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   Chapter One: A Three Hour Tour
 
    
 
   The yacht—a fifty-five foot Beneteau Sense sailboat christened The Spoiled Cheat— eased into the cove, the man at the helm laughing with the woman standing next to him. He picked up a pair of binoculars and scanned the small, white sand beach that lined the cove like a hint of skin peeking out from the dark green skirt of the jungle that framed the area.
 
   “It’s a deep cove,” the man said, handing the binoculars to the woman. “Great swimming, and I thought I saw a waterfall through those trees. Take a look and let me know what you see. If we have fresh water, then we can stay here for a couple weeks before moving on.”
 
   “A couple weeks?” the woman sighed. She scanned the tree line with the binoculars then set them next to the wheel. “Yeah, I see water in there. But is that good? I don’t know if I can take a couple weeks with Nivia and that guy she brought. A couple weeks, really, Van?”
 
   “Come on, Tessie,” Van said, turning to look at her, a pleading smile on his face. “She’s my sister. And that guy is her new husband. He isn’t that bad.”
 
   “He’s pretty bad,” Tessie said. 
 
   Tessie stood with her hands on her hips. Late twenties, skin a dark tan from both genetics and the sun, black, kinky hair twisted up into a thick bun on her head, and blue eyes that shone from her dark face like jewels as exotic as the location around the yacht. Her hands did not move from her hips until Van nodded.
 
   Nowhere near as tan as Tessie, since his heritage was obviously of the Scotch-Irish persuasion due to his bright red hair and similarly colored neatly trimmed beard, Van held out his arms and pulled Tessie to his chest. He was also in his late twenties, muscular, fit, but fighting the inevitable widow’s peak and bald spot that his maternal grandfather had gifted him. Tessie tensed at first then eased into his embrace and he kissed the top of her head.
 
   “We have Frank and Bart to keep us company if you want to ignore my sister and Kyle,” Van said.
 
   Tessie giggled. “Can those two sound any more like wild west outlaws?”
 
   “I can try,” Frank said as he stepped onto the open cockpit. “Howdy, y’all. You two fine looking folks gonna get naked and dive into that deliciously blue water with me and my pardner here?”
 
   “That was the gayest outlaw I have ever heard,” Bart said as he joined his partner, giving the short man a wet kiss on the cheek. He wiped it away, rubbing back and forth over Frank’s cheek. “But I do think the stubble makes you look dangerous.”
 
   Tall, thin, with skin five shades darker than Tessie’s, Bart was an angular and beautiful man that used his looks to fill magazine spreads for high-end fashion designers. He leaned in for a two-cheek kiss from Tessie then smiled wide at Van.
 
   “Hello, my gorgeous people,” Bart said and turned to look out at the cove. “My Lord, Van, you do know how to pick them. Doesn’t he, Franky love?”
 
   Frank, on the other hand, was as close to Jersey Italian as a person could get—short, olive complected, wiry black hair that sprouted from everywhere, and a hooked nose that would have made ancient Rome jealous. But his eyes were a gold that held everyone in their thrall and his face was nearly as beautiful as Bart’s.
 
   “Van has a way with navigation,” Frank said. “He always knows how to find treasure when there’s treasure to be found.”
 
   “I found this one,” Van said and gave Tessie’s butt a soft pat.
 
   “Dear Lord, there had better be an open bottle of wine to go with that cheese,” Bart said. Tessie pointed at the ice bucket with the just-corked bottle of chardonnay. “Oh, praise be to the grape gods!”
 
   He poured a glass for himself and one for Frank then settled in on the bench closest to where Van steered. He plucked sunglasses from off the top of his tight-cut black, but bleached hair and stared out at the sapphire cove. “Are you going to anchor this thing so we can get naked and swim or what, Van love?”
 
   “I’m setting us right in the sweet spot,” Van said, guiding the yacht over towards a short cliff that edged the left side of the cove. “This will give us some afternoon shade when we want to cool down and take long naps up on deck.”
 
   “He can read minds,” Frank said, joining Bart. “Long naps are my specialty.”
 
   “Speaking of naps,” Tessie said. “Are Niv and her nerd awake yet?”
 
   “Oh, they are awake,” Bart laughed. “But they certainly aren’t out of bed. Why do you think we came up to join you people? They are making enough noise down below that I’m afraid they’ll punch a hole in the hull.”
 
   “Great,” Tessie said. “I was going to shower and then lay out for a while. I guess I’ll skip the shower. I do not want to walk past their cabin to get to ours if they are going at it.”
 
   “Going at it is a mild way to put things,” Frank said. He gestured out at the cove. “Why shower, dear? You have all this water that can wash away your troubles. In fact…” 
 
   He downed the wine and handed the glass to Bart then started to strip off his clothes. More dark hair made an appearance until he was standing there naked, looking half-gorilla and half-man. He gave Tessie and Van a wink, leaned in and kissed Bart’s nose, then hurried out across the deck, diving over the side of the yacht as an ecstatic cry left his lips.
 
   “I better join,” Bart said and was naked and leaping into the water before Tessie could even start laughing.
 
   “They have a point,” Van said. “It would almost be blasphemy to wear anything in water that clear.”
 
   “You just want to see me naked,” Tessie said as she began to undress.
 
   “Yes. Yes, I do,” Van said. He pulled his shirt off and tossed it onto the bench seat where Bart had just been. “Join the boys, and I’ll be with you as soon as I drop the anchors.”
 
   “Hurry,” Tessie said, her skin glowing in the South Pacific sunlight. She gave him a hip shake then a suggestive smile. “I may get bored swimming around with just a couple of gay men to keep me company.”
 
   “Five minutes, tops,” Van said.
 
   “Five minutes,” Tessie said then was gone, running and diving overboard, her body lost from Van’s sight.
 
   “Yes, this cove will do just fine,” Van said to himself as he cut the engine and locked the wheel, ready to drop the four anchors the luxury yacht was equipped with so it stayed exactly where he wanted it to stay.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Nivia bit down on the pillowcase, her screams of pleasure muted only slightly as her hips bucked up towards Kyle’s head that was completely occupied between her legs. Her fists pounded down on the mattress over and over until she gasped so hard that she thought she would never breathe again. Then her entire body went slack and she let the pillow fall away off the bed.
 
   “Holy shit,” she gasped as she ran her fingers through Kyle’s long blond hair. She’d been meaning to tell him to cut the locks, since she had never been too keen on the hippie/nerd look he had going, but at that second, she could care less if his hair was long or dyed fluorescent green. “Holy shit.”
 
   Kyle looked up from between her legs and gave her a huge smile. It was that smile, plus his innocent good looks, that had attracted Nivia to him in the first place. At no time would she have thought she would have fallen in love with a Silicon Valley nerd, but that smile was game over the second he turned it on her at that San Francisco coffee shop.
 
   “You have a skill,” Nivia said, reaching for him. He crawled up next to her and she shifted her sated body against his. The heat between their sweat-damp bodies was intense enough to almost fog the two portholes above their bed. “Don’t you ever leave me.”
 
   Early twenties, and just as ginger as her brother, Nivia was at least gifted with skin that didn’t burn like crepe paper under a flame when she stepped into the sun. It was as if all the freckles she was destined to have had come together to give her a red-skinned tan. She stretched and kissed Kyle’s bare chest before closing her eyes and sighing with pure contentment.
 
   A couple years older, Kyle was a California surfer boy all the way. Except for the myopic squint that never seemed to leave his face even when he wore his contacts. The squint was just a professional side effect of hours upon hours, days upon days of coding he had done for nearly his entire life. But his coding days were done, having just sold his tiny tech company for a sum that would allow him to live on yachts the rest of his life without ever thinking about balancing a checkbook. 
 
   He kissed the top of Nivia’s head then closed his eyes. They popped open when he heard the splashing from outside the yacht followed by Tessie’s high-pitched laughter. He could just hear Bart and Frank calling to her, but the hull was thick enough that their voices were whispers on wind.
 
   “Your sister-in-law doesn’t like me,” Kyle said.
 
   “Not my sister-in-law,” Nivia said. “She won’t marry Van. She says they can have kids, but she won’t ever get married.”
 
   “Whatever she is, she doesn’t like me,” Kyle said. He stroked Nivia’s upper arm with the tips of his fingers. She shivered and swatted at him.
 
   “That tickles,” she said, her voice sleepy and satisfied. “And Tessie likes you.”
 
   “No, she doesn’t,” Kyle said. “I irritate her.”
 
   “Then that’s her problem, not ours,” Nivia said. She smiled, her eyes closed, and nuzzled Kyle’s chest. “Ours. I like how that sounds.”
 
   “Your folks thought we were crazy to get married after six months of dating,” Kyle said.
 
   “We were crazy,” Nivia said. “But I have zero doubts. I knew you weren’t after me for my money, so it was easy to be real and let my guard down.”
 
   “Same here,” Kyle said. “Sometimes it just works.”
 
   “Sometimes it does,” Nivia agreed, her voice quiet and drifting.
 
   There were more far-off shouts and splashes. 
 
   “You want to go up and join them?” Kyle asked.
 
   “No,” Nivia replied. “You?”
 
   “I’m good right here,” Kyle said. “Maybe a quick nap then a swim?”
 
   “Mmm hmmm,” Nivia said and was asleep before the sounds were finished being made.
 
   Kyle kissed the top of her head again then closed his eyes and let the gentle rocking of the yacht ease him into sleep.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   A school of small, silver fish darted out of Van’s way as he swam a couple feet below the water’s surface. His lungs were starting to burn, and he knew he was pushing his limits, but he had set himself a goal of swimming to the shallows and he intended to meet that goal.
 
   The shallows came up at him faster than he thought, the cove having quite the dramatic drop off about thirty feet out from the beach, and Van was grateful he could finally come up for air. He gasped and wiped water from his face as he slowly made his way out of the small waves and up onto the white sand beach.
 
   A voice called to him and he turned, squinting into the sun. He shielded his eyes with his hands and could see Tessie waving to him far out by the yacht as Bart and Frank swam around laughing and splashing. He waved back to her then turned back to the beach to look at the sixty feet of ocean-front treasure he’d discovered. 
 
   It was perfect.
 
   Hundreds of miles from civilization, and well off the normal travel lanes the leisure set took their yachts along, Van knew the next couple of weeks would be nothing short of peaceful paradise. No phones, unless he wanted to hook up the satellite phone, no internet, no TV, no radio, nothing. Off the grid in the South Pacific. Society could kiss his ass.
 
   He became aware that his ass was totally bare as he walked up towards the tree line. Van was more than positive that the island was uncharted and deserted, but still, it was a strange place and he was stark naked. He half-wished he’d brought a towel and a change of clothes in a dry bag, but the decision to swim in to shore had been a spur of the moment thing. So there he was, not a stitch on as he surveyed the jungle before him.
 
   It was nothing he hadn’t seen plenty of times. Large palms, small palms, tropical ferns, some spiky-leafed plants here and there. There was a bush of bright yellow flowers he didn’t recognize off to his left and he walked that way.
 
   “…ass!” a voice called to him.
 
   Van glanced over his shoulder and saw the shadowed dots of Bart and Frank raising their hands in the air above the water. Van turned and bent over and high peals of laughter drifted over the surf to make him smile as he leaned in and sniffed the flowers.
 
   Van drew his head back fast and tried not to gag. The flowers smelled like death. They stank of carrion and he had to hurry away so he could get a lungful of fresh air. He made a note to warn the others. Then tossed the mental note away as the impish thought of a good practical joke came to him. 
 
   It wasn’t too surprising to find a flower in the tropics that smelled like dead meat. Some of the most gorgeous blooms stank to high heaven. But as the stink lingered in his nostrils, Van became sure that the yellow flower had been the worst he’d come across.
 
   The breeze that had been blowing stopped, silencing the palm fronds that rubbed and scratched together, allowing Van to hear the distant sound of the obscured waterfall. He tossed caution to the wind and pushed past a five-foot-high fern, stepping into the cool darkness of the jungle, exposed junk be damned.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “Where the hell is he going?” Bart asked. “He’s gonna get a cut on his wiener from some jungle plant if he doesn’t watch out.”
 
   “Wiener?” Frank laughed. “Baby, that ain’t no Oscar Meyer he has there. That’s some serious man meat.”
 
   “My man meat,” Tessie laughed. “Hands off, boys.”
 
   “No, really, where does he think he’s going to go?” Bart asked.
 
   “Maybe he had to pee and wanted some privacy,” Frank suggested.
 
   “I’ve seen that man piss off the deck a hundred times since we set sail,” Bart scoffed. “Privacy is not his worry.”
 
   “No, it is not,” Tessie said. She began to swim towards shore. “Only way to find out where he’s going is to follow. Boys?”
 
   “Let’s see,” Bart mused. “Swim here with the love of my life or go ashore with the love of my life and see your boy naked. Hmm, what to do…”
 
   “We don’t have much of a choice, do we?” Frank said. “We have to make sure he’s safe.”
 
   “Yes, we should make sure he’s safe,” Tessie said. 
 
   The three giggled and started to swim to shore.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Van regretted the no-clothes choice. Some of the plants and ferns were downright aggressive in how tough their leaves were. He knew he’d have cuts from stem to stern for a few days after his little trek to the interior. 
 
   Not that it was much of a trek. It only took him about five minutes of navigating the jungle before he saw the majesty of the waterfall before him. It was incredible. Fifty feet tall and crystal clear, it fell with a roar to a pool that was like liquid glass. 
 
   The bottom of the pool was lined with iridescent rocks of turquoise and aquamarine. The churning froth from the waterfall became bubbles and foam that drifted up into the air, swirling high above the pool as the breeze grabbed them. Van grinned from ear to ear.
 
   “Jackpot,” Van said. 
 
   He dove in head first, unable to resist, then came back to the surface with a cry of pain and delight on his lips.
 
   “Cold!” he shouted once his breath had returned. “Cold, cold, cold!”
 
   He hurried to the edge of the pool and scrambled out onto the dry rocks around the edge. They were warmed by the sun that beamed down through the wide hole in the jungle canopy that surrounded the pool. Van stood up to take in the sun’s heat then winced and frowned down at his thigh. There was a two-inch gash there and it was bleeding heavily.
 
   “Dammit,” he said. “How’d that happen?”
 
   He pressed his hand to it and winced some more then took a deep breath and examined the wound. Not deep, but not shallow. He looked from the wound to the pool and saw how sharp the rocks by the edge were. He’d have to warn everyone before they tried to go for a frigid swim. Telling them to stay out was not realistic; he knew Frank and Bart would be swimming in the pool the second they saw it. 
 
   He held the wound together with his fingers for a few minutes until he heard voices calling for him. He pulled his hand away and was happy to see the blood had slowed to a trickle. With some careful walking, he shouldn’t do much more damage. There was an extensive store of medical supplies on The Spoiled Cheat, so he’d have it fixed up in no time once back onboard. 
 
   Van stared at the waterfall for a brief minute then turned and headed back to the beach and the calling voices
 
   “Coming!” he yelled and almost stumbled over a pile of weathered wood. He cursed then realized he’d found the perfect wood for a beach bonfire. Mental note made.
 
   There was some crashing in the bushes and he hurried towards it, wanting to get his leg fixed up before the others reached him and became distracted by the waterfall.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Nivia let out a startled squawk as she slid the head door aside and found Tessie standing right there, arms crossed, less than pleased look on her face. Nivia wrapped the bath towel around her tighter and gave Tessie an apologetic smile.
 
   “We each have our own heads,” Tessie said, voice cold.
 
   “I know, sorry,” Nivia replied. “Kyle was in ours and the boys’ head is just gross. For two gay guys, they are total slobs.”
 
   “You couldn’t wait until Kyle was done?” Tessie asked, although it was way more of an accusation than a question.
 
   “I, yeah, sure, I could have, but…” Nivia trailed off and frowned. “You know what, Tessie? Fuck you. This is my family’s yacht. You’re a guest here, not me. If I want to use this head, or any head, then I goddamn will.”
 
   She shoved past the stunned Tessie and hurried from the master cabin.
 
   “Are you kidding me?” Tessie snapped as she turned to follow. “You’re going to pull that crap on me? Really?”
 
   “Just back the hell off,” Nivia said as she stepped into her cabin and moved to shut the door. Tessie jammed her foot in the way. “Hey!”
 
   “You don’t walk away from me,” Tessie growled. “We agreed to take this trip together with some serious ground rules in place. One of those was you wouldn’t treat me like an outsider.”
 
   “Like you treat Kyle?” Nivia growled back. 
 
   She dropped her towel and hunted through the piles of clothing for her swimsuit bottoms. She found the black ones with white piping and shimmied into those. She picked up her wet towel and threw it at Tessie as she grabbed a faded Clash T-shirt from the edge of the bed and slipped that on. Tessie swatted the towel away and took a step towards Nivia as the head door slid open.
 
   “Whoa,” Kyle said, ducking back in fast to hide his nakedness. “Uh…everything alright?”
 
   “Stay in there,” Nivia said.
 
   “Will do,” Kyle replied and slid the door closed.
 
   “You,” Nivia said and pointed at Tessie. “You’ve been with my brother long enough to not be an outsider, but do not ever think you can step in front of me. Understand?”
 
   “Just because you got married doesn’t suddenly make you perfect in the eyes of your parents,” Tessie scoffed. “They love me. They always have. You’ve been nothing but a disappointment to them. You could have been a doctor, but you became a nurse instead, pissing away all that schooling for nothing.”
 
