behind it, and the air conditioning did nothing to mask the baked-in stench of sweat, cigarette smoke, and budget cologne. Dave was just glad he had the cabin to himself on this trip. The only stewed farts and bad breath he had to contend with were his own.


As they ascended, the great rusty iron lever behind his eyeballs cranked up the pressure on his headache. He squeezed his eyes shut behind wraparound Oakleys, but the bright gulf sun burned through anyway, driving a sharp spike through his eyeballs, an unpleasant contrast to the duller concussive hammering on the sides of his skull. He removed his Detroit Tigers cap and rubbed gently at the thinning hair on top of his skull in an effort to alleviate the pain – all to no avail. He kept his hair short these days. You had to when it started to fall out, and no matter how tenderly he ministered to himself, his fingertips seemed to rake deep, bloody furrows through the unprotected scalp.


‘Oh, fuck me,’ he grunted again, replacing the cap and making the stubbled skin disappear.


‘Oh, Lord, no!’ Juliette Jamieson called out from the pilot’s seat. ‘Bump uglies with you, Dave? I think not. I mean, y’all are purdy. In a grizzly, wore-down kinda way. But the way you tomcat around, I wouldn’t let that penile biohazard of yours anywhere near my unmentionables. Probably just about ready to fall off by now, I’d reckon. I shoulda made you leave it back on the grass with your breakfast, or dinner, or whatever that nasty-lookin’ mess y’all upchucked was. You know the company rules about flying with hazmats.’


Juliette added the wheezing cackle of her laughter to the rotor’s roar in his headphones.


‘Doritos and tequila, J2,’ he said in a croaky rasp. ‘Not breakfast. More of a midnight snack. To keep my strength up.’


He tried to grin, but it came out more as a grimace, and Juliette harrumphed at him, pretending to be offended. She wasn’t, of course. Over the years J2 had hauled his sorry ass out to the rigs and away from whatever retarded mess he’d left back on shore so many times that he doubted there was anything he could do to lower her estimation of him as a potential husband. Men, in J2’s opinion, came in two standard flavours: potential husbands and other women’s husbands, and neither of them ever measured up to her exacting standards. Dave, as she never tired of pointing out, was an exemplar – she used the actual word, too, having picked it up from one of the unreadable werewolf romances she immersed herself in between flights – Dave was an exemplar extra-fucking-ordinaire of why a woman like her, a woman of independent means and good breeding hips, had to be careful. Men who weren’t to be found in the blessed state of being other women’s husbands were generally deserving of their wretched and benighted state by way of being …


‘… unmarriageable assholes.’


‘What?’ croaked Dave, who’d drifted off into a hangover haze for just a moment.


‘Completely unmarriageable assholes, Dave. Such as yourself. World is full of them, I said. All trying to get at my good breeding hips and my 401K.’


He did his best to zone out the lecture he knew was coming on the poor choice facing the modern marriageable lady between potential husbands who were all, without significant exception, gravely disappointing or downright dangerous.


‘Or a volatile combination of both, such as you represent, Dave Hooper.’


Once they had altitude, she pushed forward on the stick and brought them around to the southeast, breaking off her lecture to check in with air traffic control. Hundreds of feet below, the trailers and demountable huts of the Baron’s Petrochemical depot slipped from view as the nose dipped a little and they commenced the long haul out to Tiber Field, about 300 miles due south of New Orleans. Hooper had made this flight out to the rig so many times that he could picture the landscape without needing to look. In the sprawling dirt and gravel parking lot below were dozens of SUVs and pick-ups – way too many for the size of the depot – mostly owned by guys working a twelve-day shift out on the Longreach. They came in from all over the Gulf Coast, some even driving all the way down from Austin and Dallas, leaving their Fords, Dodges, and Chevys in the company lot to grow a second skin of red dust and oily particulates. No imports for these men, and lift kits aplenty.


In his mind’s eye he could see, without looking, the taco stand where everyone stopped in for a last ‘home-cooked’ meal before flying out – home-cooked because Pedro, who ran the stand, lived there as well, bunking down in a sleeping bag on a pile of crushed cardboard boxes in the storeroom. With his eyes closed, Dave could see the small pound across the two lanes of unsealed road running past Pedro’s taqueria. A fine example of American entrepreneurialism, the Dog House had sprung up two years ago to serve the needs of those rig workers who didn’t trust their partners on shore to look after their best friends while they were out on the water. The proximity of Pedro’s to the Dog House provided cheap and unlimited laughs to those who never grew tired of pondering aloud just how Pedro was able to stay in business providing, as he did, the cheapest loose meat snack anywhere on the Gulf Coast.


Hooper felt the chopper alter course and commence its run out to the Longreach. He was going out a day early but knew better than to stay on shore until the last day of his leave. He would be able to dry out and detox in his bunk on the rig, protected from his own excesses by the tyrannies of distance.


So, he calculated, six days out on the water and then back to the Baron’s Death Star up in Houston, then back out to the Longreach, then …


He wouldn’t have minded the usual routine for himself – twelve days on, ten days off – but since word had come from the company overlords that Longreach was going to test all the way down to 45,000 feet – 5000 beyond the rig’s listed specs – Hooper had found himself up for months of rolling back and forth between the platform and the office in Houston. He seemed to spend most of his time in transit because, as the Longreach’s boss hog of safety, his objections to the company’s plan had to be ‘noted’ insofar as that word meant ‘Fuck you, Dave, just make it happen. And while you’re at it, cover our asses.’


And their asses were exposed. Highly. Fucking. Exposed. In Dave Hooper’s expert opinion, at least. And on this, if not much else besides hookers and Hooters, he was an expert. Tiber Field was spread across a Rorschach inkblot of Lower Tertiary reservoirs, with multiple sweet spots of light crude hidden in among some of the oldest, gnarliest rock formations on the planet, themselves buried under thousands of feet of compressed salt.


There was a reason oil companies didn’t do much drilling at those levels. There was a reason things had gone wrong for British Petroleum on the Deepwater Horizon years ago. Working a field like this was difficult and dangerous, and …


What the fuck, Dave, they’d roared at him in their big dumb booming voices. Are you on board for the big win or what? There’s six billion fucking barrels down there. Let’s just go git ’em!