   Nivia started to respond, but the words caught in her throat, and all she could do was move the direction her finger was pointing from Tessie to the door. She jammed the finger at the hall a couple of times until Tessie relaxed, a smug smile on her face.
 
   “I’ll give them gorgeous grandkids and they know it,” Tessie said as she turned to leave. “You’ll just give them little nerds.”
 
   As soon as Tessie was out, Nivia slammed the door closed then threw herself onto the bed. She slammed her fists into the comforter over and over until she knew she wasn’t going to cry.
 
   “Can I come out now?” Kyle called from the bathroom.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “Everything alright down there?” Bart asked as he waited up on deck for Tessie. “It sounded like maybe you and the new bride may have had some words.”
 
   “Everything is just fine,” Tessie said and gave Bart a thin-lipped, tight smile as she handed him the bright red first-aid bag.
 
   “Yikes,” Bart responded, taking the bag and throwing it overboard into the small motorboat that waited by the yacht, bobbing up and down in the slight chop that had come up as a small thunderstorm passed by a few miles off. “Be careful, girl. Van may love you more than he’s intellectually capable of expressing, but that is his sister down there. It’s a tight family, Tessie love. I’ve known them a long time and they will cut out anyone that tries to split them up.”
 
   “Shut up and help me into the boat,” Tessie said, but not cruelly. “Van needs to clean that cut so he doesn’t get some weird jungle fever.”
 
   “Love, the only jungle fever around here is the one burning hot because three couples are jammed together in a very small space,” Bart said as he helped Tessie into the boat then followed quickly behind. “Having this island should smooth the moods. Nothing like a little space between loved ones to keep things civil.”
 
   “What does that mean?” Tessie asked as Bart started up the boat and pointed it towards the beach while Tessie undid the lines holding it to the yacht. “We aren’t going to stay on the island.”
 
   “You don’t have to, but I sure as hell am,” Bart said. “Some solid ground underneath me will be wonderful. We have plenty of camping gear, including some fabulously ridiculous tents. Have you seen them? They’re like canvas condos. You should really find a spot for you and Van to hide away in.”
 
   “We’ll see,” Tessie said as Bart piloted them to the shallows. “I refuse to let her run me off.”
 
   “Sweetheart, it’s her family yacht,” Bart said. “If she wants to run you off, there ain’t a damn thing you can do about it.”
 
   Tessie didn’t respond, just sat at the bow and hung on as Bart raced the boat in towards the beach where Van and Frank waited for the arrival of the first-aid kit.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Van patted the bandage, smoothing the outer edges, then gave Tessie a big smile.
 
   “Great job, baby,” he said and leaned up for a kiss. She gave him one, but it was distracted and not very enthusiastic. “Uh, oh. What happened?”
 
   “Your sister,” Tessie said, reluctantly. “We got into it.”
 
   “How bad?” Van asked and stood up, testing his weight on his leg. When it held with little discomfort, he grabbed Tessie by the shoulders and brought her into a tight embrace. “Please tell me you didn’t try to pull rank.”
 
   “She just loves pointing out how I’m not part of this family!” Tessie snapped then burst into tears, her face pressed into Van’s chest.
 
   Van didn’t respond, just let her cry it out as he stroked her hair. There was no response he could give. Tessie wouldn’t marry him, and as long as that was the case, then Nivia was right. His parents were very clear on what constituted family. When dealing with the amount of money at stake, they absolutely refused to budge on that point.
 
   “Oh my God!” Frank cried as he walked up to them. “We find paradise and there’s nothing but drama! Can we cut the tears and enjoy this beautiful sunset, please?”
 
   He walked by and smacked Tessie on the ass, making her jump and almost sending her and Van toppling backwards.
 
   “Channel that crybaby crap and come help me find some firewood,” Frank said. “Bart’s digging a fire pit and we need fuel to make this baby burn, baby, burn.”
 
   “I know where there’s a ton of firewood,” Van said. “Back towards the waterfall.”
 
   “Oh, are we allowed to go see it now?” Frank asked, his voice filled with sarcastic sass. “Thank you, Lord of the Flies, for granting us travel privileges.”
 
   “I didn’t want you guys getting distracted,” Van said. “Follow me, I’ll show you where it is.”
 
   He gently pushed Tessie back and looked into her tear-swollen eyes.
 
   “You want to come see it?” he asked.
 
   “No, no,” Tessie said, wiping at her face. She checked her fingers for eyeliner smudges, but they came away clean. “You two get the firewood. Be careful on your leg.”
 
   “You fixed me right up,” Van said, giving her a quick kiss. “You’ll be fine here?”
 
   “I’ll help Bart,” Tessie said. “I can grab blankets and chairs from the boat and set them up around the fire pit. We’re going to have a cozy night on the beach.”
 
   “Sounds perfect,” Van said, kissing her again. He turned to lead Frank into the jungle to find the weathered wood he’d spotted earlier and was quickly lost from sight.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “That’s not wood,” Frank said. “It is so not wood that I can’t even make a joke about saying the word wood.”
 
   “What the hell?” Van muttered as he crouched next to the pile of what he had thought was weathered wood. It was not even close. “This can’t be.”
 
   “Oh, it can be because it is,” Frank said. “Those are bones, Van. Big, old bones.”
 
   “But from what?” Van asked as he picked up what must have been a femur. Belonging to what species of animal, Van had no clue. “Look at how big this is.”
 
   “I’m looking, don’t you worry,” Frank said.
 
   “Elephant?” Van mused as he turned the femur over and over in his hands. “It’s not as heavy as I thought it’d be.”
 
   “Hollow,” Frank said as he picked up a cracked bone, possibly another femur. “All the marrow is gone.”
 
   “But they’re so thin,” Van said. “Like giant bird bones. They’d still be heavy, even without the marrow, if they were from a mammal.”
 
   “Are you Steve Irwin now?” Frank asked. “Because life didn’t turn out so great for him, you know.”
 
   Frank threw the broken bone back onto the pile, wiped his hands on his swim trunks, then looked around the clearing. “More over there.”
 
   Van set his bone down and looked where Frank was pointing. Several more piles could be seen. They walked over, not in too huge of a hurry, and stared at the new piles.
 
   “Those are teeth,” Frank said, all joking gone from his voice. “Van. Those are teeth.”
 
   “I see that,” Van said, nudging one with his toe. It was easily as long as his foot.
 
   “You care to tell me what in the hell has teeth that big?” Frank asked as he started to check the area with wary, scared eyes.
 
   Van started laughing.
 
   “What?” Frank asked. “Don’t laugh at me!”
 
   “I’m not laughing at you, man,” Van said. “Don’t you see what this is? It’s a gold mine! These fossils have to be worth thousands and thousands of dollars!”
 
   Frank’s demeanor changed instantly. “Thousands? And thousands?”
 
   “Do you have any idea how many museum boards my dad is on?” Van chuckled. “We claim this find, and it’ll pay for our entire trip. Plus a little left over. I can replace everything I took out of my trust fund. You and Bart will be set for years.”
 
   Frank smiled and started to chuckle as well. “Well, hello fossil island! I am so very glad we met.”
 
   “One problem, though,” Van said.
 
   “What?” Frank asked, his joy evaporating instantly. “What’s the problem?”
 
   “We still need to find firewood,” Van said and patted Frank on the shoulder. “Sun’s going down fast.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Between the huge fire and the bright moon above, the cove was lit like a fantasy scene. It was all dark blues and flickering lights with ghostly embers soaring high into the night sky.
 
   “Okay, I could stay here for a while,” Tessie said, nuzzling her head into Van’s chest as they lounged in the sand close to the fire pit, a light blanket under them. “A month should be fine. Do we have enough provisions for a month?”
 
   “We do,” Van replied. “Not to mention all the fishing we can do.”
 
   “We’ll need at least a week if we’re going to document all those lovely fossils,” Frank said. “We want to make sure that we know exactly what’s here.”
 
   “We’ll get to that,” Bart said. “I love how industrious you are being, but how about we relax and enjoy paradise for a few days before we turn into Indiana Jones?”
 
   “He was an archeologist,” Van said. “Not a paleontologist.”
 
   “He had a sexy whip,” Frank said. “That’s the important thing.”
 
   “I agree we should enjoy the island before even thinking about playing with old bones,” Tessie said. 
 
   “I played with an old bone once and he nearly had a heart attack,” Bart said. “You have to be careful with the grey ones.”
 
   Van laughed. “Okay, we’re in agreement that we have fun first before we think about reporting our find. We’re in no hurry. If anyone happens by, which I doubt since this island isn’t even charted, we’ll shoo them away.”
 
   “Shoo, poachers,” Frank said.
 
   They laughed and settled into the evening. In minutes, Frank and Bart were snoring as they lay in each other’s arms in the sand, a faded blanket under them. Tessie looked over and watched them for a minute then turned back to Van and began to slide her swimsuit bottoms off.
 
   “Here?” Van whispered.
 
   “Here,” Tessie replied. 
 
   She wrapped their blanket around her waist as she pushed Van’s shorts down and straddled him. Van sighed and Tessie leaned her forehead against his as she moved slowly on top of him.
 
   “Hey,” Frank muttered.
 
   “Shit,” Van said and the two lovers froze.
 
   Frank was sitting up, his hand swatting at the back of his neck.
 
   “What the hell?” he cried as he jumped up and started swatting at his bare shoulder. “Bart! What is it? What is it?”
 
   Tessie scrambled to find her bottoms, but they were lost in the tangles of the blanket, so she just wrapped herself up and stood as Van yanked his shorts back on.
 
   “Frank? What is it?” Bart asked as he stood and tried to calm his man.
 
   “I don’t know! I don’t know!” Frank cried, still swatting at himself. “It bites!”
 
   “Honey, calm down,” Bart said. “You’re getting—OW! What was that?”
 
   “Guys?” Van asked as he scrambled to his feet, putting Tessie behind him so he was between her and the panicked men. “What’s wrong?”
 
   “There’re bugs biting us!” Frank shouted. “Oh, God, they hurt!”
 
   Van squinted into the firelight and could barely make out shapes hovering around both Frank and Bart. He couldn’t tell how big they were because of the bad lighting, but he could see they weren’t small. Maybe six or seven inches long with wings that made a low hum. The hum reminded him of a cross between a cicada and a hummingbird. 
 
   “Van?” Tessie whispered. “What do we do?”
 
   “We help,” Van said. He moved to the fire and pulled out a burning log. 
 
   The end he grabbed was cool enough to hold, but the other end was a flaming torch. He rushed to Frank and Bart and swung the flaming log at the first flying thing he saw. He struck it with a solid hit and it fell to the sound, quivering and smoking.
 
   Van bent and looked at it then recoiled as it righted itself and flew back into the air. But instead of rejoining the attack on Fran and Bart, it went straight for Van’s face. He jumped back, collided with Tessie who had come up behind him, and fell into a tangled heap of limbs on the sand. The burning log was knocked from his grip and it sizzled then went out as sand covered the flaming end.
 
   “Van!” Tessie screamed.
 
   He turned to see three of the large flying bugs going for her face. She waved her hands at them and one latched on, long, sharp mandibles piercing the flesh of her forearm. “VAN!”
 
   She let out a long, blood-curdling scream as the other two bugs latched onto the same arm.
 
   Then, in a matter of seconds, her entire arm, up to the shoulder, was covered in huge bugs. They latched on and her screams rose in volume and intensity.
 
   “Holy shit,” Van said as he rushed to her and began snatching bugs off of her arm. She screamed louder as one he pulled off came away with a chunk of her flesh. “Sorry! Sorry!”
 
   The pain that struck him was almost overwhelming. It hit at the base of his neck and shot down his spine. Van reached back and found two bugs attached to his skin. He tried to pull them free, but their mandibles only gripped tighter, and he knew if he pulled too hard, he’d shred himself.
 
   “The water!” he yelled and reached out for Tessie. “Take my hand! We have to get to the water!”
 
   Tessie reached up for him and that arm instantly was covered in flying bugs. She screamed until her vocal cords tore and all that came out of her mouth was a strained whine. Her eyes pleaded with Van, glowing orbs of pure terror in the firelight.
 
   Van dove at her and threw her up and over his shoulder, fireman style. More pain hit him as some of the bugs that had been on Tessie decided to switch territories and go for him. 
 
   Van ignored the pain as much as he could and shouted to Frank and Bart, “The water! Get into the water!”
 
   His legs had never felt so heavy. He struggled through the fine sand to the water’s edge. Without hesitating, he threw Tessie off of him and directly into the surf. Over half the bugs detached and flew off. The other half detached and went right for Van. He staggered back and almost tripped and fell, but a weight pressed into his back and he stayed upright.
 
   The weight was several dozen of the flying bugs. They tore into his back and flayed his skin open. Van screamed then started choking as one of the flying bugs dove inside his mouth, its mandibles clamping tight on his tongue.
 
   Tessie flailed in the surf, but managed to get enough control of herself that she could scramble to the small motorboat that bobbed up and down, its anchor keeping it from floating back out into the bay.
 
   Van spun around and around, and in seconds, his entire body was covered with flying bugs. Blood streamed down him, mixing with the waves, turning the surf a deep black.
 
   Tessie was able to pull up the anchor and get the motor started. She had the boat turned and headed for the yacht when the next wave of bugs descended on her.
 
   Frank and Bart’s screams had already ended, their bodies still next to the fire pit, covered in wriggling masses of attacking insects.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “What is that?” Kyle asked, sitting up in bed. “Do you hear that?”
 
   Nivia mumbled in her sleep and swatted a hand at him to be quiet and lie back down.
 
   “No, seriously, listen,” Kyle insisted. “Is that screaming?”
 
   Nivia came awake and sat up at once, her nurse’s training kicking in. She cocked her head and listened then bolted from the bed as Kyle’s fears were confirmed by a wailing from out on the water.
 
   “Clothes!” Kyle yelled as he got up and sprinted after her, her silk robe clutched in one hand as he tried to pull on a pair of sweat shorts with the other.
 
   By the time he got out of the cabin and up on deck, Nivia had all of the yacht’s floodlights turned on and was waving her arms over her head. Kyle wrapped the robe about her and she absentmindedly cinched up the waist before going back to waving.
 
   “This side!” she yelled. “Over to the ladder here!”
 
   She rushed to the side of the yacht as the boat careened into the ladder. She had a brief second to glimpse what was in the boat. No longer a who, but only a what. She gasped, and her hands flew to her mouth as the boat bounced off the hull of the yacht and went racing out towards the open ocean.
 
   “Who was it?” Kyle asked. “What’s going on?”
 
   Nivia lowered her hands from her mouth and whispered, “Get below.”
 
   “How do we grab it?” Kyle asked as the boat kept going out to sea, its small motor competing with the loud hum coming from the almost-devoured body that lay in the boat. “Is there a hook?”
 
   “Get below!” Nivia shouted and grabbed Kyle by the hand. She pulled at him, racing to the open hatch. “Come on!”
 
   “Niv? What is going on?” Kyle bellowed. “What is happen—?”
 
   His words were cut off as his hand jerked free of Nivia’s grip to swat at what had latched onto his left cheek.
 
   “Oh God!” he yelled. “Get it off! Get it off!”
 
   Before the last word was out of his mouth, his entire face was covered in flying bugs.
 
   Beetles. That was what Nivia thought just before she made the most painful decision in her life.
 
   Beetles.
 
   She tried to slam the hatch closed as she stumbled backwards down the steps. Dozens of the insects collided with the hatch door, popping it back open. Her feet went out from under her and her head slammed into the floor as she fell the last two steps. Stars lit up her vision, and for a split-second, she could only think about the pain.
 
   But that split-second was over when Kyle’s agonized screams sliced through her daze. 
 
   Nivia scrambled back from the bug-covered hatch, spun about, and pushed up onto her feet. She hurried as fast as she could to the master cabin, knowing the door there was the most solid on the yacht. Instinct told her that a solid door was her only chance. Instinct and the sound of the cabin behind her being ripped into by a hundred hungry mandibles.
 
   She made it into the master cabin, slammed the door, raced into the head, slammed that door, and dove into the shower, tucking her legs up to her chest, her eyes locked onto the closed door.
 
   Above, Kyle’s screams grew fainter and fainter until they stopped altogether. 
 
   Nivia’s eyes never left the head door.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter Two: A Crisis of Darby
 
    
 
   Max Reynold’s head rocked to the side and blood, with possibly the fragment of a tooth, went flying against the Beowulf III’s passageway wall, streaking the grey metal with bright red.
 
   Being over two hundred pounds and built like a California surfer boy, Max should have been able to easily handle his opponent since she was considerably smaller and weighed maybe one hundred pounds soaking wet. But the woman going after him was in a berserker rage and had fighting skills that surpassed Max’s. He was a shooter, a trained US Navy SEAL sniper, not a fucking ninja like Darby.
 
   “Darby! Stop!” Max shouted as he ducked under a jab, avoiding getting his left eye crushed, but took a knee to his chin for the effort. “Dammit! Stop!”
 
   Darby was not going to stop. Her eyes were wild and unfocused, the total opposite of her punches and kicks. Those were plenty focused. Focused on Max.
 
   He fell to the passageway’s floor and managed a leg sweep, taking Darby out at the ankles. It probably saved his life as the crazed woman had reached for the knife buckled to her belt and was about to draw it on him. With his other leg, Max kicked out, catching Darby right between the eyes, stunning her, and giving him the seconds he needed to scramble backwards and get back on his feet.
 
   Not that he stayed there for very long.
 
   The knife hit him in the right calf, sinking deep between the muscles and hitting bone with a mind-numbing amount of pain.
 
   “Motherfucker!” Max yelled as he fell forward, his head just missing the first step of the stairs that led to the deck above.
 
   He could hear her coming up on him fast, and he barely rolled over in time to catch her boot in his hands as it came down straight at his head. He shoved with all of his strength, sending her flipping over backwards. Literally. She executed a perfect back flip, the heels of her boots just clearing the passageway ceiling, and came down in a solid crouch, a predatory sneer on her face.
 
   “Who am I?” she growled. It was a feral noise, barely human. “Who am I?”
 
   “You’re Darby,” Max gasped as he yanked the knife free from his calf. The handle was so slippery with blood that he doubted he’d be able to keep a hold of it for more than a couple swipes, but it was better than nothing. “You are Darby. I’m Max. We love each other and do sexytime things together.”
 
   “No,” Darby said as she shook her head back and forth. “That’s not my name. Who am I?”
 
   “Jesus, Darbs, you have got to knock this crazy shit out,” Max pleaded. “Get your damn head back together.”
 
   “WHO AM I?” she screamed and lunged for him.
 
   She had speed and the super psycho moves, but he had position and his handy boot. Max was ready. So was Darby.
 
   Max could see her realize what he was about to do right at the last second. She twisted her body around and slid under his boot as he lashed out. Her momentum kept her sliding and added extra force to the punch she landed right between his legs.
 
   The air left Max’s lungs in a surprised and agonized whoosh. His stomach tightened and he turned his head quickly as he vomited up the oatmeal he’d eaten only an hour before. His entire pelvis felt like fire, then went numb, then came back to life with such painful force that he vomited a second time.
 
   Below him and between his legs lay Darby, smiling up at him, ready to strike a second time. Max wanted to cry.
 
   “Who am I?” she whispered as she started to strike.
 
   Her fist halted in mid-thrust and her eyes rolled up in her head as her body jerked and arched. Max was barely able to scramble away up a couple of steps before her arms began to flail violently.
 
   Through blurry, pain-filled eyes, Max looked down the passageway and saw his brother, Shane, standing at the other end with a rifle to his shoulder, a long cord stretching from the barrel to Darby. Max glanced down at the woman he loved and saw the other end of the cord embedded in her left thigh. Small arcs of electricity crackled around the steel barb that had penetrated through her pants and into her flesh.
 
   Darby jerked for a couple more seconds then went still.
 
   “You good?” Shane asked.
 
   “No,” Max said, his voice barely above a whisper. “She nut clocked me, bro.”
 
   “Shit,” Shane said.
 
   The Reynolds brothers were nine months apart and almost looked identical, both with yellow-blond hair, green eyes, and freckles across the nose. But there was one easy way to tell the difference between—Max was missing his left ear and had scar tissue running from his scalp, down his neck, and onto his shoulder while Shane had only one eye, his left socket covered over with a black patch adorned with a prominent pot leaf.
 
   “Move!” Gunnar Peterson shouted as he pushed past Shane and raced down the passageway to Darby. He fell to his knees, yanked the electrode barb free of Darby’s thigh, opened a med kit, grabbed out a stethoscope, and proceeded to check over the unconscious woman.
 
   “She alive?” Max whispered.
 
   Gunnar looked at him and frowned. He had a bandage across a broken nose and both of his eyes were surrounded by black bruises. Just the act of frowning made him wince. “You okay?”
 
   “I had a knife in my leg,” Max said, waving the bloody blade at Gunnar.
 
   “I’ve seen you stabbed before,” Gunnar said. “And you should have left that in, dumbass.”
 
   “I thought I might need it,” Max said.
 
   “What else?” Gunnar asked, as if a knife in the calf was just an ordinary thing.
 
   “Nut clocked,” Max said.
 
   “Ah, there’s the real pain I see on your face. Sorry,” Gunnar said. “And, yes, she’s alive. Heart sounds strong.”
 
   “No shit,” Max said. “Everything with her is strong.”
 
   “How’d she get loose?” Shane asked as he reeled in the cord, careful to not let it get tangled as it retracted into the barrel of the specialized rifle. “Did you fall asleep again?”
 
   “No,” Max said. “She managed to get out of her manacles and sucker punched me as I stepped into the brig. I don’t know how, but she picked the cell’s lock and was just waiting there for me to open the door.”
 
   “Sneaky little ninja, that lady of yours,” Shane said.
 
   “Tell me about it,” Max agreed. He took a couple of deep breaths.
 
   “Feeling better?” Shane asked.
 
   “Somewhat. Gonna need ice,” Max replied. “Lots and lots of ice.”
 
   “Help me carry her down to the infirmary,” Gunnar said as he stood up, slipping a used syringe into a hazmat bag he pulled from his med kit. “She won’t wake up for at least two hours. Normally, I ‘d say five hours, but not the way she’s been burning through the sedative.”
 
   “You sure you want her in the infirmary?” Shane asked. “That’s nowhere near as secure as the brig.”
 
   “How’d that work out?” Gunnar asked.
 
   “Right,” Shane said, nodding. “Infirmary it is.”
 
   He grabbed Darby and tossed her up over his shoulder. She weighed almost nothing, even less than usual, since she’d refused to eat anything for the past four days.
 
   “You need help, Max?” Gunnar asked.
 
   “I need ice for my nuts,” Max said.
 
   “Your leg, Max,” Gunnar sighed. “Do you need help walking or can you limp after us?”
 
   “I can limp,” Max said. “It hurts, but it didn’t hit anything important. Just gonna need some stitches.”
 
   “Probably a little more than stitches,” Gunnar said. “You stay put. We’ll come back for you.”
 
   “Bring ice,” Max said.
 
   “You already whined about the ice, bro,” Shane said. “Don’t be such a baby.”
 
   Max nodded at the puddles of his own sick. “That look like I’m being a baby?”
 
   “That looks like baby puke to me,” Shane said and grinned. “You good here?”
 
   “I can walk. I’m coming with,” Max said and stood up. “Where’s everyone else?”
 
   “Conference room,” Shane said. “They’re still trying to find us a place to drop anchor.”
 
   “How’s that going?” Max asked, taking very small steps, breathing deeply through each one. He shook his head and abruptly sat down. “Nope.”
 
   “Stay put,” Gunnar ordered.
 
   “The meeting?” Max asked Shane.
 
   “It’s going about as well as all of this,” Shane said, nodding to indicate the insanity that had just taken place in the passageway.
 
   “Awesome,” Max said.
 
   “Ballantine will find something,” Gunnar said.
 
   “You’re placing a lot of faith in the guy,” Shane said.
 
   “I’m placing a lot of faith in his wife,” Gunnar said. “I think Ballantine wants off this boat as much as everyone else just so he can get away from her.”
 
   “Honeymoon is over,” Shane said.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   The group stared at the spread out maps and charts, everyone’s eyes rimmed red and nerves frayed to breaking. Only Ballantine looked as cool as ever, dressed in his khakis and polo shirt, a tan, buff-looking simulacrum of the average golf pro.
 
   “You all aren’t giving up on me, are you?” Ballantine asked as he sat down at the head of the table and kicked his loafer-shod feet up onto the edge, a sly smirk playing at his chapped lips. 
 
   Vincent Thorne, a grizzled ex-Navy SEAL commander and head of Team Grendel, snorted and shook his head.
 
   “Can’t give up on you when you’re the only one that knows what’s on these damn charts,” Thorne said as he smacked the table with both hands, leaning his weight forward so the very expensive table groaned slightly. The noise got an eyebrow raise out of Ballantine, but nothing more. “Stand your ass up, Ballantine, and find a new island.”
 
   “There are no new islands,” Ballantine replied. “The last five we checked were destroyed. Nuked like the rest. The remaining ones are useless. No supplies, no facilities, simply a dock or two and a place to take a nice siesta in the tropical sun.”
 
   “There has to be somewhere we can go,” Kinsey Thorne said. Daughter of Vincent Thorne, cousin to the Reynolds brothers, and still struggling daily to come to terms with her self-destructive past as the first female Navy SEAL candidate turned junkie, Kinsey stared at Ballantine with intense eyes. He stared back. “Right? You have an island up your sleeve. You’re Ballantine.”
 
   “I cannot deny that,” Ballantine said. “I am me, but I’m afraid we’ve exhausted all hidden islands. Whoever is nuking them has some inside information and is at least two steps ahead of us. I fear that even if I did have one more island to suggest, we’d just find it destroyed like the others.”
 
   “But what about the offbooks islands,” Dana Ballantine asked from a leather chair in the corner of the conference room. “Those charts there are the ones you don’t mind people knowing about. Perhaps, my love, you could bring out the charts that show all of your assets.”
 
   “It’s improper for me to show all of my assets,” Ballantine replied, his smirk slipping slightly. “Some might say downright indecent.”
 
   “So, you do have other charts,” Darren Chambers stated. Kinsey’s ex-husband, co-head of Team Grendel, and a man with a tendency to be quick to anger and even quicker with his fists when pushed, Darren crossed his arms over his muscular chest and tried his turn at staring Ballantine down. “If you’re holding out on us, Ballantine, then I have a feeling your time on the B3 is coming to an end.”
 
   “Am I to walk the plank?” Ballantine chuckled. He spread his hands. “If there were other options, I would have shared them by now.”
 
   “But there are other options,” Dana insisted. “You know it, I know it. Stop stalling, Ballantine. We don’t have a choice anymore.”
 
   “We always have a choice,” Ballantine said. “We can go in. We find the closest mainland port and we steam right into the harbor, cross our fingers, and hope that every international agency in the world isn’t looking for us.”
 
   “Odds of that?” Thorne asked.
 
   Ballantine pressed his finger and thumb together so there was zero gap between them. “Does that answer the question?”
 
   “What happens if we make land and we’re discovered?” Kinsey asked. “Are we arrested? Tried in the port of call’s country? Extradited to the UN? What happens?”
 
   “Realistically, we’ll be shot on sight,” Ballantine said.
 
   Kinsey looked to her father and he shrugged then gave a small nod.
 
   “Jesus,” Kinsey muttered. “We’re really screwed.”
 
   “No!” Dana yelled as she stood up, her sudden motion knocking the leather chair onto its side. “There are at least six or seven other islands!”
 
   “Dana, not the time,” Ballantine said. His voice was calm, measured. His eyes were hard, cold. “Let’s not destroy the ground we have mended.”
 
   Dana ignored him and stomped to the table. She tossed all of the charts aside and pressed her hand directly on the surface. “Code eight five one one six two one five six eight nine alpha dog dog one five six eight dog dog one.”
 
   “Dana!” Ballantine shouted and stood up as half the table’s surface slid aside and a large screen appeared. “Do not touch that!”
 
   “You should change your password,” Dana sneered.
 
   “Apparently,” Ballantine replied, controlled rage bubbling just below the surface.
 
   Dana touched the screen and a whole set of new charts appeared. Eight locations blinked rapidly, their coordinates nothing but flashing red lights with small skulls and crossbones over them.
 
   “There,” Dana said. “Eight possibilities.”
 
   “I’m thinking the skulls and crossbones are not a good thing,” Darren whispered as he leaned his head in close to Kinsey’s.
 
   “Ya think, ‘Ren?” Kinsey snorted.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Lucretia “Lucy” Durning leaned back against the railing of the crow’s nest, her sniper rifle resting in the crook of her arm. Mike Pearlman leaned next to her. They both stared out at the calm sea and sighed at the same time.
 
   “Sucks to be on the outside,” Mike said.
 
   “We’re not on the outside,” Lucy replied. “We’re still Team Grendel.”
 
   “When they need extra bodies,” Mike scoffed. “Hell, Lucy, they demoted you to ship’s security.”
 
   “Only because I keep getting shot on ops,” Lucy admitted. “And bad guys are constantly boarding the Beowulf III. We needed a security officer.”
 
   “We’re outsiders,” Mike said. “My connection is with Gunnar, who isn’t even part of the team. They keep me around because I have bionic legs and used to be a SEAL, just like half of them. The SEAL part, not the bionic legs part.”
 
   “Yeah, I got it,” Lucy said with a smirk.
 
   “I’m a body, that’s it, Luce,” Mike continued. “You’re a body, that’s it.”
 
   Lucy turned and looked him square in the face.
 
   “You and Gunnar have a fight or something?” she asked. “What’s up with the pity party?”
 
   “Maybe we had a fight,” Mike said. “Maybe I said some things and maybe he said some worse things.”
 
   “Worse things directed at your SEAL ego?” Lucy asked. “Crybaby.”
 
   “Bitch,” Mike said, but he said it with a smile.
 
   Mike had lost his legs in an IED explosion during his last tour as a Navy SEAL. Former lover of Gunnar’s, he found himself in some hot water with a Mexican cartel and was lucky that Team Grendel was around to fish him out. He glanced down at his cybernetic legs, a gift from the elves in the high-tech Toyshop hidden below decks, and sighed some more. It was a morning for sighing. 
 
   “You ever get a feeling in your gut like things are about to go seriously wrong?” Mike asked.
 
   “That’s the feeling I’ve had ever since I stepped on board this ship,” Lucy said. “Or, uh, the previous ship. That first one went down. Hard.”
 
   “Giant sharks will do that to a ship,” Mike said.
 
   Tall and muscular, Lucy came from the Coast Guard’s HITRON program. She had been the shooter and her late friend, Roberta “Bobby” La Pierre, was the chopper pilot. Their job was to hunt down drug smugglers and potential terrorists in the coastal waters off the United States. As she looked out at the wide, endless ocean, she added her sigh to Mike’s.
 
   “I miss being behind my .50 caliber and telling coke smugglers to power down and wait to be boarded,” Lucy said. She patted the sniper rifle in her lap. “Sitting in a crow’s nest and waiting for the next disaster to hit is not what I signed up for.”
 
   “Ballantine can be convincing,” Mike said.
 
   “It wasn’t Ballantine,” Lucy replied. “It was Darren. He and Bobby had a thing. He brought her in, Bobby brought me in, the rest is nightmarish history.”
 
   “But not boring,” Mike said.
 
   The two sighed together once more.
 
   “I’m bored,” Mike said and Lucy laughed.
 
   The laughter died when it became obvious that the B3’s engines had just cut out.
 
   Captain Martin “Marty” Lake stepped out of the bridge, pulled off his shirt, and stretched. He looked up and saw Lucy and Mike staring down at him.
 
   “Out of fuel,” Lake stated. He twisted his back, the loud pops from his vertebrae echoing out across the water, mopped his brow with his shirt, then stepped back into the bridge.
 
   “That’s not good,” Mike said.
 
   Lucy shrugged. “But predictable.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “If these islands are intact, and haven’t been destroyed by my nuclear admirer, they are still not viable options,” Ballantine said. “While I am not a fan of the skull and crossbones motifs, that is a silly quirk from Carlos, the symbols are representative of the danger these islands pose.”
 
   “Being sitting ducks for whatever enemy of yours is hunting us poses quite a damn bit of danger,” Thorne grumbled.
 
   “Oh, the person is not hunting us,” Ballantine responded. “Far from it. They are flushing us out.” He tapped at the screen in the table. “Keeping us from going to ground so we have to pop up somewhere. My fear is this person wants us to pop up on one of these islands. That increases the risk exponentially. The islands alone are more than we can handle.”
 
   “Team Grendel has been through a lot,” Darren said. “I think we can handle another of your scary islands.”
 
   Ballantine chuckled. “You haven’t even begun to see scary.”
 
   The temperature in the room dropped a good ten degrees with that statement.
 
   “Explain,” Thorne ordered, cutting through the icy mood. “Knock off the covert secret crap and tell it to us straight so we know what we’re getting into.”
 
   “You aren’t getting into anything,” Ballantine said. “None of you are listening to me. These islands are not viable options. Any one of these would kill us in hours. All of us.”
 
   “Why?” Thorne asked. “Tell us why, Ballantine.”
 
   Ballantine began to balk, but shook his head instead and sat back down. He waved one hand at the screen in a dismissive manner while he rubbed his forehead with his other.
 
   “I know it will come as a great surprise to most of you here, but I have been known to make a few mistakes now and again,” Ballantine said. He forced a smile. No one joined him. The smile faded. “These islands, or what is on these islands, are where I hide the mistakes. Uncharted, unknown, far enough away from any wandering mariners to keep my mistakes hidden and the world at large safe.”
 
   “Which is the least dangerous?” Dana asked. She pointed at one of the skull and crossbones symbols. “This one?”
 
   “Not hardly,” Ballantine said. “The plant life is carnivorous.”
 
   “I’ve dealt with man-eating plants before and survived,” Kinsey said.
 
   “Not like this,” Ballantine said. “When I say carnivorous, I mean predatory, sentient, vines that hunt, flowers that murder, trees that move in packs. It was a bad idea, and I realized it just before it was too late to shut the project down. No one goes to that island.”
 
   “Maybe it’s best your admirer does find these,” Thorne said. “He or she can nuke them and take them off the board.”
 
   “That wouldn’t be a bad thing,” Ballantine said. “But there is no way these islands can be discovered.”
 
   “Why is that?” Thorne asked.
 
   “I killed everyone that worked on them,” Ballantine stated. “Except for myself and Dana, there isn’t a living soul on Earth that knows about them. No records, no files, no maps, nothing. They do not exist.”
 
   “Except right there,” Thorne responded, pointing at the screen. “They exist right there. So there is a record.”
 
   “Are you suggesting that the B3’s systems have been hacked?” Ballantine asked.
 
   “I’m suggesting that your armored world has a chink in it and you aren’t noticing,” Thorne said. He shrugged. “You’ll need the elves to tell you if the B3’s systems have been hacked.”
 