And they had because his guys were the best and he was pretty damn good too, and even if it meant hauling ass thousands of miles a week and banging heads with a bunch of greedy fucking suits who didn’t give an actual fuck about the safety of his guys or his rig …


‘Y’all doing all right back there, Dave?’


‘Huh? Oh, sorry, J2. Talking to myself.’


He wondered how much of his rant he’d muttered angrily over the headset.


Well, tough shit, anyway. J2 knew the score. She made most of these shuttle runs with him. She flew the guys back and forth to the rig, heard them bitching about the company nickel-and-diming them to death whenever it could. The company screw only turns one way. She knew they’d done a hell of a job out there.


Thirty-five thousand feet down.


That was like drilling on the fucking moon.


Well, okay, maybe not, but it was a hell of a thing.


He had good reason for torching his bonus on a week-long blowout to celebrate. No matter what Annie’s lawyer said. Same goddamn lawyer she was sleeping with. He was sure of that. The asshole.


J2 powered them out over the Gulf of Mexico, leaving the coast behind. Dave, who’d been trying to doze and sleep off at least some of his hangover, risked opening his eyes. He quickly squeezed them shut again. A fierce morning sun hammered down on the beaten blue metal bowl of the ocean, throwing off jagged shards of white sunlight. Each sunburst felt like a hot needle jabbed into his eyeballs. He groaned quietly, thanking the good Lord again that at least he was the only passenger this morning. The next big shift change was scheduled for tomorrow. If he’d been flying out to Longreach with Marty or Vince, they’d have ragged his ass to bloodied shreds.


As he’d have done for them if they’d spent the last three days of their leave blowing a six-month bonus on two premium hookers flown all the way down from Nevada.


Not that they would have, of course. That sort of reprobate bullshit was strictly a Dave Hooper special. Marty Grbac might have looked like a shaved gorilla, but when he wasn’t out on the rig, he was the sort of born-anew Bible-thumping bore who loved nothing more than tooling around on his old rebuilt Triumph, just like one of Steve McQueen’s, taking in shows by as many revivalist tent preachers as the South had to offer.


The South, in Dave’s experience, had more than enough of that Southern revivalist nonsense on offer, which was partly why he’d flown those hookers in from Nevada.


Dave had once made the mistake of teasing Marty about his faith, asking if his ‘invisible friend’ rode behind him on that big-ass Triumph. A permanent crook in his nose and a ghostly white scar line where Marty’s fist had laid open his cheek helped Dave remember never to do that again. Pain was supposed to be an excellent teacher. Dave’s own father had said as much and delivered on the principle time and again. Yet for as much pain as he had endured, he kept making the same fucking mistakes.


And Vince Martinelli?


Well, Vince came on like an enforcer for the Calabrian Mafia, but he was a true family guy. A foul-mouthed, hard-knuckled shift supervisor on the Longreach but on land the gentlest, most considerate father of three little girls and one over-indulged baby boy you could ever hope to meet.


Dave Hooper tried squinting into the sun again. Even through his shades, the bright light was painful in his eyes. All the way down to his brainstem. He was a family guy, too.


In that he had a family.


And … well …


He shifted uncomfortably, trying to position himself in a way that didn’t leave a broken seat spring sticking in his butt.


Considerate husbands and fathers didn’t blow six-monthly bonus checks on top-shelf hookers from Reno, did they?


No. Considerate husbands and fathers took that sort of money and put it into college funds and made sure there was enough to cover their boys’ orthodontist bills next week, and maybe they even dropped a few dollars on dragging themselves north for an access visit. They would have been there for the Cub Scouts’ Pinewood Derby and done sterling duty as a scoutmaster. There would have been camping trips on which he taught the boys how to bait a fishhook and clean bass and catfish. Maybe he would have played catch with them. Sure, when he wasn’t down at Joe’s blowing every dime he had buying drinks for his friends and perfume and trinkets for the waitresses he’d later bang in the alley out back.


That was what considerate husbands and fathers would do: spend time with their families. His wife had tried to explain that to him many times before she packed up his boys, walked out of their company town house in Houston, and drove two thousand miles north to her dad’s place in Maine. Dave risked peering out through the plexiglas again, shading his burning bloodshot eyes this time. Another man, one in less pain, might have described the water as sun-dappled. To him, this morning, the gulf looked as though it were on fire.


He blinked a few times and sucked up the pain, staring off to the northeast. Strange to think that he could follow the coastline all the way around the panhandle and up the eastern seaboard, up to Toby and Jack. This time of day they’d probably be down the foreshore with their granddad, prospecting for shellfish, maybe throwing a line out into the cold, slate-grey waters of the north Atlantic.


Same waters, he thought.


Just different.


Like a sick child fatigued by illness and empty of any real motivation, Dave toyed with the idea that he could be flying toward them right now, the earth a blur beneath him. Dave Hooper, their hero father, swooping down from the skies if J2 just pushed that stick over a ways.


But Dave Hooper the deadbeat, hungover asshole burped and tasted an acidic reduction of Jim Beam, Doritos, and top-shelf pussy-for-hire at the back of this throat. He grimaced and dry swallowed, shaking his head and throwing off any visions of imagined redemption. Time to drag his sorry ass back to the real world.


‘How long, J2?’


Her voice came back through his headset.


‘We got us a good two hours of flight time comin’ up yet, Dave, if y’all be looking to stack some z’s.’


‘Yeah. I might have a nap. Late night, you know.’


‘Oh, I know, Dave,’ she said. ‘I saw those two ladies on your Facebook page last night.’


They were flying straight and level, but his stomach dropped out through the floor of the chopper.


‘Oh, man, I got on Facebook last night?’


‘Yep. Pics. The images were up for hours until they got flagged. Your account got suspended for indecent use.’


He could almost hear her grinning with malice.


‘Oh, for fuck’s sake,’ he said more to himself than to J2.


Annie had access to his page.


Even worse, Annie’s lawyer had access to his page. And the boys, too, of course.


Why the hell he even had that account anymore he didn’t know. He’d set it up so that Toby and Jack could stay in touch when he was out on the water. They’d begged him to when they were still of an age to innocently ask something of their dad and expect him to deliver.