   “We have no evidence of that,” Dana said. “As far as we know, these are still completely hidden, which makes them our only options unless we want to expose ourselves. That would not be a good idea. You are all wanted by more international authorities than I can count. Not to mention possible allies of my former organization. We make land anywhere and we’ll be noticed.”
 
   “Any favors you can call in, my dear?” Ballantine asked her. “Find us a temporary sanctuary for a week so we can resupply and be on our way?”
 
   “If I had any favors like that left, I wouldn’t be here,” Dana replied.
 
   “Excellent point,” Ballantine said.
 
   “What about you?” Darren asked Ballantine. “Any last favors you’re keeping in your pocket?”
 
   “I believe I have spent them all,” Ballantine said. “I miscalculated and expected us to be lounging in comfort on an island beach, safe and sound from prying eyes and threatening forces.”
 
   Ballantine froze. His eyes narrowed and he leaned forward to study the screen. 
 
   “Which one is it?” Dana asked. Her eyes locked onto Ballantine as the man focused on the screen. “Which is the least dangerous?”
 
   Ballantine shushed her, and surprisingly, she did not bristle or argue with him. Everyone in the conference room remained quiet as Ballantine’s mind worked.
 
   His finger hesitated over one island then another. For someone as guarded and psychologically controlled as Ballantine, it was almost unsettling to watch him work through the problem in such an open manner.
 
   “Not this one,” Ballantine said as he tapped the island then swiped it off the screen. “Toxic. Even the elves would have a hard time coming up with something that could keep that out. No good.”
 
   “Keep what out?” Darren asked.
 
   “That. It. Doesn’t matter,” Ballantine said. “Not an option.”
 
   He swiped two more off the screen, a full body shiver going through him as he did so. No one asked why.
 
   “These two…?” he mused as his hand hovered over the possible choice. “If a gun was to my head, maybe.”
 
   He tapped them and tossed them to the bottom of the screen.
 
   “We have a maybe pile,” Kinsey said. “That’s a good sign.”
 
   “I said only with a gun to my head,” Ballantine responded. “If you would like to be the one to brandish the firearm, by all means, go for it, Ms. Thorne. I will fight back.”
 
   “Jesus, calm down, Ballantine,” Darren said.
 
   “No and no,” he continued, tossing two more off the screen. “Certainly not this one.” Another was lost.
 
   “That leaves two,” Thorne said. “Which of these two are we going to try?”
 
   “I have not decided if we are trying either of them,” Ballantine said. “All I am doing is narrowing the field from instant death to slow, painful death. With slow and painful, at least some of us may survive.”
 
   “Survive what?” Popeye De Bruhl asked as he limped into the conference room. “What’s going to kill us now?”
 
   “Whatever is on these two islands,” Darren said and pointed at the screen.
 
   “The table has a screen?” Popeye asked.
 
   Short, thin, bald, with massive forearms that were covered in tattoos, Popeye looked almost exactly like his cartoon namesake. Except for the prosthetic leg. That was different.
 
   “Has the table always had a screen?” Popeye asked.
 
   “Is there something we can help you with?” Ballantine asked. “We are busy, Mr. De Bruhl.”
 
   “Who isn’t?” Popeye shrugged. “Lake sent me in to tell you all that the ship is out of fuel. We’re dead in the water until we get temporary sails rigged.”
 
   “We’ve done it before,” Darren said.
 
   “Go below and check with Carlos and Ingrid,” Ballantine said. “They may have an alternative power source we can run the engines with.”
 
   “You think I didn’t already try that?” Popeye asked. “You think I wanted to walk into this room and interrupt this cheery meeting of yours?”
 
   “They could not help?” Ballantine asked.
 
   “Am I not being clear?” Popeye snapped. “No. They could not help. That’s why I’m here telling you we are out of fuel and won’t be going anywhere until we rig temporary sails.”
 
   “Very well,” Ballantine said. “Thank you for delivering the message.”
 
   Popeye stood there, unmoving, his muscled arms across his chest, his squinty eye even squintier.
 
   “Is there more?” Ballantine asked.
 
   “We need to rig sails,” Popeye stated. “I don’t have nearly enough crewmen to do that. Not after what that giant ape did to half of them. I have three men left. Three.”
 
   “I see,” Ballantine said. “That is unfor—”
 
   “What I’m saying is I need all hands on deck,” Popeye snapped. “Everyone in this room is getting dirty today and won’t stop working until we have this ship underway again.”
 
   “Mr. De Bruhl, while I appreciate your drive, I do not think you understand the seriousness of what we are trying to work out here,” Ballantine said.
 
   “When was the last time any of you stepped out of this conference room?” Popeye asked. 
 
   “Why would that be relevant?” Ballantine asked.
 
   “What’s wrong?” Thorne asked, moving towards Popeye.
 
   “Maybe you folks should step out on deck and see for yourselves,” Popeye said. 
 
   He left the conference room with everyone staring after him.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “That showed up fast,” Mike said as he lowered the binoculars and handed them back to Lucy. 
 
   She set them on the floor of the crow’s nest and nodded.
 
   “Has to be moving at sixty knots,” Lucy said. “It’ll catch up to us before lunch.”
 
   “Where is everyone?” Mike asked then pointed. “Ah, Popeye wrangled them.”
 
   They looked down to see those from the conference room empty out onto the deck and stare off at the horizon. It wasn’t hard to hear the cursing coming from most of them, especially Thorne. Lake stepped back out of the bridge and laughed. Ballantine frowned at him, but it only made him laugh harder.
 
   “Come on,” Mike said and climbed onto the ladder. “We’re not going to be needed up here.”
 
   “This is going to be close,” Lucy said, following Mike down to the upper deck.
 
   “How fast?” Thorne was asking Lake as they come up on the group.
 
   “Seventy-three knots, last reading,” Lake said. “If it stays that way, then it’ll be on us in less than five hours. Popeye tell you we’re out of fuel?”
 
   “That is why we’re standing out here, Captain Lake,” Ballantine said.
 
   “You’re out here because you wouldn’t listen,” Popeye snapped then left to go bark orders at the three crewmen standing down on the main deck. 
 
   “We’ll need everyone working on the sails and rigging,” Lake said. “This ship ain’t built for it, but we’ve done it before. Carlos has something for us and is bringing it up right now.”
 
   “Hopefully, he’s moving fast and with some urgency,” Dana said.
 
   “Even if he is, we won’t outrun that,” Darren said.
 
   “But we may be able to skirt it,” Lake said. “Stay on the outer edges and only get half our ass handed to us.”
 
   “Your optimism is always appreciated, Captain Lake,” Ballantine said.
 
   “I’m optimistic that you can kiss my ass, Ballantine,” Lake said. He pointed at Ballantine’s clothes. “You may want to change into something more practical. This isn’t a Dockers kind of job.”
 
   “I’ll be fine in what I’m wearing,” Ballantine said. “I am intimately familiar with the work involved.”
 
   He glanced over his shoulder at the conference room. 
 
   “We need somewhere to go more than ever,” Thorne said.
 
   “I am well aware of that,” Ballantine responded. 
 
   “It’ll need to be the closest island, not the safest,” Thorne said.
 
   “Yes, Commander, I have already deduced that,” Ballantine said. “That narrows it down quickly.”
 
   “Care to share what island it is?” Darren asked.
 
   “And what horrors are hanging out there?” Kinsey added.
 
   “Horrors?” Lucy asked. “What do you mean by horrors?”
 
   Ballantine waved her question off. “If everyone keeps their wits, and what’s on the island stays on the island, then we might be able to survive. I make zero promises.”
 
   “That’s something new,” Lake said. “You’re always filled with BS promises.”
 
   “I seem to have run out, Captain Lake,” Ballantine said. “It happens to the best of us.”
 
   “We should get to work,” Thorne said. “Ballantine, you give Lake the island’s coordinates so he knows where we need to go. Kinsey, go below and get your cousins and Ronald. They’ll be able to help rig the sails.”
 
   “Gunnar?” Kinsey asked.
 
   “If he’s not busy with Darby,” Thorne said.
 
   The mood soured even more and half the group looked down at their feet.
 
   “Will there be facilities for her?” Kinsey asked Ballantine. “Somewhere Gunnar can do a complete work-up to see what’s wrong.”
 
   “I do not believe anything can tell us what is wrong with Darby,” Dana said.
 
   Heads snapped around and eyes glared.
 
   “All I am saying is what afflicts Darby is possibly beyond any of our expertise, even with the proper facilities,” Dana said.
 
   “You know something,” Thorne said, he whipped around and pointed a finger in Ballantine’s face. “When Darby started to lose it, you said you didn’t know what was going on with her.”
 
   “No, I said that I didn’t know what was wrong with her,” Ballantine corrected. “Which is 100% accurate. I don’t. Neither does Dana.”
 
   “But you have an idea of what is going on, don’t you?” Thorne accused.
 
   “He doesn’t,” Dana said. “Neither do I. Let’s just say we have experience with Darby’s occasional madness.”
 
   “Occasional madness?” Thorne snapped. “She is a member of Team Grendel, an integral part of this crew, and has saved our asses more than once! You didn’t think it would be wise to clue me in on any possible bouts of madness?”
 
   “I trusted you that your daughter would not be a problem,” Ballantine replied. “I expect the same trust when it comes to Darby.”
 
   “I’m not sure you even know the meaning of trust, Ballantine,” Thorne said. “Kinsey! Go get your cousins! The rest of you, let’s get to work!”
 
   He shoved past Ballantine and stomped down the stairs to the main deck. Everyone except Ballantine, Dana, and Lake followed.
 
   “Oh, sure, when he gives an order to get to work, they listen,” Lake grumbled. “I am the captain of this damn ship.”
 
   “And you are doing a fine job, Captain Lake,” Ballantine said, patting him on the shoulder. “A fine job.”
 
   “Can I speak to you?” Dana asked Ballantine. “In private?”
 
   “Not now, dear,” Ballantine said. “I have to go get my hands dirty.”
 
   He sauntered down the stairs in a way only Ballantine could do.
 
   “You married that?” Lake said, shaking his head at Dana. “You must be as crazy as he is.”
 
   “I’m not sure anyone is that crazy,” Dana said and left Lake to stand outside the hatch to the bridge.
 
   “That doesn’t make me feel better!” Lake called after her. 
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “Shane, we need to get Max and Ronald and head up on deck,” Kinsey said as she found Shane coming out of the infirmary. “Storm’s coming, the ship’s out of fuel, and we’re rigging sails again, just like after the EMP.”
 
   “Max is out,” Shane said. “I can find Ronald, but Max isn’t going anywhere.”
 
   “Why? What happened?” Kinsey asked.
 
   “Darby,” Shane said. He waved her towards the infirmary door. “Follow me.”
 
   She hurried in after him and stopped as she saw Gunnar leaning over Max’s calf, sutures in hand.
 
   “Hold still,” Gunnar snapped.
 
   “Maybe if you’d given me more local anesthetic, I could,” Max said. “Or you were better at stitches. You keep pulling too hard!”
 
   “Your calf muscle keeps pressing against the skin!” Gunnar snarled. 
 
   “What the hell?” Kinsey asked.
 
   “Oh, hey, Sis,” Max said as he lay on his stomach on a surgical table, propped up on his elbows. “Shane tell you what happened?”
 
   “Not yet,” Kinsey said.
 
   “Darby,” Max responded. He nodded at the gurney in the corner where a thoroughly strapped down and unconscious Darby lay.
 
   “Shane said that much,” Kinsey said. “Fill me in.”
 
   Max filled her in. Kinsey was quiet for a while then shook her head.
 
   “She’s getting worse,” she said.
 
   “Yeah,” Max agreed. “She is.”
 
   “I have her sedated as much as I can without risking brain damage,” Gunnar said. “But we’re running out of sedatives. As soon as she comes to, she’ll fight those restraints and either get out of them or hurt herself trying. She doesn’t quit. Ever.”
 
   “That’s my lady,” Max sighed. “Never say die unless it’s someone else doing the dying.”
 
   “Okay, I’ll let my dad know what’s up,” Kinsey said. She nodded at Shane. “We still need you and Ronald up on deck to help. Huge storm coming and we don’t have much time.”
 
   “Do we know where we’re going yet?” Shane asked, eye wide with hope.
 
   Gunnar and Max looked at Kinsey, the same look in their eyes.
 
   “Maybe,” Kinsey said. “Ballantine thinks he knows an island that won’t kill us right away if we’re very careful.”
 
   “Awesome,” Shane said, sounding less than thrilled. “As long as I have a chance to kill something before it kills me, then I’m good. What are we killing?”
 
   “I don’t have any details,” Kinsey said. “I just know that all the good islands are wiped out. All we’re left with are the nightmare islands. And those all scare the bejesus out of Ballantine.”
 
   “More awesome,” Shane said. “Hear that, bro? You totally picked the wrong time to get wounded. Now you can’t see the nightmare island that scares even Ballantine.”
 
   “I’m good with that,” Max said.
 
   “Pussy,” Shane said.
 
   “Don’t you have somewhere to be?” Gunnar snapped as he tugged hard on the sutures.
 
   “Ow!” Max cried.
 
   “Yeah, come on,” Kinsey said to Shane. “Where’s Ronald?”
 
   “With the science nerds down in the Toyshop’s lab,” Shane said. “I locked them in there when Darby went on her rampage. I should probably tell them the coast is clear.”
 
   “You haven’t told them yet?” Kinsey asked. “You’re evil.”
 
   “We have to find our fun somewhere,” Shane said, grinning. “Plus, they’re nerds in a science lab. I doubt they even know how long it’s been.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “We have been waiting forever!” Carlos growled as the door to the Toyshop—a tech laboratory and workshop hidden deep inside the B3—opened and Shane came sauntering in. “What took you so long?”
 
    “I had to poo,” Shane said. “Sorry.”
 
   “He was being a jerk,” Kinsey said, following after Shane. “He’ll apologize later. Right now, we need Ronald so he can help rig the sails.”
 
   “Yes, of course,” Carlos said. “Lake called down. I should have asked him if the coast was clear with Darby, but he wouldn’t let me talk and only wanted to know if I had the new sails ready. You know, I am getting pretty damn tired of the way everyone treats me around here.”
 
   “Blah blah blah,” Shane said. “Sails? Ronald?”
 
   “I am here,” Ronald said, coming out from the back of the shop, his arms laden with thick, folded material. “Carlos has instructed me on the proper installation of these sails. I will be able to direct everyone in their labor as we set them up.”
 
   Ronald was not human. He was a gigantopithecus. The common name being a Bigfoot.
 
   “Uh, need some help there?” Kinsey asked, nodding at the load Ronald carried.
 
   He smiled at Kinsey, and she had to fight the urge to cringe at the sight of his huge canines.
 
   “Oh, no, no,” Ronald replied. “For you or even Shane, this would be heavy. For me, it is nothing. If you could get the hatches for me, though, as we ascend to the main deck, that would be immensely helpful.”
 
   “I can do that,” Kinsey said.
 
   Far above, ringing down through the decks like a warning bellow, a clap of thunder roared.
 
   “Shit,” Kinsey said. “The storm is moving faster than we thought. We need to hurry.”
 
   “Those sails can handle hurricane force winds without a problem,” Carlos said as they left. He waited for a response, but none came. “You’re welcome.”
 
   He sulked his way back into the stacks of shelves that filled the Toyshop.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter Three: Tempest In A Bottle
 
    
 
   She’d soiled herself. Despite the toilet being only a few inches away, she’d soiled herself. The smell of her bodily waste and the thick fear sweat that coated her skin was what woke her from the nightmare.
 
   Not that being awake was any less terrifying.
 
   She’d managed to keep her eyes open while the night wore on, the sounds of insects coating the yacht almost too much to bear. By the time the sun came up, her lids were so heavy that even forcing them to stay open with her fingers was pointless. She had to sleep.
 
   It was from that fitful sleep she awoke and the reality of what happened raced into her brain, causing her to choke and gasp with sorrow while her body shivered in the shower stall.
 
   The yacht was rocking steadily, the waves outside rolling it from side to side in an ever-increasing rhythm. It took Nivia a few moments to realize what that meant, and when she did, she bolted from the shower and hurried out of the master cabin. She froze when she saw the damage done to the main cabin. 
 
   The hatch was wide open, the beetles having forced their way in. They had then proceeded to gnaw away every bit of leather in the cabin. Most of the wood was chewed up, but still somewhat intact. The leather upholstery was just gone. Stuffing covered the cabin floor.
 
   Nivia kept moving.
 
   Once on deck, she immediately knew what was going on. The line of dark clouds that filled the horizon told her that a whopper of a storm was on its way. She turned in a circle, surveying the cove, and was relieved to see it offered quite a bit of protection. It was still going to be bad, but she was fairly sure the yacht could ride it out. The first step was getting the yacht deeper into the cove and away from the cliff it was anchored next to. 
 
   She moved to the open cockpit then froze as she saw the bones. 
 
   A skeleton, stripped completely clean, lay across a gnawed bench. The bones were almost bleached white, not a scrap of flesh on them. The beetles had been thorough with Kyle.
 
   Nivia hurried to the side of the yacht and barely made it in time before vomiting. She emptied her stomach then dry heaved for a couple minutes until her legs went weak and she collapsed to the deck. The smell of her own sick and filth filled her nostrils and she dry heaved some more as she sat there sobbing.
 
   By the time she had herself under control, her body was almost useless. It took all of her willpower to get to her feet and strip off her disgusting clothes. She threw them into the water then dove overboard after them. 
 