Yeah. What a brilliant idea that’d been. Damn thing had fucked him up so many ways from Sunday when he got on the sauce.


A sour, shuddering breath ran out of him as he deflated at the memory of the photos he’d posted from a hot tub in Miami.


Not that he remembered much about that night.


But it didn’t matter, because the woman he’d picked up in the Sheraton had kindly recorded the highlights on his brand-new iPhone – a gift from Annie and the boys, natch – and posted the all-too-admissible evidence on his Facebook page.


Not hers, even.


His.


‘Ah, man,’ he sighed. ‘What the fuck was I thinking?’


He let his head fall into his hands. As usual, he hadn’t been thinking at all.


* * *


‘Whoa! Dave. Wake up. We got a problem, man.’


For one confusing moment, he was back in college and his roommate was trying to wake him up because the cops and campus security were banging on the door, looking for a missing KFC bucket.


Not a cardboard bucket full of Southern-fried awesome.


No. They wanted to ask him a few pointed questions about a giant fibreglass bucket missing from the tall pole in front of the Colonel’s nearest off-campus eatery. Someone had sawed it off and …


Then the better part of twenty years fell away, and he came to in the cabin of the chopper hammering out toward the Longreach.


‘S’up?’ he asked.


His voice cracked, and he coughed until he could speak again.


‘Sorry. What’s up, J2?’


Her voice replied in his headset. Controlled, but only just.


‘Fire on the rig, Dave. A fire and … something else. I don’t know what.’


He was instantly awake. His fatigue and the ragged edges of the hangover sluiced away in the adrenaline surge. Dave twisted left and right in his seat, disoriented, unsure of where he might find the rig. If Dave Hooper had trouble understanding people and social graces, mechanical objects were an entirely different matter. He had a natural knack for machines, engineering, and the rigs. When he was dealing with a mechanical problem, the universe felt right, as if solving such problems was why he’d been made.


Dave knew what he had to do.


‘You gotta get me down there, J2, right now.’


He waited for her to say no, to quote the company rules and federal law and common fucking sense, but after a second of silence she came back in a clipped voice.


‘Yep. Okay. Gonna be a fast one, though.’
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The column of dark oily smoke was rising high above the absurdist metalwork cube of the Longreach as J2 brought the nose of the chopper around, giving Dave a clear view forward through the plexiglas windshield. His heart seemed to stop for a second. Everything, all his organs, seemed stunned into paralysis before spasming back into life at double speed. Malevolent blooms of bright orange fire fed a dark tower of smoke as it climbed away from the platform, but within a second or two of the initial shock Hooper frowned at the … wrongness of the scene. The seat of the blaze appeared to be down in the living quarters and hadn’t spread from there. The critical areas around the drill works were still clear for now. So was the helipad.


‘Two minutes, Dave. I’m wheels down and gone in thirty seconds. Jonty says they got wounded. Lotsa wounded. Gonna cross-deck ’em to Thunder Horse.’


‘Okay,’ Hooper replied, giving her only half his attention while he leaned forward and studied the fire. It was bad. It was always gonna be bad on a rig, but it wasn’t the hellstorm he’d been expecting.


‘There’s more, Dave,’ Juliette shouted as a secondary explosion blew out a cabin on the southern side of the platform. Dave watched as flaming debris fluttered down toward the deep blue water churning around the pylons. ‘I’ll patch ’em through,’ she shouted. ‘Put your damn cans back on, would you? And your harness.’


‘Sorry,’ he said, still distracted and not bothering with his safety belt. He wanted to get as far forward as he could to get a better look at the unfolding disaster. He fit the headphones back over his ears, however, even though the short cord kept him tethered in the rear of the cabin. The intercom crackled and popped just before he heard the guttural South African accent of the day shift supervisor, Jonty Ballieue, through the static. He sounded panicky, almost hysterical, and that frightened Hooper a lot more than the fire. Ballieue was one of the more unflappable yarpies he’d ever met.


‘… attack … fighting them … coming up from the pylo …’


‘Jonty. D’you read me? It’s Hoop. I’m less than a minute out. You’re breaking up, man. What the fuck is going on down there?’


‘… ooper? … acking us … We need …’


But the interference washed any sense out of the few words that broke through.


‘Dave?’


It was J2, jumping in on his channel, sounding even more worried than before.


‘I got the navy on my case now, man. They’re telling me we’re in restricted airspace. They’re warning us off, telling me not to land. Talking about terrorists or some garbage.’


‘Bullshit!’ he said in amazement. ‘Are they fucking crazy? Why is it restricted to us? We gotta get casualties off. I have to get down there and get to work. Where the fuck are terrorists gonna come from out here? What’d they hijack, a submarine? Look down there, J2. There’s nothing there. Fireboats haven’t even made it out yet.’


‘Dave …’


‘Get me down, Juliette,’ he said, talking over the top of her objections. ‘You put me down and get the wounded to Thunder Horse and you’ll be back at the depot before that navy asshole you’re talking to has even tied a slipknot in his little pecker to stop from wetting his pants.’


She opened her mouth to try one more time, but Hooper cut her off with another harsh bark.


‘Do it.’


The helicopter pilot tugged at the bill of her Era baseball cap, as though saluting him. She pushed forward on the stick and took them in.


Juliette threw them into a tight corkscrew descent that crushed him into his seat, where the broken seat spring speared into his butt like the shrimp fork of an angry little vengeance demon. The pressure on his back and neck cranked up the misery of his hangover, turning the dial to 11 on the Spinal Tap amp. Dave Hooper ignored it, along with the urgent need to dry-retch again and the feeling of having his eyes gouged out by the pressure of high-speed deceleration. He gritted his teeth, which were still slimy from the night before, and tried to pick out as much detail from the hellish scene as he could.


It was almost impossible. Rig monkeys and fire teams ran everywhere. Secondary explosions shook the lower levels of the structure as thick black clouds of smoke poured into the sky. He caught the briefest glimpse of a rainbow, formed in the mist drifting off a water jet, before the skids slammed down on the helipad, sending a painful jolt up his backbone.