   Nivia let her clothes soak while she rinsed her body. The warm salt water cleansed her, removing the fear sweat, washing away the filth. She ran her hands over herself again and again, making sure every single inch of her was clean. She didn’t have soap, but that didn’t matter. She felt renewed.
 
   Wanting so much just to float on her back and rest, Nivia fought that urge, then swam after her floating clothes, rinsed them as best she could, threw them up above onto the deck, having to chase down her shorts a couple of times before getting them over the railing, then climbed aboard and got to work.
 
   The engine started without a problem. Nivia let it idle as she brought up the anchors and secured them. She surveyed the cove once again then hurried to the wheel and throttle. The clouds off in the distance were filling the sky fast, and she knew she didn’t have time to play around. She needed to get the yacht in the best position possible then get below and ride out what promised to be one hell of a tempest.
 
   The cove was deep, with a sharp drop off before the shallows. She needed to center the yacht so it wouldn’t be buffeted into the cliffs on each side nor end up run aground if heavy waves came in. Right then, the water was simply choppy and chaotic, but that could turn to deadly swells quickly depending on how close the storm got to the island.
 
   She cut the engine and hurried back to the aft anchors. There was one on each side, and with the waves getting choppier, it was hard timing the dropping of each. She let one go then rushed to the opposite to let the other one go. She waited until they hit bottom then tightened the chains. 
 
   Nivia performed the same tasks on the fore anchors then returned to the open cockpit. She had suddenly realized she hadn’t performed a basic task that she should have done the second she came up on deck. She grabbed up the radio handset and switched the transmitter to an open channel.
 
   Nothing but static. She rolled the dial through the channels, but there was only white noise, except for the occasional pop and hiss.
 
   She didn’t panic. She knew her brother had a satellite phone stashed somewhere. The problem was she had no idea where. He’d hidden it because Frank and Bart kept wanting to call their friends to gloat. She and Van may have come from money, but a satellite uplink from the middle of the South Pacific was still not cheap. And it went directly on her parents’ account, so the sat phone had been carefully stowed. Too carefully.
 
   Nivia set about strapping down all loose items on deck then made sure the sails were secured and all portholes were closed tight. She gave the horizon one last look, not liking what she saw at all, then hurried below and battened the main hatch, thankful the beetles hadn’t done too much damage. She locked all cupboards and latched the cabin doors then went into the main cabin and laid down.
 
   She realized she’d forgotten her clothes up on deck, but she didn’t care enough to go get them. She wrapped her naked body in the bed’s comforter and closed her eyes. She was almost instantly asleep and didn’t wake up until a thunderclap over the yacht nearly burst her eardrums.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Everyone except for Gunnar, Shane, Max, and Darby sat on the floor of the Toyshop, their backs against walls, shelves, crates, whatever they could find to get comfortable against. The storm outside the B3 raged with a fury that none of them had ever experienced. There wasn’t a calm face in the bunch.
 
   Except for Carlos. Although his face wasn’t calm so much as thoroughly pleased. He was staring down at a tablet and smiling at the image.
 
   “I told you the sails would hold,” Carlos said. “They are adjusting their density as needed to match the force of the wind. If at any time the wind gets too strong and threatens the ship, the sails will automatically detach and that will be that.”
 
   “Pretty damn proud of yourself, aren’t you?” Popeye snapped. “Got yourself a fun little toy to play with while those of us that know what’s really happening are just praying we don’t end up on the ocean floor.”
 
   “I wouldn’t call any of this fun,” Carlos whined, looking about the cramped aisles of the Toyshop. “I could be getting work done if you people weren’t here bothering me. But since I can’t do that, I can at least confirm that the sails are working properly. This is not a sailboat, so my having even figured out how to attach sails that are actually functional is quite an achievement.”
 
   “Yes, we’ll be sure to get you a cookie for being a good boy,” Popeye said.
 
   Carlos glared for a moment then went back to staring at the tablet.
 
   The ship rocked hard to one side and more than a couple of the crew had to grab onto whatever was closest to keep from sliding. After a few minutes, the ship righted itself. Then rocked hard to the other side. 
 
   Stomachs lurched into throats, faces turned green, all struggled to keep their composure.
 
   “Peak then trough, peak then trough,” Mike said. “Not good.”
 
   “Lake has it under control,” Darren said, looking a little less green that the other, but not by much. “Right, Carlos? Lake can control the ship even with those weird sails?”
 
   “If he’s any good at his job,” Carlos replied. “I can’t really speak for his skills.”
 
   “He’s got it,” Darren assured everyone. 
 
   “I have all the confidence in the world in Captain Lake,” Ballantine said. “I also have a lot of confidence in Mother Nature. We’ll see which one wins the majority of my confidence.”
 
   “It ain’t a contest, Ballantine,” Chief Engineer Morgan “Cougher” Colfer snapped. “Don’t you put any jinxes on us!”
 
   “Ingrid? Moshi?” Thorne asked. “I know we are out of fuel, but if we survive this, will we have enough power in the generators to perform basic functions until we can sail to Ballantine’s hell island and refuel?”
 
   “I never said the island had fuel,” Ballantine responded.
 
   “What?” Thorne growled.
 
   “Yes,” Ingrid said, cutting off the inevitable fight. “I have worked out a power source that can keep the generators going. It can’t run the engines without frying them, but the ship will have enough power to perform all normal functions. Except moving.”
 
   “That’s what I needed to know,” Thorne said. He turned to face Ballantine fully, who looked like he wasn’t being tossed around by a massive South Pacific maelstrom at all. “You. What’s this about no fuel?”
 
   “Oh, I didn’t say there wasn’t fuel, either,” Ballantine replied. “I’m only saying that I can’t tell you with any certainty that there is fuel. The island we are heading towards, with any luck from Poseidon, or Neptune, depending on whether you prefer Greek or Roman gods—”
 
   “Ballantine,” Thorne snarled.
 
   “The island we are heading towards,” Ballantine continued, “should have fuel. It did at one time. What condition that fuel is in, is anyone’s guess. If there is fuel.”
 
   “We’re risking our lives for a wild goose chase,” Mike stated.
 
   “We’re risking our lives because we’re out on a ship in the middle of the South Pacific and a giant storm is kicking our ass,” Lucy said. “Doesn’t matter what kind of goose we’re chasing.”
 
   “You think the boys are alright?” Kinsey asked, leaning in close to Darren. “The infirmary isn’t as secure as down here.”
 
   “I’m sure they’re fine,” Darren said. “They’re probably having the time of their lives. You know how your cousins are.”
 
   “This sucks!” Shane cried. “Totally sucks!”
 
   “I know!” Max replied. “The best roller coaster ride of the year and we’re out of weed!”
 
   “Can we get some of Darby’s sedatives?” Shane asked Gunnar who was busy white-knuckling the chair he was strapped into against the infirmary wall. “Just a taste to make this a little more fun?”
 
   “Dude, we smoke pot, not take pills,” Max said.
 
   “It’s an injection,” Gunnar said through gritted teeth.
 
   “Nope,” Max said, shaking his head. “No needles. Not cool.”
 
   “Sorry, didn’t know it only came in needle form,” Shane said. “No bueno.”
 
   “You’ve been watching me give her the sedative for hours now,” Gunnar said. “What did you think I was doing?”
 
   “I wasn’t paying attention,” Shane said. “Totally spacing out. Med stuff is boring.”
 
   “I know, right?” Max said. 
 
   Instead of being strapped into a safety harness and chair against the wall like Gunnar and Shane, Max was completely secured to an exam table right next to an identical one where Darby lay unconscious and oblivious to the storm raging around the B3. Max flexed his arms and frowned.
 
   “Uh, how do I get out of this? I’m not like trapped, am I?” Max asked.
 
   “You’re totally gonna drown, bro,” Shane said. “I’ll watch in horror, with a tear in my eye, of course.”
 
   “Of course,” Max said.
 
   “Then I will mourn you by smoking all of Jamaica’s weed,” Shane said. “It will be a fitting tribute, dude.”
 
   “We will never see Jamaica,” Gunnar said. “We’re on the run, dumbass. Even if Max dies, and you live somehow, we are nowhere near Jamaica, and we will be going nowhere near Jamaica anytime soon until Ballantine clears up this mess and gets our lives back.”
 
   “Captain Bummer over there,” Max said.
 
   “You really bring things down, Gun,” Shane said. “Why can’t you be jazz hands and show tunes gay instead of practical and buzzkill gay?”
 
   “Did you really just say that?” Gunnar asked.
 
   “I said it with love,” Shane said.
 
   “You are kind of a boring gay guy,” Max said. “All science this and medicine that. Where’s the flair? Where’s the fabulousness?”
 
   “I’m more fabulous than you, Gun,” Shane said and tapped his eye patch. “See?”
 
   “See. Good one,” Max said.
 
   “What? Oh, right, yeah!” Shane laughed. “I tapped my eyepatch and said see!”
 
   “I got the pun,” Gunnar said. “Is there a reason you two are picking on me right now?”
 
   “Boredom?” Max asked Shane.
 
   “Boredom,” Shane agreed.
 
   “We’re in the middle of a seriously deadly storm and you two are bored,” Gunnar sighed. “Of course. Unless you have something to shoot, the Reynolds boys are bored.”
 
   “And kill,” Max said.
 
   “What?” Gunnar asked.
 
   “Shoot and kill,” Max said.
 
   “Yeah, you gotta have the kill part in there,” Shane said. “We’re sorta in it for the killing too.”
 
   “Bad guys,” Max said.
 
   “Oh, totally bad guys,” Shane responded.
 
   “And giant sharks,” Max added.
 
   “That goes without saying,” Shane said. “In fact, you can include all giant creatures, natural and unnatural, as well as anything else that tries to kill us first.”
 
   “Croanderthals,” Max said. “Genetically mutated dinosaurs.”
 
   “Those were giant,” Shane said.
 
   “Not the small ones,” Max replied. “Remember the little ones? The biters? Those sucked.”
 
   “Oh, yeah, those guys,” Shane said. “They did suck.”
 
   “I’m trapped in Hell,” Gunnar muttered. “I am on the level with the babbling idiots.”
 
   “Is that a level?” Shane asked. “I don’t remember that from Dante.”
 
   “It’s on the level with the demons that fart,” Max said.
 
   “Demons didn’t fart in that book,” Shane said.
 
   “Like hell they didn’t!” Max exclaimed. “There was a whole level where demons were trumpeting out of their asses.”
 
   “Gun? Is that true?” Shane said. “You’re all educated and shit. Was there a level of Hell where demons trumpeted farts out their asses?”
 
   “Where else would demons trumpet farts?” Max asked.
 
   “Quiet, you,” Shane shushed. “Gun? Was there or not?”
 
   Gunnar rolled his eyes.
 
   “Dude, this is important,” Shane said. “I don’t want to die down here without knowing if there was a level of Hell in Dante’s Inferno where demons trumpeted farts out their asses. Don’t leave me hanging.”
 
   “Yes,” Gunnar snapped. “There was a level of Hell where demons trumpeted farts out of their asses.”
 
   “Told ya,” Max said.
 
   “Oh, I’ll concede just because that’s so awesome,” Shane said. “How did I not catch that in high school?”
 
   “I don’t know, bro,” Max said. “It was a highlight of English class for me that year.”
 
   “Who’d you have for English?” Shane asked.
 
   “Dornan,” Max replied.
 
   “I had Bisher,” Shane said.
 
   “No wonder,” Max said. “Bisher censored everything. She probably skipped that part.”
 
   “Probably,” Shane said.
 
   The ship took a sudden plunge. Shane held up his arms and screamed, “Wheeeeee!”
 
   “No fair!” Max yelled, struggling against his restraints. “I can’t hold my arms up! Set me free, bro! Set me free!”
 
   The plunge ended with a bone-jarring crunch and the world went completely silent for a split second.
 
   “Whoa,” Max said as the ship shuddered then began to climb. “We just went all the way underwater, didn’t we?”
 
   “Yeah,” Shane said. “We did.”
 
   “Big waves,” Max said.
 
   “Big waves,” Shane agreed.
 
   “You think Lake is keeping it together?” Max asked. “Poor guy is all alone on the bridge.”
 
   “I could call him on the com,” Shane suggested.
 
   “Yeah, do that,” Max replied.
 
   “No!” Gunnar barked. “Do not do that! Don’t distract the captain while he’s trying to pilot the ship and keep us from dying!”
 
   “Jazz hands and show tunes, man,” Shane said to Gunnar. “So much better.”
 
   “So much better,” Max echoed.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   The harness around Lake’s torso pulled tight as he was pushed backwards while the B3 climbed the next wave. Lake couldn’t even see the top of the wave from inside the bridge. The ceiling cut off his view until the ship was almost straight up and down.
 
   “AAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAHHHHHH!” Lake screamed as he kept his hands firmly on the wheel, making sure the bow was pointed dead ahead and the ship didn’t get off course and end up rolling down the face of the wave. “AAAAAAAAAAAAAAAHHHHH!”
 
   He’d ejected the sails minutes earlier. They had been useless and only threatened to capsize the B3. He’d humored Carlos for as long as he could. The second he’d tossed them, he’d gotten a com call from the Toyshop, but he couldn’t understand the words being yelled at him. The call ended almost as soon as it had begun. Lake was pretty sure someone may have punched Carlos. 
 
   He hoped someone did. Just like most of the B3 crew, Lake couldn’t stand Carlos. The guy was just abrasive and a total ass.
 
   But, Lake did have to admit the sails had been genius when they were up and attached. Maybe Carlos had another set. He doubted it since the elves in the Toyshop usually only had prototypes ready. Team Grendel, and everyone on the B3, were pretty good about destroying the prototypes well before Carlos had other working models ready.
 
   One thing that wasn’t a prototype was the mustache attached to a clip on Lake’s belt. It wasn’t an actual mustache, not something made of hair, but a compact rebreather that fit just under one’s nose so that tendrils could slide up through the sinuses and down into the trachea, allowing the wearer to breathe underwater as well as communicate via com due to the tendrils that also sat close to the voice box.
 
   Lake had no idea what the science behind it was. He didn’t really give a shit. All he cared about was that it worked when he needed it to work. At some point, the bridge was going to fill with water. There was no two ways around that. The Toyshop was sealed, the infirmary was sealed, although not as well as the Toyshop, which rankled Lake since shouldn’t the wounded be more important than Carlos’s precious inventions?
 
   Didn’t matter. Folks below were safe for a long time if the ship sank. Lake, on the other hand, was not. The B3 was well built, but the windows on the bridge were not indestructible. They’d pop free with the right amount of pressure.
 
   The B3 reached the peak of the wave and Lake looked out over the ocean, seeing nothing but massive wave after massive wave, all covered over by the thickest, darkest storm clouds he’d ever seen on the high seas. Lightning flashed everywhere, making the scene even more terrifying.
 
   Then the view was gone as the B3 crested the wave and dove down to the bottom of the watery trough.
 
   “AAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAHHHHHHHH!!!!!” Lake screamed as he reached for the mustache and attached it under his nose.
 
   His scream was cut off as the tendrils worked their way up his nose then down his throat. He gagged for a couple moments, afraid he’d throw up right there on the bridge, then the mustache regulated and settled into place. It was an uncomfortable tickle in his throat and nose, but better than drowning when the ship hit the water.
 
   Which it was seconds from doing.
 
   Lake locked the wheel then tugged at the ropes that held him and his harness in place. He made sure the clips were securely fastened, the lines were tight, and that he was braced for impact.
 
   He threw his arms across his face when the ship hit the bottom of the trough and the windows popped free. Lake had no idea if it was the windows or the water that slammed into him. Either way, it felt like he was hit by ten trucks followed by a hug from an angry, wet giant. His body was thrown backwards, but the harness kept him upright as the ship continued to dive, playing at being a submarine when it was never meant for that purpose.
 
   Lake said a quick prayer to every ocean god he knew the name of, asking that the B3 would right itself and come up for the next wave. He wasn’t a religious man, but he was a sailor, so he knew sometimes imaginary gods weren’t so imaginary.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Equipment crashed down from the Toyshop’s shelving.
 
   “Why the hell wasn’t that stowed?” Popeye barked. “I ordered all loose equipment to be stowed!”
 
   “I didn’t know it was loose!” Carlos snarled. “If I did, it would have been stowed!”
 
   “You know how you know? By doing your goddamn job and checking every goddamn piece of equipment when you’re told to!” Popeye yelled.
 
   “There wasn’t time!” Carlos yelled back.
 
   “There’s always time!” Popeye shouted. “You just have to get off your lazy ass and make the time!”
 
   “Will you two shut up?” Kinsey bellowed. The two men closed their mouths, each with an audible snap. “Good. Shit being stowed or not, time enough or not, none of that matters. Right now, we need to keep cool heads and ride this out.”
 
   The ship leveled out then dove fast. Everyone held on tight to the shelving. They had harnesses, they had tethers, they were clipped in, but nothing said security like gripping onto something with your hands until your knuckles cracked.
 
   There were a lot of cracking knuckles at that moment.
 
   “Ingrid?” Ballantine asked, his voice as calm as ever. “Shouldn’t the Toyshop have directional stabilizers?”
 
   “Not to this extreme,” Ingrid replied through gritted teeth. Her eyes were wide with fear, but it was obvious she was fighting it as she struggled to answer Ballantine’s question without crying out. “The space can handle a shift of twenty-five degrees at the most. We appear to be at a ninety-degree angle.”
 
   “Straight down,” Moshi giggled. She was the only one besides Ballantine that looked to be having fun. She must have been to speak, which was something she rarely to never did. “Wheeee.”
 
   “Oh, Moshi, you are always such a delight,” Ballantine chuckled. “A constant delight and surprise.”
 
   There was a jarring bang and then the Toyshop seemed to be upside down. The screams, shouts, yells, bellows, were almost deafening. The lights in the Toyshop flickered, flickered, then went completely out, replaced quickly by the dull red glow of emergency lighting.
 
   “I will assume that is not good,” Ballantine said as the room slowly righted itself. He waited for the floor to be where the floor was supposed to be before speaking again, “Carlos, I want a damage report. Now.”
 
   “We’re on emergency power,” Carlos complained. 
 
   “Is that an excuse?” Ballantine asked. “Would anyone care to guess how I feel about excuses?”
 
   “Give him the report, Carlos,” Dana said, her first words spoken since entering the Toyshop. “Stop being difficult.”
 
   “Difficult?” Carlos replied. He looked to have six or seven responses all forming at once, but he only shook his head and tapped at his tablet. “Power sources are rebooting. We’ll be back up in five, four, three, two, one.”
 
   The emergency lights went out and the Toyshop was fully illuminated again.
 
   Everyone waited as he studied the tablet’s screen.
 
   “Hull breach,” Carlos said after several minutes. The ship had begun to climb again. “Minor, but could be made worse.”
 
   “Everything can be made worse,” Thorne said.
 
   “That is true,” Ballantine responded with a nod. “Are we in danger of sinking?”
 
   “That depends,” Carlos said, hurrying his words so he couldn’t be interrupted. “It depends on how long this storm lasts and how many more hits the specific hull breach takes. Another factor is whether or not more breaches occur.”
 
   “So, you do not know,” Ballantine said.
 
   “I do not know,” Carlos agreed.
 
   “Fair enough,” Ballantine responded. “No one is a fortune teller.”
 
   “Are all hatches by the breach sealed?” Thorne asked.
 
   “Yeah, they’re sealed!” Popeye snapped, answering for Carlos. “I made sure of that shit before I came to hide with you all!”
 
   “They’re sealed,” Carlos confirmed. “We should be good for another couple of hours. We’ll need to bail as soon as possible, but we aren’t going down right now.”
 
   “Excellent,” Ballantine said. The ship leveled out, held, then dove quickly. “Oh, dear. I’m feeling this one. Even I’m not immune to nausea.”
 
   “Good for you and being human for five seconds,” Thorne said. “Welcome to the club.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “Holy shit, holy shit, holy shit, holy shit!” Max and Shane yelled in unison. 
 
   When the ship hit the bottom of yet another trough, they both made explosion noises with their mouths then started laughing maniacally.
 
   “You two are so fucked up,” Gunnar said, but he was laughing too. It was hard not to. Between the fear response, the adrenaline rush, and the fact the Reynolds brothers were just total goofballs, Gunnar was bound to start laughing at some point. “Completely fucked up.”
 
   “No argument there,” Shane said, catching his breath as the ship started to climb. 
 
   “Nope,” Max agreed. “We embrace the fucked upedness that is our curse.”
 
   “Is it a curse if we embrace it?” Shane mused.
 
   “Good question,” Max replied. “We should ask Ronald. He’s like the philosopher of the crew. Or Ballantine. He likes word games.”
 
   “Nah, Ballantine would just turn it into a confusing riddle,” Shane said. “Ronald’s a good idea, though. That hairy guy is pretty deep for being a Bigfoot.”
 
   “He keeps insisting that his kind are quite the intellectuals,” Max said. He paused. “What do you think female gigantopithecuses look like?”
 
   “Gigantopitheci,” Gunnar said.
 
   “Don’t get all plural grammar on me,” Max said. “No one is expected to know what the plural of gigantopithecus is. And I’m not agreeing with your correction until I hear it from Ronald. Not all sciencey plural names end in an ‘i.’”
 
   “You want to know if the females have hairy boobs, don’t you?” Shane asked.
 
   “You know it,” Max replied.
 
   “What if they aren’t hairy at all?” Shane asked. “What if their boobs are hairless and just stick right out from their chests? Like two booby islands on a hairy sea.”
 
   “I don’t,” Gunnar said. “I can’t. You two… I swear.”
 
   The lights flickered then went out again. It took longer that time for the emergency lights to kick on.
 
   “I bet Carlos is catching all kinds of shit from everyone right now,” Shane laughed. He waited for Max to laugh or comment, but when his brother was silent, he looked over at the exam table. “Max? Bro?”
 
   “Oh, this isn’t good,” Max said.
 
   “What isn’t good?” Shane asked. “What are you looking at?”
 
   “Where’s Darby?” Max asked. “Her table is empty.”
 
   “Oh crap, crap, crap!” Shane cried. “She’s awake!”
 
   “What? That can’t be,” Gunnar exclaimed. “She shouldn’t be able to wake up yet. No one could with the amount of sedative she has in her. Her straps must have come loose and she fell off the table.”
 
   “Dude, Gun, I strapped her down myself,” Shane said. “You checked the straps, I double checked the straps.”
 
   “And I gave you shit until you triple checked the straps,” Max said. “They didn’t come loose.”
 
   “They didn’t come loose,” Shane echoed.
 
   The lights came back on, and Max stifled a scream as he saw Darby down against the far wall, her eyes locked onto him.
 
   “Hey, baby,” Max said as casually as he could. “Darbs? You wake up from your nap?”
 
   “Who am I?” she hissed.
 
   “Oh, man, not this again,” Max said.
 
   “What? Is this a thing?” Shane asked. “Tell her, bro. Tell her she’s Darby.”
 
   “Won’t work,” Max said.
 
   “Oh, really?” Shane scoffed. “Hey, Darby! You’re Darby! Darby is who you are! Get it? Darby. That’s you.”
 
   “Who am I?” Darby snarled.
 
   “How’d that work out?” Max asked. “She buy it? Oh, wait, no she didn’t!”
 
   “Seemed like a logical thing to do,” Shane said and shrugged.
 
   “Yeah, one I already tried, dude,” Max said.
 
   “I should have guessed that,” Shane replied.
 
   “You didn’t need to guess because I already told you it wouldn’t work,” Max said.
 
   “Boys,” Gunnar snapped. “Shut up and focus. Darby is loose. What do we do about that?”
 
   All eyes turned on the woman that was braced against the infirmary’s wall. The ship slammed into the trough and Darby was thrown halfway across the infirmary. The eyes followed.
 
   “She dead?” Shane asked once they knew the ship was going to right itself again and it began to climb once more. “Dude? Can you see her? Is she dead?”
 
   “Why would you go to dead?” Max asked. “That’s just cold, bro. Ask if she’s hurt first.”
 
   “She got tossed like a rag doll,” Shane said. “That kills most people.”
 
   “Do I need to say it?” Max asked.
 
   “Nah,” Shane admitted. “Darby is not most people.”
 
   The woman proved that by grabbing on to the edge of an exam table and picking herself up so she could slump against the cold, stainless steel surface. She gripped the metal tightly as the ship’s angle steepened.
 
   “There she is,” Max said. “My gorgeous, little amnesiac psycho.”
 
   “Who am I?” she croaked. There was a gash on her forehead and blood was starting to stream into her eyes. She wiped at it with one hand, but quickly stopped as her grip on the table became tenuous. “Who am I?”
 
   “She’s persistent,” Shane said.
 
   “And wounded,” Gunnar added. “That cut looks bad.”
 
   “Ah, come on, Gun, head wounds bleed a lot, you know that,” Max said. “She’s fine.”
 
   “There is no medical way you can know that,” Gunnar stated. “She could have a concussion. I need to check her.”
 
   Shane raised his eyebrows and gave Gunnar a pitying look.
 
   “I think you hit your head too, Gun,” Shane said. “No way you can unstrap and get to her. Even if you did, she’d probably kill you. Darby’s on her own until all this crap passes.”
 
   “Cold, man,” Max said.
 
   “Stop saying that, bro!” Shane snapped. “I’m just stating the obvious.”
 
   The ship climbed, crested, fell once more, then hit. The lights went out. They didn’t come back on. Neither did the emergency lights.
 
   “I’m scared,” Max whispered sarcastically.
 
   “Who am I?” Darby asked, right next to his ear.
 
   Max screamed. There was no sarcasm in the scream.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Lake actually preferred it when the bridge was completely submerged. The mustache wasn’t as uncomfortable as Team Grendel bitched like they were. You’d think the things were made of razor blades the way everyone whined.
 
   With water all around him, his body suspended and light as a feather, being submerged wasn’t half-bad. His muscles barely ached and the chill from the water, despite the ship being in the tropics, numbed some of the bruises and cuts he received when the windows smashed into him.
 
   But when the ship climbed and the water drained out of the bridge, all those bruises, all those cuts, all his sore muscles, cried out in a symphony of discomfort. Plus, the mustache worked better underwater. It made him feel like he had a perpetual sneeze waiting to blow when there was no water over his head.
 
   The ship crested the next peak and Lake was stunned to see something other than thunderclouds. Far off, almost hidden in the storm’s darkness, was what he thought could be the outline of an island. He waited for a lightning flash, but by the time one hit close enough to the horizon, the B3 was already falling into a new trough.
 
   Lake frowned and waited for the impact. The hit always hurt. At least he had cold water to look forward to.
 
   The ship slammed into the trough and things went very, very wrong. Not that Lake thought they were going well to begin with. But there hadn’t been the extreme sound of tearing metal before. Lake’s eyes focused on the few lights on the control console that had remained lit. They went dead, and the glowing red emergency light above the bridge hatch died as well.
 
   Lake squeezed his eyes shut as the ship began to roll in the water like a surfer being pounded after a wipeout. The ocean floor was hundreds of feet below, so he didn’t worry about hitting bottom. He did worry about whether or not the ship would still be even reasonably intact when he decided to open his eyes again.
 
   He breathed deep through the mustache, kept his eyes closed, and let fate handle what was going to happen.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Nivia was slightly embarrassed at the puddle of vomit by the toilet even though she was the only one in the head. She’d tried to hit the bowl, but the yacht had been rocking too hard for anything close to accuracy. It had been rocking hard enough for her stomach to rebel, which was a feat in of itself since she’d been on boats her entire life. Seasickness was not something she was prone to, but it had been quite a storm.
 
   Had.
 
   Nivia wiped her mouth with the back of her hand a couple of times before setting about to clean up the puke. A smell like that would fill the entire yacht quickly if she didn’t take care of it. It took almost a whole roll of toilet paper to clean up, and several flushes down the toilet, but she got the mess taken care of and felt strong enough to get to her feet.
 
   The storm had been a brutal one. She shivered at the thought of what it must have been like for any ships out in open water. The yacht had been tossed about like a pool toy and it was anchored in a sheltered cove.
 
   Nivia opened the head door then hurried through the master cabin. The floor in the passageway outside was covered in half an inch of water. She couldn’t tell if it was seawater or rainwater. Didn’t matter, she’d have to bail it out at some point, and soon or the wood would begin to warp. It was treated and supposed to handle near anything, but with her luck, it’d be full of mold by the time she got home.
 
   Home.
 
   What the hell was she thinking? Getting home was way down on the list of immediate worries. She had an entire yacht to inspect before she could even think of heading home. She also had to know what had happened to her brother and the rest.
 
   She knew what had happened to Kyle and Tessie, and suspected the worst for the others, but until she knew for sure, she wasn’t going anywhere.
 
   First thing first was to see what was happening up on deck. There’d been a couple large crashes and her stomach was clenched into a tight knot in anticipation of what she’d find.
 
   She continued through the main cabin, got the hatch unlatched, went up the steps two at a time, and emerged onto the deck. It was not good.
 
   Nivia sat down for a few minutes. She didn’t make a sound, she didn’t look at the damage, just sat down and hugged her knees to her chest as she rocked back and forth. It was silly, an infantile movement, but it comforted her and allowed her mind to just wander as tears flowed freely down her cheeks.
 
   Ten minutes, then fifteen minutes went by, and Nivia finally pulled herself together. She stretched out her legs, planted her feet on the deck, ignored the couple inches of water that was still draining away out the holes in the sides of the gunwale, and turned to look at her future.
 
   The main mast, the only mast, was gone. Not snapped in half and lying across the ship, but gone. Nowhere to be seen. It had been completely ripped out of the deck. Nivia stared at the sheared-off bolts and couldn’t believe that it hadn’t gone through the deck or torn apart the gunwale. It was like it had been plucked away by a giant hand.
 
   The rational part of her mind figured it had been sheared off and the wind was so strong it had flipped it over directly into the water. It was possible. She hurried over to the side of the yacht and peered down into the crystal clear water. Nothing there.
 
   She pushed away, looked over her shoulder, then turned her entire body that direction and moved to the other side. She peered down into that part of the cove and was both relieved and horrified at the same time.
 
   The mast was intact and sitting way down at the bottom of the cove. It was quite a few meters down, but she could make it out. That was the good part. An intact mast right where she could see it. The bad part it was an intact mast at the bottom of the cove. There was no way in hell she could get it back up onto the yacht, let alone figure out how to bolt it in place. 
 
   She was a nurse, not a nautical engineer. She didn’t have the skills needed to work out the geometry it would take to hoist the mast out of the water, stand it up, bolt it in, and then check to see if it was working correctly. It might as well have washed out to sea.
 
   “Doesn’t matter,” she said out loud and started at the sound of her own voice. She took a deep breath, let it out, and finished her thought. “The yacht still has plenty of fuel. I can pilot it out into one of the more popular lanes and hope I can get someone on the radio.”
 
   Saying the plan out loud had helped her confidence, but reality nagged at the back of her mind. It was all good in theory except she was assuming a lot.
 
   Nivia let the millions of simultaneous thoughts bounce around in her head while she occupied her time with busy work. She checked the anchors to make sure they were secure, they were. She squeegeed as much water off the deck as she could. That didn’t take too long. She inspected everything on deck to see if there was damage she hadn’t first noticed. Nothing serious, mostly superficial.
 
   All of that took up enough time that she could no longer put off the inevitable.
 
   Nivia went below deck and started to bail out the water in the main cabin. She pumped out most of it, squeegeed some more, then used a rag and bucket for the rest. When she was finished, she stood in the main cabin, her hands on her hips and looked one way then the other. 
 
   The first direction was towards where the auxiliary controls were. The main wheel and ship’s controls were up in the open-air cockpit, but there was a secondary set by the stairs. She stared at the starter button then shook her head and turned around. In the middle of the passageway was a trap door set into the floor. If she lifted that up, she’d be able to climb down to the engine.
 
   It did not want to cooperate. She pulled at the small ring set into the wood and it did nothing. It wouldn’t give a centimeter. She put all of her weight behind the pull, but nothing happened.
 
   Nivia was close to giving up, to just collapsing back on her ass and crying her eyes out. Before the impulse overtook her, she let all of her frustration, anger, and grief channel through one hard slap of her hand onto the ring. It bruised the hell out of her palm, but it also showed her how stupid she was. 
 
   The ring didn’t pull up, it twisted into a set groove which activated the gas pistons that popped the trapdoor open. It waited for her, six inches of a welcome gap showing her the promise of its treasure below. Nivia shoved the trapdoor all the way up and peered down into the darkness of the machinery space.
 
   She fumbled her hand down along just under the edge of the trapdoor and found a flashlight strapped tight a few inches underneath. She freed it, flicked it on, and leaned as far inside as she could without falling.
 
   Water. A ton of water everywhere. The 75hp diesel engine was submerged halfway. Nivia knew that the second she tried to turn the engine over, it would suck a ton of that water into itself and be nothing but useless metal. She sighed as she realized she had a lot more pumping to do. 
 
   She paused. It was a self-bilging engine compartment. She knew that. It was one of the perks of a three-quarters of a million dollar yacht. The engine shouldn’t have been submerged halfway; it shouldn’t have been submerged at all.
 
   Unless there was no power for the bilge pump to work.
 
   If there was no power for the bilge pump, then there was no power to start the engine. First thing she’d have to do was get the battery out, clean it up, and hope she could trickle charge it somehow.
 
   Sweet Jesus, what a mess.
 
   Actually, first thing was to pump all the water out of the engine compartment. Last thing she wanted to do was be thigh deep in water while removing a battery. If it wasn’t dead, and there was only a short, she’d be in a world of hurt real fast.
 
   She fetched the hand pump and got to work. She had to fish one end of the hose out of a porthole while she stood down in the cold water, her hands pumping up and down, a whooshing bubbling pressing against her calves below the water.
 
   It took nearly two hours to get all of the water out. Even with all of that work, there was still a couple of inches left. Her arms were too tired to do anything about the last few inches. Her arms were almost too tired to get her up out of the engine compartment.
 
   She struggled into the main cabin and rummaged in the galley. A bottle of champagne and a box of water crackers was her breakfast, lunch, and dinner. It was a bad idea, but it was all she could manage.
 
   Champagne finished, she fetched a second bottle, told herself she more than deserved it, and stumbled back up on deck as the sun began to set. Far, far off, she could see the remnants of the storm. It was a grey smudge on the horizon. Nivia tipped the neck of the champagne bottle at it then brought it back to her lips and drank deep. 
 
   She belched loudly when done and wished she had more water crackers. There were several boxes down in the galley, but there was no way she was standing up to get them. The yacht felt like it was spinning around her and regret hit her about as hard as the alcohol did. 
 
   She shouldn’t have gotten drunk. What had she been thinking? She still had way too much work to do before it got dark.
 