The chopper doors flew back as evac teams wrenched the handles and wrestled wounded men into the cabin. Dave was about to start shouting directions, imposing some sense of order on the scene, when he was struck dumb by the sight of a couple of Vince Martinelli’s second shift guys trying to scramble in over the top of the casualties. They looked terrified, with huge white eyes bugging out of oil-stained faces. But they didn’t appear to be injured in any way. Dave shouted at them to get the hell back, but the pounding of the chopper blades, the roar of explosions, and the hoarse shouts and screams of a dozen other men drowned him out.


He tried to push the first of the interlopers out of his way and was surprised when the man suddenly flew sideways, the victim of a stiff arm jab by Martinelli himself, who followed up with a series of vicious rabbit punches to the neck of the second man. Vince wasn’t fucking around, either. He really hammered the guy, forcing Dave to jump down and grab his fist as it was cocked for another strike.


‘Jesus, Vince, knock it off. You’re gonna kill him.’


‘Sorry, boss,’ yelled the shift supervisor, who looked on the edge of panic himself, ‘but I figured this might happen when you showed up. Some of these fucking idiots even tried to throw themselves over the side to get away from the things. Got at least one life pod away as well.’


‘Away from what?’ Dave yelled as Martinelli threw the other man to the side of the helipad like a bag of dirty laundry. Dave waved his thanks at J2 as he left the helicopter behind, but she was too busy prepping to un-ass the area to pay him much heed. Martinelli grabbed his boss by the elbow and led him through the chaos on the pad. There were bodies everywhere. Burned, mangled, horribly disfigured bodies. And at least a dozen walking wounded waiting for their turn to be evacuated. Everyone looked frightened, which was only to be expected, but what Dave didn’t expect was the crazed, almost animalistic terror that seemed to be driving some of them.


They had trained for this. He had trained them for this. They shouldn’t be losing their shit.


‘You gotta come, Dave, this way, quickly.’ Martinelli all but dragged him along by the arm. ‘Fucking things are down this way.’


Heat from the fires came at them in waves, tightening the exposed skin on Hooper’s hands and face, making him wonder how long any of them could hope to survive on this gigantic ticking time bomb. He saw three kitchen hands, still wearing their stained, greasy chef’s whites, fighting one another to get to the chopper.


‘What the hell,’ he muttered to himself as the men screamed and raged in frustration and something else, something more elemental, when the aircraft spooled up its engines and lifted off before they had a chance to board.


‘This way, down this way,’ Martinelli repeated. ‘Come on, Dave. I don’t know how long Marty and the others can hold them back.’


They cleared the area around the helipad just as the down blast of the rotors tried to push them off their feet. Dave followed Martinelli around the corner into a slightly sheltered corridor between two prefab huts. He put the brakes on, almost stumbling to his knees as Martinelli continued forward, dragging him along.


‘Vince,’ he shouted. ‘Would you slow the fuck up and tell me what’s happening? J2 said the navy was talking about terrorists. But I don’t see ISIS around, do you?’


Martinelli didn’t look happy to be stopping, but he looked even more unhappy at the question, as though Dave were crazy for even asking it.


‘The fuck did anyone say anything about ragheads? This ain’t that. It’s worse. You gotta see for yourself, Dave. These things, these fucking animals, they just come out of the water. Up the fucking pylons or something.’


The space between the prefabs was narrow, and someone slammed heavily into Hooper’s shoulder, pushing him into a pole as they ran past. It stunned him, and he felt an electric tingle of pins and needles run down from his shoulder to his fingertips. This seething crush of people sluicing back and forth didn’t feel like his crew. It felt like a mob.


They were on a drill rig. In the middle of the gulf. Where the hell did people think they were going to escape to? Sure as shit weren’t going to their emergency stations, that was a goddamn given.


Dave stood back against the wall of the small prefabricated building that housed the flight operations centre for the rig. He flicked the pins and needles out of his fingertips, or tried to, anyway.


‘What, Vince? What things came up the pylons? You’re not making any sense, man.’


Martinelli’s face dropped.


‘They didn’t tell you? Jesus, I asked them to tell you. You’re going to think I’m fucking crazy.’


‘Try me,’ Dave said.


‘Monsters,’ Vince Martinelli said. ‘There are monsters on the rig, Dave.’


* * *


One heartbeat. Then two. Dave Hooper did not move, did not speak. It was possible he didn’t breathe, either. He looked into Vince Martinelli’s eyes and down into the soul of a man who was telling him the truth. Or at least the truth as he understood it. As men rushed and crowded past them, mostly headed for the helipad, Dave stared at Martinelli and saw the frightened father of four young children. In his eyes, bloodshot and gaping out from a face blackened by smoke and soot, he saw little fear of the very real danger of dying in a small supernova as the Longreach went up. Instead, he thought he saw a creeping horror of something worse.


‘Vince,’ he said as quietly and calmly as he could while still being heard above the crashing din and chaos. ‘Tell me as quickly and as simply as you can.’


‘We don’t have time, Dave. We need –’


‘I need to know, Vince,’ Dave said in a steady voice but with great force. ‘If I’m going to fight a fire, I need to know what sort of fire. If I’m going to fight … things –’ He had to force himself to say it. ‘– I need to know … fuck, what sort of things. Or at least what they’re doing.’


‘They’re eating people, Dave. For fuck’s sake, there’s no time for this.’


Vince Martinelli seemed to be pulled in several directions. Like the kitchen hands Hooper had seen just a minute ago, Martinelli looked like part of him just wanted to get the hell away. As far away as quickly as possible. But his shifting shoulders, the way he kept bouncing on the balls of his feet, all spoke of the need to get moving again, the way they had been going, toward the problem.


Toward the monsters, Dave thought, trying not to let incredulity run wild all over his face.


It was possible, likely even, that Vince and the others thought they had seen ‘monsters’ when in fact the navy might be right. Might be there were attackers dressed in scuba gear and … what, fright masks or something? Hooper dismissed the idea as soon as he had it. That was bullshit. Worse than Vince’s monster story. He could imagine some crazy Greenpeace cocksuckers sneaking out here and scaling the rig to hang a banner or something, but a bunch of bearded fucking sand maggots like bin Laden and all of them? Forget that shit. Never gonna happen.


He gripped Vince by the bicep. Dave’s large calloused hands didn’t reach even halfway around the other man’s upper arm. But he gave him a little push toward the stairwell.