   She sat bolt upright, nearly threw up and passed out at the same time, and twisted around to look at the island beach. She’d been avoiding looking in that direction all day, but as the last rays of sunlight began to fade, she knew she couldn’t avoid it any longer.
 
   Nivia was drunk, no question, but she was also highly alert. She cocked her head, listening as her eyes strained to see into the growing darkness. When the last of the sunset was gone, and there was nothing but a faint band of pink out over the ocean, Nivia heard it.
 
   The loud drone and buzzing of beetle wings.
 
   She scrambled to get herself down below deck. All her worry about the storm and the engine and the mast had pushed the real reason she was in the predicament she was in right out of her head. She’d allowed it, thankful for some healthy denial, but she no longer had that luxury.
 
   The hatch slammed shut with a heavy clunk and the latch locked right in place. The buzzing didn’t diminish, and Nivia couldn’t figure out why. It should have been muted with the hatch shut.
 
   Then she looked over and saw the pump hose sticking out of the porthole. She hadn’t pulled it back in. Nivia raced to the side of the boat, yanked on the hose, screamed as it whipped back into her face, then reached out and grabbed the porthole window. Three beetles affixed themselves to her hand and she screamed again.
 
   But she didn’t let go of the window latch. She pulled it shut, locked it, and then slammed her hand down on the teak table next to her, crushing two of the beetles into yellow and black pulp.
 
   The third one doubled down and its mandible dug deeper into her flesh. Nivia ignored the pain, grabbed the beetle with her other hand, and pulled with all of her strength. The mandibles tore free, taking a good amount of flesh with them, but it was no longer attached to her hand. She tossed it onto the floor, lifted a foot, and stomped. Yellow guts splattered everywhere, but she didn’t care.
 
   Nivia bent over and laughed at the crushed insect.
 
   She laughed until the sounds of the beetle swarm became too much and she had to flee back to the head. It was going to be another long night locked in the bathroom, but at least there was no storm to deal with. She counted that as a blessing then settled in for the long wait until morning.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter Four: Everything’s Better In The Daylight
 
    
 
   It had been a terrifying hour.
 
   Trapped in pure darkness, the ship going almost straight up then almost straight down, being strapped to an exam table for his own safety.
 
   Then the sound of Darby’s voice in his ear. Right there. Next to him when she should have been in a drug-induced dreamland. Right there.
 
   It was all Max could do not to shit himself.
 
   The Crisis of Darby, as Max had come to call it, had begun not too long after they’d gotten away from that insane island with the mutant T-rexes and weird croanderthal things. That should have been where the Hell ended. Ballantine had promised he had plenty of other islands, one in particular, that would suit their needs perfectly. The little setback with the croanderthals wasn’t going to be a problem.
 
   Then Darby started acting weird just after they saw the nuclear destruction of the particular island Ballantine had guided them to. She’d been complaining of headaches, pushing Max away whenever he asked if she was alright, mumbling in her sleep in languages Max didn’t understand, staring off into space for ten, fifteen, twenty minutes at a time, no movement, barely blinking.
 
   And Max didn’t say a word to anyone about it.
 
   The crew and Team Grendel were occupied with trying to find them a refuge. But each time they thought they found one, it turned out to be nuked to all Hell. Shane had joked that someone hated Ballantine so much that they would waste nukes on blowing up his islands just to fuck with him. That was serious hate.
 
   So Max didn’t say a word.
 
   There was nothing to say. Darby denied there was any problem besides the headaches. She said she was tired and that Max needed to back off. He’d never considered himself a genius, but when a woman like Darby told you to back off, you backed the fuck off even if you did love her more than weed.
 
   There was that also. No more weed. Even Lucy’s stash, which had originally been pilfered from the Reynolds brothers’ stash, was gone. No more smoking up to relieve the tension. No more lighting a joint in the crow’s nest, shooting at empty plastic jugs floating out in the waves, the tropical sun beating down with its relentless heat and intensity. His mellow was lost and being harshed bad.
 
   But he kept on, never gave up, always trying to reach out to Darby when he thought it was safe to do, and get her to open up. She refused. 
 
   Kinsey had pulled Max aside and said how she’d caught Darby crying in the shower a few times, but she couldn’t get her to open up. Except for one time when Darby had said she felt like she had someone else’s memories inside her. Someone else’s mind floating in her skull. Kinsey hadn’t known what to do with that. But Max did.
 
   He told Gunnar.
 
   “That’s not good,” Gunnar had said as they sat in the infirmary. “We know almost nothing about Darby, so who knows what kind of psychological conditioning she’s had. Not to mention trauma. The woman has been a professional killer for years. Her PTSD threshold has to have been hit by now. We know she’s not a total psychopath since she’s fallen for you. Her intelligence is in question, but not her capacity for empathy and feeling.”
 
   “You’re fucking hilarious,” Max had said. “Really funny.”
 
   “Listen, since we’re kind of in limbo until Ballantine knows where we can safely find land, I’ll ask everyone in for routine checkups,” Gunnar had said. “I’m bored as hell anyway and you’re all overdue. I’ll ask her some questions, feel out her mental state, and if I see a problem, then we go to Vincent.”
 
   “What’s Uncle Vinny gonna do?” Max asked.
 
   “He’s in charge of Team Grendel,” Gunnar said. “Darby is part of Team Grendel. Vincent knows fighters, he knows soldiers, he knows killers. He ran the Navy SEAL BUD/S training for years. He’s watched hundreds of people crack under pressure. He’ll be able to know if she’s dangerous unstable or just exhausted unstable.”
 
   “You think it could just be exhaustion?” Max asked, hopeful.
 
   “I think everyone runs down at some point,” Gunnar said. “Darby is probably long overdue for a snap.”
 
   “Darby snapping would not be good,” Max said. “Better get started on those checkups today.”
 
   “I’ll post a schedule, put her on the list as the last one for the day,” Gunnar said. “I’m Chief Medical Officer. She can’t refuse.”
 
   “It’s Darby,” Max said. “She can refuse if she wants to and there isn’t a whole helluva lot we can do about it.”
 
   “True,” Gunnar said. “Maybe talk to the elves. See what containment or stun equipment they have.”
 
   “Seriously?” Max asked. “You just went from medical checkup to stun and capture, Gun. That’s a bit of a leap.”
 
   “I’m thinking it through,” Gunnar said, looking like he was doing just that. “I may find answers or I may make things worse. Yeah. Go see the elves. Let’s be prepared in case I open up the floodgates.”
 
   Gunnar opened up the floodgates.
 
   The simple physical tests had gone fine. Heart rate was elevated, but it usually was with all the members of Team Grendel. Lungs sounded great. Abdomen was clear. Eyes solid, hearing good, reflexes tip top. 
 
   Then he asked a couple of questions. Routine, almost textbook, psyche evaluation questions. Those were the warm-ups. They were meant to do nothing but ease Darby into the process. Darby changed instantly. There was no easing. There was no process after those three questions.
 
   Darby struck. 
 
   Gunnar’s nose was shattered before he even knew he’d been hit. His eyes had started to swell up and he fell back on his ass all in the space of a breath. Darby had grabbed a scalpel from somewhere, Gunnar didn’t know where since he hadn’t had one out, and was down straddling him, the blade pressed to his neck, a look of pure rage on her face.
 
   “Who am I?” she snarled, the blade sending a small trickle of blood tickling down Gunnar’s neck. “Who am I?”
 
   That had been her mantra ever since and remained her mantra even in the pitch blackness of the infirmary.
 
   It had been a terrifying hour.
 
   “Hey, lovey dovey sugar boobs,” Max had cooed once he’d stopped screaming. “You got out of your restraints.”
 
   “Who am I?” Darby snarled into Max’s ear.
 
   “You are Darby,” Max said. “You are a pacifist and hate violence. You also like to do this thing with your tongue where—Ow! Dammit, Darby! Knock this shit off!”
 
   “Who am I?” she growled.
 
   Then she was gone.
 
   Max felt her presence leave.
 
   “On the move, guys,” Max said, warning Shane and Gunnar.
 
   “Darby? It’s Gunnar,” Gunnar called out into the black. “Darby? You aren’t well and need to lie down. I’ll be honest. I’ve pumped you with so many drugs that I’m worried about your heart. I need you to sit down and just relax or you could go into cardiac arrest.”
 
   “Who am I?” Darby asked, just inches from Gunnar’s face.
 
   He squeaked and lashed out with both hands to ward her off, but he hit nothing except open air.
 
   “Darby, baby, love of my life, the light that fills the day, the stars that fill the night, please don’t kill Gunnar,” Max pleaded. “He’s good people. He’s also a doctor. You don’t kill doctors. Medical staff are off limits. That’s just the rule of soldiers, right? We don’t kill the medic. Darby? Right?”
 
   No answer. Silence.
 
   It dragged on for close to thirty minutes.
 
   “Who am I?” Darby asked from across the infirmary. She sounded exhausted. She sounded small and weak.
 
   No one in that room was stupid enough to assume that meant she wasn’t as dangerous as ever.
 
   “Who am I?” she repeated. “Who am I?”
 
   Silence again for several long minutes.
 
   “Who am I?” she asked from the opposite side of the infirmary. 
 
   “Darby, please, just chill,” Max said. “You’re safe here. You want to know who you are? So do we. We’ll help you figure out who you are. We’ll get you stabilized and then ask Ballantine some serious questions.”
 
   At the mention of Ballantine’s name, Darby hissed. She was right next to Max again.
 
   “Ahh!” Max cried out, startled by her sudden proximity.
 
   “Hey. Darby,” Shane called. He was right there too.
 
   There was a heavy thud, a quick yelp, and then a second thud and a loud thump.
 
   “Shane? Darby?” Max said.
 
   “Shane?” Gunnar asked. “What did you do? Shane?”
 
   “Nut shot,” Shane squeaked. 
 
   His hand found Max on the table and he leaned heavily on his brother.
 
   “Ha! Hurts, don’t it?” Max laughed.
 
   “Where’s Darby?” Gunnar asked.
 
   “By my feet,” Shane said. “I clocked her. As soon as I can bend over without pissing myself, I’ll tie her up.”
 
   “That doesn’t work very well,” Max said.
 
   “I’ll make it work,” Shane said. “Then we find the others and I get the elves to build us a cell made of kryptonite so super psycho here can’t escape.”
 
   “Hey, be nice,” Max said. 
 
   “Dude, I am being nice,” Shane said. “Nut shot.”
 
   “Yeah, okay, but don’t get in the habit of calling her a psycho,” Max said. “She might be able to hear you even if she is passed out. You don’t want that shit festering in her subconscious.”
 
   “Shit, bro, I didn’t think of that,” Shane said. “Great. My nuts hurt and now I’m freaking out that she’s dreaming of killing me.”
 
   “Guys?” Gunnar said. “Hey, you notice something?”
 
   “What, Gun?” Shane asked. “What should we be noticing? We’ve been a little busy.”
 
   “The ship, dumbass,” Gunnar snapped. “It’s steady. Or not going up and down anymore. We must have gotten through the storm.”
 
   It had been a terrifying hour with Darby loose. But the hope of being out of the storm gave all three of them a little strength.
 
   “I’ll find some light and get the elves,” Shane said. “Sit tight.”
 
   “Ha fucking ha, bro,” Max replied.
 
   “Hopefully, it doesn’t take long to get the power back,” Gunnar said.
 
   It did take long. It took very long.
 
   Forty-five minutes later, the eye of the storm passed by the Beowulf III, and they were plunged back into the nightmare they thought they’d escaped from.
 
   But Darby was secured. They hoped.
 
   It was a terrifying several hours.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Dawn light woke Nivia, and she slowly untangled herself from the cramped shower. Her muscles ached and she was beyond thirsty, but she was still alive. It was the little things.
 
   Careful not to move parts that didn’t want to move, Nivia got to her feet and stretched in the tight space of the head. She frowned at how she stank and looked back at the shower she’d spent the night in. A hot shower was exactly what she wanted, but she didn’t dare waste the fresh water. She hadn’t done an inventory on her water stores yet.
 
   No need to waste water on a shower when she was surrounded by crystal blue. Yes, it was salt water, but it would wash away the stink of sweat and the alcohol coming out of her pores.
 
   As Nivia left the head, she instantly regretted the second bottle of champagne she’d indulged in. Her stomach lurched, her head began to pound, and her mouth felt like it was full of sand. She needed to get something in her belly before she threw up, so she headed for the galley.
 
   The beetles hadn’t made it in. She sighed with relief then clamped a hand over her mouth. She waited out the nausea. When it passed, she returned to her original task.
 
   Still half a box of water crackers sitting on the counter. She finished those off, forced herself to drink two tumblers of water, then stared longingly at the coffee maker. No power, no coffee. She’d have to work on the generator today. That was key. Get the generator working, get the engine working, get the ship moving, and get the hell away from the island. 
 
   Third tumbler of water in her hand, and feeling slightly better, Nivia made her way up on deck. The beetle swarm had done a number. The yacht looked worse than before, like someone had let a pack of Rottweiler puppies loose on it. Chunks and hunks were gnawed out of everything. It took her close to an hour to inspect the yacht fully. Thankfully, it was all superficial damage. It was ugly, but once she got the engine working, the yacht would be fine to get underway.
 
   She drank more water and squinted against the sunlight coming off the ocean. That was no way to nurse a headache. Nivia decided to be indulgent and go hunt for her sunglasses.
 
   But she stopped halfway to the hatch and frowned. Had she seen something? Hard to know with the tropical morning sun stabbing into her brain. But she was almost positive she’d seen a shape.
 
   Instead of fetching her sunglasses, Nivia found the binoculars and pointed them out at sea. The horizon appeared close enough that all she had to do was reach out and touch it.
 
   The same could be said for the ship that was listing dangerously to its port side.
 
   Nivia pulled the binoculars away and studied the horizon without enhanced vision. The storm clouds were long gone. The ocean was calm and beautiful. And there was a grey dot far off. Binoculars back to her eyes and she confirmed she wasn’t just seeing things. The listing ship was still there. The grey dot was real, and if the currents were strong enough, it would be within yelling distance to the island by mid-afternoon. 
 
   Not that Nivia knew what she’d yell to it. The ship looked to be in worse shape than her yacht. And it didn’t look like a pleasure cruiser. It screamed private corporation, like for an oil company or something in that vein. There was an official vibe. Nivia had seen plenty of those kinds of ships because of the various corporate holdings her family owned pieces of.
 
   The official vibe didn’t overwhelm the obvious distress the ship was in. The way it listed, Nivia was forced to reassess her timeline. Current or not, the ship may not stay afloat long enough to get within shouting distance. 
 
   She set the binoculars aside and went below to hunt for her brother’s telescope. He loved that telescope and kept it wrapped in its case at all times except for when he felt like gracing everyone with its presence. Nivia wasn’t anywhere as respectful or careful as she would have been only a couple days earlier. She tossed the wrapping aside and tucked the telescope under her arm as she hurried back up on deck.
 
   She found the grey dot, which was growing into a grey blob, and put the telescope to her eye. It was heavy as hell, and she really needed to find the tripod for it, but she didn’t want to waste time searching for that. Not that she expected to find it since the last she saw the tripod was up on deck before the storm. Anything that had been up on deck was now lost out to sea or several feet underwater in the cove. She’d deal.
 
   The telescope brought the upper deck of the ship into close detail.
 
   People. The ship had a crew and they were scrambling around the upper deck, doing something that looked strangely like trying rig sails. Which was weird since that was not a sailboat she was staring at. She studied the ship closer and realized it looked like a research vessel. Yet it also had a militaristic feel to it. Nivia couldn’t put her finger on it, but something didn’t fit.
 
   She kept scanning the ship and her gut feeling was quickly verified as she saw someone up in the crow’s nest. Someone staring back at her through a scope mounted to a very big rifle.
 
   Nivia froze. She wanted to yank the telescope away, but didn’t want to show the man with the rifle how scared she was. She also wanted to keep an eye on the man with the rifle. If there was a muzzle flash, she wanted to see it. At that distance, she wouldn’t hear the crack until the bullet had hit her. Nivia had dated a cop for a few months back when she worked the ER and had unwillingly learned a lot about firearms and the reality of ballistics.
 
   The rifleman shifted and Nivia jumped in surprise. Not a rifleman, but a riflewoman. Did that make things better? Was the threat less because the person holding the very large rifle had boobs? Women could be cold-blooded killers too. It was the 21st century and TV and film was full of sexy, uterus-owning, gun-slinging chicks.
 
   The woman with the very large rifle gave Nivia a wave. Nivia had no choice but to wave back.
 
   The riflewoman set the rifle aside and yelled at some of the people down on deck. Nivia risked it and turned her focus onto the crew. Several of them had stopped and were shielding their eyes as they looked towards the island. Nivia was regretting the return wave.
 
   She switched back to looking at the riflewoman, but she was gone, having climbed down out of the crow’s nest. Bad? Good? Nivia didn’t know. 
 
   She scanned the ship for a few minutes more then reluctantly went below deck to eat a little more and grab a towel. Nothing she could do about the people on the ship. But she could do something about the stink wafting off of her body. 
 
   Nivia stripped down and dove headfirst over the side of the yacht. She spent the next few minutes scrubbing herself with a washcloth and very salty water. Her eyes never left the horizon and the ever-approaching ship.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “There’s a boat in that cove,” Lucy said as she stepped into the conference room. The scene would have been comical, what with the ship listing and everyone holding onto the conference table to stay in place, but the looks on the faces that turned to her made any idea of comedy an impossibility. “Looks like a yacht that’s taken a beating. I saw a woman with a telescope on deck, checking us out.”
 