‘You can tell me on the way, then. Where are we headed?’


‘Down to the first crew quarters,’ Vince said, letting go of the tension that had been holding him unnaturally upright just before.


‘And what are they doing down there?’ Dave asked. ‘These things.’


He couldn’t say the word ‘monster’ without feeling like an idiot.


Martinelli seemed to pick up speed with every step, but he faltered momentarily, looking back over his shoulder to answer. He looked guilty.


‘They’re tearing shit up, Dave,’ he said. He came to a complete stop again. ‘And eating people.’


Not Greenpeace, then, Hooper thought. Vegetarian softcocks, the lot of them.


He had to bite down on a crazed snort of laughter. Eating people? If he hadn’t seen the madness and horror on the helipad, he’d have bet Vince was punking him. They were in a narrow walkway between a couple of the prefab huts and were being jostled on all sides. Rig workers shouted and cried out around them, a mob scene, heavy steel-capped boots pounding on the ironwork. Martinelli gave him that same look, a furtive sort of guilty glance, before moving off again, drawing Hooper along in his considerable wake.


As they forced their way against the human tide rushing up from the lower levels, Dave tried to shake off his sense of disbelief. He was about to ask Vince if he had really said these things were eating people, but he shut his mouth as three men stumbled by. He recognised a couple of drill monkeys, Lam and Ibarra, holding up the third man, who looked like something had taken a huge chunk out of his left shoulder. Dave couldn’t place him for a second. The stranger’s face was ashen white, and his coveralls and high-visibility vest were painted in blood. With a start, he realised it was Pena, the new hydrologist. Last thing Dave had done before going on leave, he’d briefed Pena in, giving him the tour of the rig and all the emergency assembly points. The man looked very different now. It wasn’t the worst injury Hooper had seen on a rig, but he couldn’t help noticing that Pena had no burn marks on him. When people got hurt on oil rigs, in Dave’s experience anyway, they got crushed and they got burned. He threw a quick glance back over his shoulder as the men struggled past him.


That poor bastard did look like something had taken a bite out of him, and his bright yellow vest was scored with bloodied slash marks.


Acid and bile boiled away in Dave Hooper’s stomach, and his head seemed to be gripped in a tightening iron band. They hurried down three flights of steel steps and flew around one corner and then another into the densely packed grid of prefabricated living capsules that constituted the crew quarters. The smell of burning synthetics reached him just before the first tendrils of oily smoke. The crowds had thinned out, but their progress was now slowed by smoke and flame. The power had failed completely down here, and at times the two men were forced to inch along through darkness. After a while Martinelli seemed to find it all but impossible to push himself forward.


‘Come on, Vince,’ Hooper said, laying a hand on his back. ‘I think I can hear the guys.’


And he thought that, just maybe, he could. Faint voices, shouting and screaming somewhere up ahead, the words lost in the roar of sirens, explosions, and the mad metallic clangour of a gigantic man-made structure that was violently coming apart.


Hooper found himself encouraging his friend to keep moving, to stay in contact in the darkened, increasingly claustrophobic passages. Here and there light leaked in from the outside world or small fires threw an eldritch glow on scenes of mayhem and slaughter. Dave swallowed hard as his throat locked up at the sight of a severed arm and a long, bloody smear leading away around a corner into the main lounge.


Dave bumped into Martinelli, who had come to a complete stop. The man seemed to have put down roots. A small shove failed to move him, and he pushed back against another, harder push, even reversing a few steps. Dave was stunned. Vince was straight up one of the most courageous men he’d ever met. Over the years he’d seen him run headlong into enough lethally dangerous situations and pull some poor bastard to safety to know that Martinelli was swinging a heavy pair of cast-iron testicles. But it seemed there was no way he was getting any closer to what lay at the end of that blood trail. He’d started moaning and trembling like a kid at the door of the dentist waiting for a root canal. It was like, hell, that wasn’t even Vince standing there, just a tangle of fear and horror that had taken his shape.


Biting down on the anger that flared in the wake of his frustration – did he have to do everything? – Dave edged around the terrified man. He could still hear cries of pain and fear somewhere ahead, but here, deep down in the living quarters, the shrieking din was muffled by alarms and the roar of a nearby blaze. He could feel the air being sucked toward the conflagration and the heat radiating back at him.


‘You all right, Vince?’ Dave asked as he moved in front of his co-worker.


But Vince was a long way from being all right. He kept shaking his head and trying to force himself forward, but he just couldn’t do it. He appeared to be stranded at a point exactly midway between his need to help and his fear of whatever was coming.


‘… eating them …’ he mumbled, and then stared at Dave as if he couldn’t believe what he had just said.


No sense wasting time with him, Hooper thought. Whatever he’d seen when he was last down here had put the zap on his head. Dave gathered up what he thought of as his considerable reserves of patience. It really was like talking to a kid.


‘Okay, then. Don’t worry, buddy, I got it. Go fetch me some stretcher bearers. We’re gonna need them. I think I can hear some of the guys up ahead. Injured. Go on. Can you at least do that for me?’


When Martinelli did nothing, Dave frowned and shook his head. The guy was … what … paralysed or something? He’d have to abandon him and carry on alone.


He edged cautiously down the hallway, careful not to step in the glistening trail of blood. He told himself he simply didn’t want to slip, but he also knew it was more visceral than that. Disgust and fear warding him off. Trying to make him stop, just like Martinelli. The heat grew no more intense, but he found it harder to breathe. The fire was consuming all the oxygen.


He jumped as the steel-capped toe of his boot kicked a crowbar. It was matted with blood and hair. He bent to pick it up, some ancient, deeply buried instinct making him reach for a weapon. A club. Anything. He could hear noises just ahead, around the corner in the crew lounge. A wet, crunching sound. Shudders ran up his arms and around his neck as he recognised what it was. Chewing and grunting.


Like Martinelli he suddenly found it difficult to move forward, but unlike his friend he found some reserve, somewhere, and forced himself to push one foot in front of the other, forgetting about the crowbar as he drew closer to the turn in the corridor that opened up onto the crew lounge. Light flickered from within, but it was a cold blue light, not the shifting orange-red glow of flames.


His eyes had adapted to the dark now, and in the gloom he began to pick out more details. Blood splatter. Torn clothes. A work boot with part of a leg sticking out of it, hacked off abruptly about halfway up the shin. The bone looked impossibly white, the jagged end of it sharp, like a broken branch. Hooper’s gorge rose in his throat, but he had nothing left to throw up. He gagged and then spat, or tried to. His mouth was dry and sticky. An object leaning up against the wall drew his eye. He experienced a moment of recognition before understanding.


A splitting maul.


Marty Grbac’s splitting maul. It lay at an odd angle against the wall, just before the corner, as though dropped there and forgotten. An oversized, inappropriate piece of equipment for an oil rig but one that Marty carried with him everywhere. A souvenir of his first time in Alaska, he’d said. And a lucky charm. It had saved his ass once, and he wouldn’t give it up. The splitting maul looked like a cross between a sledgehammer and a woodcutter’s axe, because that was exactly what it was. A long straight shaft of polished hickory carrying a twelve-pound head with a blunt fist-size hammer on one side and a broad, slightly convex chopping wedge on the other. The extra weight delivered a more powerful blow. Along with a giant novelty foam hand signed by Sammy Sosa it was Grbac’s most prized possession.


Hooper picked it up, surprised by how heavy the thing was. You’d need the shoulders of a bull, like Marty, to swing it, and on a rig you’d rarely have the space. It belonged in a forest, a cleared forest with a whole heap of logs lying around waiting to be split for the fire.


He looked back over his shoulder at Martinelli, who was crying with the effort of forcing himself forward, his eyes pleading with Dave to forgive him. Tear tracks stood out on his filthy face. The man was such a perfect picture of misery that Dave found himself feeling more sorry for him than pissed off.


‘Be cool, Vince,’ he said, hefting the heavy tool. It made him feel better for some reason. ‘Go get help.’


He turned away from Vince Martinelli, breathed in a draught of the thin, scorched air, and stepped around the corner into the crew lounge.




03


[image: ]


‘Mother. Fucker.’


Dave nearly dropped the splitting maul onto his toes. He stood fixed to the floor, as incapable of moving as Vince Martinelli had been. The … thing that was eating a man looked up from its jumbo-size Happy Meal and snarled like a big cat in a zoo. Hooper didn’t react immediately because the shock was so great that his body didn’t know how to react. Instinctively, intellectually, he was a void.


The thing … the monster turned its eyes on him after taking one more bite out of the remains of one of Dave’s best friends. Marty G. He knew it was Marty, or what was left of him, because of the tattoo just visible under the runnels of blood covering most of his one remaining arm.


‘… rd is my shepherd. I am his lamb.’


The beast snarled slowly at Dave. His conscious mind lurched into action again, racing in a fever to catch up, seeking to impose some sort of meaning, however poor, on the scene before him. The first rational conclusion it reached was … big. This fucking thing was big. Marty Grbac had stood six-five in the shower, and his upper arms were the size of Dave’s thighs. This thing probably stood a head taller than that.


The animal, whatever it was – it looked like some sort of hairless gorilla with a shocking case of full-body herpes – was sitting back on its haunches taking bites out of Grbac’s upper body like a hungry drunk tearing chunks out of a foot-long at Subway. So yeah, it was big.


Dave’s mind, still frantically cycling through possibilities, latched on to shreds of recognition or analogy. The creature’s eyes were black limpid pools, like a shark’s. It had no snout or nose, just two breathing slits above the open maw of a mouth filled with fangs. Not the neat, dangerous canines of a wild dog but a junkyard pile of broken tusks, jagged scythes, and barbs strung with half-chewed flesh.


An image came to him, just a flash, of sitting in a cinema with his two boys when they were much younger and he was a better father, with his arms wrapped around them as they burrowed their faces into his chest, terrified by the snarling creatures pouring out of the ground in one of those Lord of the Rings movies. The thing eating Marty Grbac reminded him of one of them. An orc.


An orc with nuts the size of softballs and a cock like Satan’s own spitting cobra. The nasty fucking thing was fully rigid, too. Like it was getting off on eating Dave’s friend.


‘Fuck,’ he breathed out. ‘That’s nasty.’


The monster snarled again, casually, regarding him with apparent indifference. A terrible sound erupted from the fetid hole of its mouth: a wet, guttural eruption, long and low, like a hippo farting in a mud bath. Dave’s jaw dropped, and his face hung slack with horror as the creature … laughed at him. He was certain it was laughing. A snorting, sucking series of barks as it slurped up ribbons of skin like noodle strands. Dave Hooper’s balls crawled up into his body. His much smaller, less scabrous balls. He shuddered with revulsion and the first stuttering paroxysm of fury.


This fucking thing was drunk on blood and bloated with hot meat. It was eating his friend, laughing at him, and waving its johnson in his face like it fully expected a free hummer. Whatever it was, wherever it had come from, nobody or nothing came onto his rig and got up in his face with that kind of shit. He shook his head almost imperceptibly, a snarl beginning to disfigure his features, answering the creature’s ferocity. For the first time he took in the scene around him. Carnage illuminated by the loading screen of a game on the Xbox. Body parts were scattered about the lounge. Entrails and bloodied chunks of unidentifiable meat festooned the faded brown three-piece lounge. Blood lapped at his boots. As Dave shook his head, muttering ‘No, no, no’ through gritted teeth, he noticed movement to his left and then his right.


More of them.


No, that wasn’t right. There were more creatures, but they were smaller than the brutish-looking thing squatting in the middle of the room. There were two, no, three of them. Demonic-looking, but lesser versions of the animal snacking on Marty’s rib cage. They were monstrous baboons whereas it was a gorilla. Its jaw appeared to distend horribly wide as it crunched through bone and sinew, tearing and ripping and shaking free its meal with more snorts and grunts. And that sound, like the chuckle of a psychopathic angel. With an enormous boner.


‘Fuck no,’ said Dave. He tightened his grip on the splitting maul, turning left and right. The smaller creatures were definitely moving now, trying to circle around to come at him from both sides. He felt his bladder let go, and a warm rush of urine ran down his legs, the last of his big night out with the hookers from Reno. No drug tests for him, then.


He laughed.


Just one short gust of laughter teetering on the edge of psychosis. It didn’t matter much now whether he’d got drunk and jumped onto Facebook last night, did it? Nothing much mattered now. Not his ex-wife. Not her carnivorous lawyer –


He snorted with laughter again. Carnivorous. Ha. Not even close.


Not the bosses back in Houston. Not the credit card assholes who were always chasing him. Or the IRS, which wanted to know where the hell his last two tax years might be at. Not even his own conscience about what a shitpot, worthless father he’d turned out to be. None of it mattered, because he was going to die. Eaten by monsters and quite possibly ass-fucked by their gigantic monster cocks into the bargain.


Eight or nine years of compressed frustration and rage boiled up inside Dave Hooper as he realised he was never going to get a chance to make good on any of it.


He would never see his boys again, and they would never know what happened to him. The rig would burn, and then it would blow, and all of this insanity would be incinerated, atomised. All Toby and Jack would ever know was that their dad had failed again. This time at the last thing he genuinely could have claimed to be any good at: his job. He had failed, and everyone who had relied on him had died.


The shout that welled up from deep within Dave Hooper’s loneliest, most empty places was unlike anything he or these monsters had heard. It was neither fearful nor despairing. It was less a scream than a roar, a full-throated bellow of fury and outrage and a final bitter retort to every shitty deal that life had handed one poor angry man.


The biggest beast seemed startled, then amused, and finally outraged as Hooper charged across the tacky, blood-drenched carpet of the crew lounge. The thing let rip with its own war shout as it tore the remaining arm from Marty’s savaged torso and waved it about like a baton, howling gibberish at the three smaller creatures. They moved quickly but clumsily, two of them crashing into each other and the third leaping for Dave but becoming entangled in a long strand of yellow-green intestines on which it had been sucking. The creature yelped like a kicked cur as it crashed to the ground.


The splitting maul described a great circular arc in Dave’s hands, punching through the ceiling tiles with a burst of powder and a terrible screech of metal strips and one smashed light fitting. It was, however, unusually heavy, and driving it through the air in a short, vicious descending blur was all the strength of a man who stood two inches over six feet and had worked his whole life at hard manual labour. A man whose resentment at the world and everyone who had conspired against him was fuelled by a silent, shameful understanding that his problems were mostly his own damn fault.


* * *


The creature, which Dave would later come to understand was no ordinary monster but a BattleMaster of the Hunn, was indeed drunk on the heady nectar of fresh blood and meat. If Dave Hooper had stumbled into the lounge twenty minutes earlier, if he had been there with his friends and colleagues when the Hunn and its attendant Fangr warriors had emerged from the waters and scaled the rig like rabid monkeys, he, too, would have died. But for once in his life Dave Hooper caught a lucky break.


* * *


Urgon Htoth Ur Hunn, BattleMaster of the Fourth Legion, did not stir when the calfling appeared holding the war hammer the Hunn had so easily taken from another of the weakling foe. Indeed, from the one he was gorging himself on now. A poor adversary but a magnificent repast. Urgon Htoth Ur Hunn had never dined on man meat, although like any warrior of the Horde he had been raised on the legends of the older time when Hunn and Grymm and even Fangr had roamed at will across the surface of the world Above, hunting men for their flesh and for the pure wild joy of it.


As this new calfling stumbled upon the Hunn and his attendant Fangr, Urgon Htoth Ur Hunn lazily tore away a fresh nut of shoulder meat and chewed it slowly, enjoying the heady pleasure of the bloodwine and the satisfying crunch of bones between his teeth. It was a stirring feast. Truly. The bloodwine had engorged his loins. He was so pleased with how this adventure had gone that he had even been considering tearing off a few pieces of the kill for his Fangr leash. A rare honour to eat from their master’s portion. But in the end he was enjoying the meal too much to share it. And the Fangr were already sated on calfling guts and slow with the scraps of good meat and pooled bloodwine they had scavenged from the fight, anyway.


In fact, the BattleMaster was so full of hot flesh and the just-spilled blood of his prey that he might not even finish this feast in one sitting. A great pity, because the legends had proved true and the freshest kill was the sweetest. This fine feed put to shame even the offerings of the palace blood pots, which was only to be expected, he supposed. It had been millennia since any had tasted fresh meat from the bones of men or their herds.


Urgon Htoth Ur Hunn was somewhat surprised that this last man had come to him rather than attempting to flee. The calflings he and his leash had come upon in this strange tower on stilts had made some attempt to resist him. But it was a poor and wretched display, and he knew that what little courage they showed came only from one another. When he found men on their own, or in twos and threes, they invariably fell prey to fear before the first touch of tooth or claw.


Why, he had not even drawn his blade yet.


It had not been necessary when the largest of their so-called warriors, the one on whom he was dining at this moment, had come at him with the war hammer. A valiant effort, he supposed, snorting through bubbles of blood and drool, but utterly hopeless. Urgon Htoth Ur Hunn had simply pulled the weapon from the human’s hands before tossing it away and tearing off his head.


The man standing before him, reeking of fear, did not look like he would put up nearly as much of a fight. He clutched the war hammer to himself almost as a talisman. Urgon Htoth Ur Hunn doubted the calfling could lift the weapon, and almost as though the same thought had occurred to him, the puny creature nearly crushed its own hoof by fumbling the thing and all but dropping it.


The BattleMaster indulged himself in a rich, generous chuckle. He might not even kill this one. He might return with it to the UnderRealms as an offering for the palace. He had seen chain aplenty lying around this ocean keep for a proper leash. Her Majesty would surely raise him high for the prize, even higher than she would raise him in the Horde for the achievement of having breached the capstone into the Above for the first time in …


Well …


He had no idea.


The legends spoke only of the older time when the Horde was free to roam Above, defending its subject lands against rival sects, taking what cattle and territory it could from them. Urgon Htoth Ur Hunn grunted instructions to his Fangr around a mouthful of meat and bone. He told them to take the man, but carefully. Slowly. To restrain him and not to harm him too badly. He would make more than a useful prize. There would be many who would not believe that Urgon Htoth Ur Hunn had breached the capstone and walked upon the world of men, raiding one of their fortresses and feasting mightily on the occupants.


He would have just a few more bites and perhaps another draught of the bloodwine before it cooled and lost its intoxicating power. He shivered with the iron stench and thick heat pouring down his throat again. His eye membranes drooped, and he chuckled at the fierce war-face the calfling was trying to make at him. As if flaring its ugly snout and baring such dull, small teeth might undo a BattleMaster of the Hunn.


Yes, this one would make a fine gift to the palace. Her Majesty might even keep it as a pet.


It came as quite a surprise, then, to Urgon Htoth Ur Hunn, BattleMaster of the Fourth Legion, when the calfling made a sound he would have sworn was a war shout and … charged!


But that was not as great a surprise as finding out just how drunk on bloodwine he was when he tried to climb to his feet to meet the challenge.


* * *


The splitting maul crashed through plaster roof tiles, severed the thin aluminium strips separating them and shattered a long fluorescent light tube. Shards of glass and showers of sparks sprayed the room, and the heavy steel smashed down without slowing much or diverting from its deadly path in the slightest.


Dave had not thought to use the edged metal of the maul’s axe head. Dave had not thought of much at all. The vicious heavy steel wedge was simply at the business end of the swing. He often wondered later what would have happened if the maul had been reversed in his hands and he had tried to split the creature’s head open with the simple clubbing tool of the sledgehammer. Perhaps the result would have been exactly the same, if a little messier. Marty’s splitting maul was an unusually heavy model, hand-tooled, as Dave recalled him saying more than once. It might have delivered enough mass with enough speed to splinter and crush the sheath of bone protecting the BattleMaster’s gelatinous, chimp-sized brains. Or not. And Dave might have died there.


But that was all later.


At 11.52 am David John Hooper landed a killing blow on the poorly protected nasal cleft of a Hunn ur Horde. The axe-shaped end of the maul’s twelve-pound head punched into the weaker, thinner mantle of bone just as Urgon Htoth Ur Hunn crouched and looked up toward the attacker.


The Hunn’s last words were, ‘You dare not do this …’


But Dave did, and with that one mighty blow he split the monster’s skull like a rotten watermelon, and everything that had changed forever that morning changed again.
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When Dave was nine years old, he broke his arm. Totally worth it, he told his friends at school later, when he rolled up with his arm in plaster, supported by a sling. There is no bigger celebrity on the playground than the kid who turns up with a broken bone, unless it’s the kid who turns up with a bone he broke in a moment of high adventure and epic stupidity. Dave Hooper was that kid.


One day during the long, slow summer holidays that marked his ninth year, young Dave Hoover had become possessed of a plan. He would push his old trampoline, with which he was bored, up against the chain link fence at the back of the yard. The Hooper family garden faced onto an empty lot, a couple of acres of grass that grew to knee length in summer, shaded by a few stands of scraggly old trees in which crows and ill-tempered magpies cawed at one another. He would find a spare length of wood from the tree house closer to the back porch, a handy piece of gear they’d used to make his brother Andy walk the plank from six feet up when they’d been playing pirates a month or so back.


That cost him the month of June, grounded for the duration while Andy recovered from his sprained ankle. A royal ass whuppin’ courtesy of the old man’s leather belt, the one with the brass studs, had also been levied, in addition to the grounding. Dave had endured that without a whimper as he had learned that whimpering led to more ass whuppin’. But it certainly didn’t dissuade him from his course of action with the trampoline.


He planned to lay the plank against the edge of the trampoline, and then run up it, leaping at the last moment into the centre of the stretchy canvas and launching himself into the air. Exactly like Spider-Man.


After all, the grass on the other side of the fence was long and soft and surely would cushion any impact. Especially since Dave had done those judo lessons for three weeks a couple of years ago and knew exactly how to roll out of a fall. His cousin, Darryl, who was not nearly as smart as Dave but was possessed of an admirable frontier spirit, agreed that this was an excellent plan. After ten minutes of huffing and puffing, the grunt work of moving the heavy trampoline all the way down the back garden and up against the fence was done. The plank was found, placed, and secured with a bungee strap from the back of Dave’s bicycle. As the genius behind this cunning plan, Dave insisted on the privilege of the first jump.


It had been glorious.


Dave flew into the air.


He curled into a ball, fascinated by the kaleidoscopic green and blue smear of colour the world became.


It was all going according to …


* * *


He woke up in the hospital six hours later with a concussion and a broken forearm. When he came to in his hospital bed in New Orleans, Dave enjoyed one sweet moment of being nine years old again. Sure he hurt, and he was in a world of trouble, but it was totally worth it. The stories he’d tell when he …


Oh, shit.


He plummeted forward in time from that long-ago summer, free-falling through over two and a half decades to find himself, dizzy and disoriented, tucked in between cool white cotton sheets, surrounded by screens, punctured by needles from which ran tubes and wires. He was wrapped in bandages, and possibly insane.


His first thought was that he’d had some kind of breakdown out on the rig, gone crazy, ripped the place up, and now he was in a psycho ward. Drug tests. This was gonna mean drug tests. His next thought was a memory. The face of the monster.


The Hunn.


The fucking what?


The monster he had killed – he knew he had killed it – was …


The Hunn.


He knew that as clearly as he knew that he’d killed it. As clearly as he knew he was totally locked up in a psycho ward because he was a crazy man, thinking monster thoughts and pushing away memories of carnage and horror. For once in his mostly wasted adult life he thought maybe a little drug test wouldn’t be such a bad idea. Find out what crazy shit those hookers had doped him with.


The Horde. The Hunn.


Dave started to curse. His voice was dry and rasped in his throat like gravel. He cursed anyway and pulled at the tubes running into his arms and the backs of his hands, pulling them free, becoming entangled, and freeing himself again. He kicked off the sheets and the light cotton blanket and swung his legs down off the bed, still muttering curses. His head swam, and the edges of his vision blurred a little. He felt nauseous, but then, a 2 am breakfast of corn chips and vodka hadn’t promised anything more.


A nurse appeared at his door. A big-assed black lady. He noticed then that the door was open, as was the door of the hospital room across from him. That wasn’t right. He was pretty sure they locked up the psychos when they put them in the nut hatch. And that was sure as hell where he belonged. Or the drunk tank. That brought him up short and sharp. Shit. Maybe he was starting to go the way of his old man on the booze. Seeing things. Falling apart in his head.
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