   “Armed?” Thorne asked.
 
   “No,” Lucy said. “She looked like a tourist. She’s fit, but soft. Not military or professional. The yacht probably got stuck in that cove when the storm hit. It’s missing its main mast.”
 
   “You were saying?” Thorne said and turned to Ballantine. “If the island is so deadly, then why is this woman still there?”
 
   “Because it sounds like she’s not on the island but on a yacht in the cove,” Ballantine said. “That still makes her unbelievably lucky.”
 
   “We need fresh water now that the elves say they can’t fix the desalinator without a total rebuild and we’re brutally short on other supplies,” Darren said. “We don’t have a choice.”
 
   “You were going to take us to the closest island,” Kinsey said. “So what’s the problem?”
 
   “This is not that island,” Ballantine said. “The storm took us way off course. This is a different island. It is not a viable island.”
 
   “What about that woman on the yacht?” Lucy asked. “She’s surviving as a tourist. We’re actually trained. We can get supplies and get off the island fast.”
 
   “And back to what?” Lake asked. 
 
   He looked like he’d gone several rounds with a world heavyweight boxing champ. His skin was mottled with bruises and one of his lips was swollen so much that it almost covered the other one, making his speech sound lisping and drugged.
 
   “The ship is sinking, folks,” Lake stated. “The B3 is going down unless we can get it into dry dock and patch the hull.”
 
   “Can we patch it in that cove?” Lucy asked.
 
   “Dry dock,” Lake insisted. “Dry and dock. That cove is neither of those.”
 
   “Just asking, don’t be a dick, Lake,” Lucy grumbled.
 
   “No one be a dick,” Thorne said. He focused back on Ballantine. “We don’t have a choice. Is there a facility on this island that has supplies? Is there somewhere we can dock and repair the ship? What is this place and what are we looking at?”
 
   “First, we always have a choice,” Ballantine said. “Especially when it comes to an island like this.”
 
   “You want to play word games, go ahead,” Thorne said. “But I am deadly serious, Ballantine.”
 
   “So am I!” Ballantine shouted. Everyone froze. “My apologies. I shouldn’t have raised my voice.”
 
   “Just tell them,” Dana said quietly. “Tell them the truth. Tell them what island that is out there. Be honest, Ballantine. Be honest with your friends. It’ll cost you nothing.”
 
   “My friends?” Ballantine asked, puzzled. He looked at the faces that were pointed at him as if he was seeing them for the first time. “Huh. Well, I suppose… Huh.”
 
   “What is this island?” Thorne asked, his voice filled with exhaustion.
 
   “It was my first cleanup island,” Ballantine said. “I had to abandon it because my plan worked too well. Anything that steps foot on that island will get cleaned up, all the way down to the bone. Maybe even through the bones, too. I don’t know. I haven’t been here in several years.”
 
   “Does it have the facilities and supplies we need?” Thorne asked.
 
   “Dry dock,” Lake added.
 
   “No dry dock, but there is a place we can harbor,” Ballantine said. “We’ll have to do underwater repairs, but we have the gear to do that.”
 
   “We need a dry dock,” Lake said. “Or we might as well be using duct tape.”
 
   “There is no dry dock,” Ballantine said. “So forget that option. You are a more than competent sailor, Captain Lake. Between you and Mr. De Bruhl, with help from the elves, I believe you can figure something out that is more effective than duct tape. Not that I’m knocking duct tape. Wonderful stuff. Very versatile.”
 
   “Supplies,” Thorne said.
 
   “Plenty,” Ballantine said. “The island was abandoned and everything left right where it is. There wasn’t a lot of time to evacuate the small staff that was in place. I didn’t feel it necessary to remove the cases of toilet paper and the boxes of saltines.”
 
   “How caring of you,” Thorne said. “Now, what the hell is wrong with this island? I want details, all of the details, so I can prep Grendel for our mission.”
 
   “What about medical facilities? Anything special? One of your super-secret mad scientist facilities?” Shane asked leaning against the far wall instead of gripping the table with everyone else. “Darby needs help, man.”
 
   “I’m not 100% sure,” Ballantine said. “Our original destination had the right facilities, but this island may not. It was strictly for cleanup, not for research. Simple lab, I think, but no brain scanners or mind manipulators.”
 
   He glanced at Dana and she gave him a soft nod.
 
   “He’s telling the truth,” Dana said. “We’ll have to wait to see the facility to know if we can fix Darby.”
 
   “You better be able to,” Shane said. “It’s breaking my heart to see my brother’s heart break. I don’t like to see my brother’s heart break. It makes me grumpy.”
 
   “Noted, Mr. Reynolds,” Ballantine said. “As soon as we repair the ship and resupply, assuming we live to do any of that, then we will head directly to the nearest island that has the facilities and equipment needed to help Darby.”
 
   “I’ll hold you to that,” Shane said. He pushed off from the wall and braced his legs against the angle of the floor. “I’ll tell Max the plan. With his leg, he’s out of commission. He can help coordinate from here while we hit the island.”
 
   “Do I get to come?” Lucy asked. “You’re down a man and I promise not to get shot.”
 
   “There is no one here to shoot you,” Ballantine said.
 
   “You assume,” Thorne said.
 
   “Oh, no, Commander, I am not assuming,” Ballantine said. “I can guarantee there is no one on that island, let alone someone with firearms. In fact, there is not only no human beings, but there is no animal life at all. Nothing lies on that island except for plant life. And fish. I will grant there are probably fish in the pools and streams. Also in the cove. But that’s only because they aren’t aquatic and can’t get to them.”
 
   “What aren’t aquatic?” Thorne asked. “What can’t get to the fish?”
 
   “My beetles,” Ballantine asked. “My carrion beetles. Or, as I like to call them since it has a much better ring to it, my night scarabs.”
 
   “Night scarabs?” Kinsey asked.
 
   “They turned out to be nocturnal,” Ballantine said. “One of the many surprises the little buggers had in store for me.”
 
   “What is one of the other surprises?” Kinsey asked. 
 
   “Have you ever seen a scarab in person, Ms. Thorne?” Ballantine asked.
 
   “What? Like an Egyptian scarab? One of those big beetles?” Kinsey asked. “Sure. I’ve seen them at the zoo before.”
 
   “Ah, yes, at the zoo,” Ballantine said. “No, these are not like those. These are bigger.”
 
   “How much bigger?” Thorne asked.
 
   “A lot bigger,” Ballantine said. “They weren’t supposed to get bigger, but they did. Oh, and they fly. Fast. In large swarms. Thousands and thousands of them.”
 
   “Jesus,” Darren said. “Why do you have to make everything so fucking big?”
 
   Ballantine shrugged.
 
   “But they’re nocturnal?” Thorne asked. “We can hit the island safely as long as we leave before night falls?”
 
   “In theory,” Ballantine said. “But I don’t think I need to tell any of you how my theories work out sometimes.”
 
   No one replied. The looks on all their faces was answer enough.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   The waiting was driving Nivia crazy.
 
   Her husband, her brother, her friends, were all dead. Eaten by swarms of beetles. Beetles. Flying beetles that came out at night from an island that no one knew about.
 
   Nivia was ready to leave.
 
   But she couldn’t go anywhere with her yacht. The mast was gone, down at the bottom of the cove. She didn’t have the expertise to retrieve it and fix it.
 
   The engine was not turning over, no matter how hard she tried to get it going. A sputter, a sputter, a stall. Over and over until she was afraid she’d kill the battery and never get it started. She’d been around boats long enough to know that ship engines were built to be strong and durable. Ninety-nine percent of the time, it was a matter of waiting for all the components to dry out. 
 
   It was that waiting that was driving her crazy. She wanted to get going, to leave the cove, to go see what those people on the ship could offer. A ship that size had to have long-range communications equipment. They had to already be in contact with someone to come help them. The way the ship was listing, they’d need that help soon.
 
   Nivia had spotted the yacht’s small motorboat washed up to shore, beached in the sand. But she couldn’t bring herself to swim over there to get it. Getting in the water to wash off was one thing, but setting even a foot on the island was another. Yeah, the beetles came at night, but she had no idea what other nightmares the island had to offer. 
 
   Where there are flesh-eating beetles, there are bound to be other horrors. Nivia had seen enough horror movies to know that was true.
 
   Plus, there was the issue of Tessie’s remains maybe still being in the boat. Nivia didn’t want to check with the binoculars. She couldn’t force herself to do that.
 
   So she sat on deck, waiting. Waiting, waiting, waiting. Bored out of her terrified mind.
 
   The gentle rocking of the yacht lulled Nivia into a semi-sleep. A session of half-napping, half-staring up into the bright blue sky. It was during the half-napping that she heard the motor.
 
   At first, she thought it was the yacht’s engine. Had she set the controls to automatically turn the engine on once the system had dried out and rebooted itself? It was a very technologically advanced engine system. She remembered her grandfather tinkering with his sloop’s engine when she was little. He’d take it apart, clean it up, put it back together again. The engine in the yacht was not the type one could tinker with. It was calibrated, operated, and diagnosed by computers. 
 
   So the motor she heard wasn’t her yacht.
 
   Nivia sat up and squinted out across the water. The ship had gotten closer, but also looked like it was sinking faster. Whatever equipment they had, apparently a working bilge pump wasn’t one.
 
   The motor sound drew her to the surprising sight of a Zodiac raft bouncing through the choppy waves right towards her. Nivia stood up and grabbed a towel, suddenly feeling exposed on deck in just her bikini top and cut off jean shorts. It was the South Pacific, she was in a tropical cove on a close to a million dollar yacht, but somehow being caught with little more than underwear on bugged her.
 
   She watched the Zodiac approach and debated how to handle the coming encounter. It wasn’t like she could fight them off if they weren’t exactly nice. But then again, she didn’t want to just hand them the keys to her yacht despite the less than stellar memories it produced. It was hers and that was that.
 
   When the raft reached the small diving deck at the aft end of the yacht, Nivia was standing above, a docking pole with hook gripped in both hands. It was the only thing resembling a weapon she could find. 
 
   “Hello,” she called down from the railing as two women stepped out of the raft while a man handled the motor and tossed a line to be tied to one of the women. Nivia realized it was the same woman that had been watching her from the ship’s crow’s nest. “Can I help you?”
 
   The two women looked up and the other one, the one she didn’t know, laughed.
 
   “I think we may be able to help you,” Kinsey said. “You’re not going to want to be around here when the sun goes down. Or that’s what we’ve been told.”
 
   “I know,” Nivia said. “I’ve been here two nights already.”
 
   “Survivor,” Kinsey said and nodded. ‘“I like that.”
 
   “How’d you know about the nights?” Nivia asked. “Who are you people?” She pointed out at the B3 with her pole. “What goes on with that ship that you need this lady up in the crow’s nest with a rifle?”
 
   “Long story,” Kinsey said. “Way too long to tell. Right now, I need to ask you how much diesel fuel you have.”
 
   “More than I can use,” Nivia said. “My engine is stalled. Can’t get it to start.”
 
   “We’re having the same problem,” Kinsey said.
 
   “Looks like you’re having more than engine issues,” Nivia replied.
 
   Kinsey glanced over her shoulder and nodded. “Yeah. The main problem is we need diesel so we can steam over to the other side of the island and fix our ship.”
 
   Nivia didn’t say anything.
 
   “Listen, can we come up and talk?” Kinsey asked. “We’re not pirates, we won’t take the fuel if you refuse, but we need to explain a couple of things so you understand what situation you’re in.”
 
   “Maybe explain from where you are,” Nivia said.
 
   “‘Sey? We don’t have time for this,” Darren said, still seated by the raft’s motor. “Lake and Cougher both said we need to get fuel and get back ASAP.”
 
   “I know, ‘Ren,” Kinsey replied. “But the woman is obviously scared, and if she’s been here for two nights, and Ballantine isn’t completely crazy, then she’s dealt with some scary shit. I’m going to give her a moment to think about where she is and what chances she has of surviving without us.”
 
   “That a threat?” Nivia asked.
 
   “What?” Kinsey replied, confused. “No. That’s not a threat. How the hell would that be a threat?”
 
   “I…uh, I’m…” The pole fell from Nivia’s grip and her legs went weak. It all washed over her in a microsecond and she collapsed to the deck, her body shaking with massive sobs.
 
   “Oh, shit,” Kinsey and Lucy said as they both climbed up to Nivia.
 
   “Shit,” Darren said. “Did I do that? Shit. Sorry. Shit.”
 
   Kinsey reached Nivia first and pulled her into her arms. She fought at first, but after a second or two, Nivia relaxed into Kinsey and let it all out. She tried to explain, tried to say what she had been through, what she had lost, how horrible it all was, but she only managed a few choked words before she was an incoherent mess of tears and snot.
 
   “Hey, listen we can help,” Kinsey said. “Seriously. We’re trained for islands like this.”
 
   “Not according to Ballantine,” Lucy mumbled. Kinsey shot her a look. “Sorry.”
 
   “Hey, I’m Kinsey,” Kinsey said. “Kinsey Thorne. This is Lucy Durning. We’re, uh, special operators for a private security firm. The storm hit us and we took some damage. We just need to get some fuel and get back to our ship. Once we’ve done the repairs, we can get ourselves and you out of here, cool?”
 
   Nivia gently pushed away from Kinsey and nodded.
 
   “Cool,” she said. “But why don’t you call your firm and have them send a rescue party or something? You’ve sent a distress signal, right?”
 
   “We’re from a very private, private security firm,” Lucy said and shrugged when Kinsey looked at her.
 
   “Technically, we’re not supposed to be where we are,” Kinsey said, adding to the story. “We need to be far away from here before we contact anyone.”
 
   “Okay,” Nivia said and nodded. The two women seemed sincere, but there was something very off about it all. “How do you know about the beetles?”
 
   “Long story,” Kinsey said again. “Let’s start with the diesel.”
 
   “It’s in the tanks,” Nivia said.
 
   “How bad is your engine damaged?” Kinsey asked.
 
   “I don’t know,” Nivia said. “It only got waterlogged from the storm.”
 
   “That’s good,” Lucy responded. “I bet Cougher can get it running. Want me to go get him?”
 
   “Send ‘Ren,” Kinsey said. “We’ll stay here with… Shit, I don’t know your name.”
 
   “Nivia,” Nivia replied.
 
   “Like the skin cream?” Lucy asked.
 
   “It’s a family name,” Nivia said, bristling at the one question she was always asked. “Nothing to do with the skin cream.”
 
   “Go tell ‘Ren to fetch Cougher,” Kinsey said to Lucy.
 
   Lucy nodded and climbed over the railing, down to the waiting Zodiac.
 
   “So, now that I can understand you better,” Kinsey said, “you want to tell me what happened here? How’d you even find this island?”
 
   Nivia took a deep breath, shook her head, nodded, shook her head again, then began to cry all over again. Kinsey walked her over to a bench and sat her down. It took a few minutes, but once Nivia had calmed down enough, she began her story once more, but with considerably fewer tears and snot. Kinsey listened with rapt attention, even when Cougher came aboard and asked where the engine was. She shooed him away and he wandered below deck, grumbling the whole time.
 
   By the time Nivia was done telling Kinsey everything she’d experienced, Cougher had the engine running and was pulling up the anchors, ready to take the yacht out to the B3 so they could siphon off the gas and get the ship around the island to the waiting dock.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter Five: Death In The Shell
 
    
 
   With some of the fuel from The Spoiled Cheat, Lake was able to get the Beowulf III limping along enough for it to round the island to the bay and dock Ballantine had said would be waiting for them.
 
   To say the sight of the dock was anticlimactic would be an understatement.
 
   “Dude,” Lake said, turning and staring directly at Ballantine, who was casually leaning against the hatch to the bridge and smiling at the bay. “Are you shitting me?”
 
   “I never made any promises, Captain Lake,” Ballantine said. “In fact, I was the one that said this island would not serve our needs and is downright deadly. Anyone care to argue with my assessment of our previous conversations?”
 
   Thorne and Darren were also present on the bridge. Neither argued with Ballantine, but they did give Lake sympathetic looks.
 
   “I am completely confident that you will do your best to get the B3 in tip top shape, Captain Lake,” Ballantine said. “Between you, Popeye, and Cougher, well, how can we go wrong?”
 
   Ballantine clapped his hands together and left the bridge, quickly going down the steps to the main deck so he could spread his arms wide and take in the view.
 
   “I hate him,” Lake said and reached for one of the Desert Eagles he kept at hand by the controls.
 
   “No, Marty,” Darren said. “You can’t kill Ballantine.”
 
   “Can I wing him?” Lake asked.
 
   “With that?” Thorne responded. “You’d blow his arm off.”
 
   “And?” Lake replied. “That’s bad, why?”
 
   “Because I would prefer my husband keep both arms,” Dana said as she stepped onto the bridge.
 
   “Whatever,” Lake said and slowed the B3 to idle. He glared at the pilings and what was left of the dock. “I hate that man so much.”
 
   “Can we use the dock or not, Marty?” Darren asked. “Is it even useful to us?”
 
   “I won’t know until we get to it,” Lake said. He picked up a handset and pressed the button. “Popeye? Bring the yacht up to the dock. I’m going to park the B3 right here until we know the pilings are still secure.”
 
   “Roger that,” Popeye replied, his voice tinny over the small speaker. 
 
   Lake backed off the throttle and the B3 came to a full stop. He killed the engine and dropped the anchor. Sensors told him the water was only about ten feet below the B3’s keel. Lake studied the depths of the small harbor and smiled.
 
   “What are you grinning about?” Darren asked. Dana walked past him and out the hatch to the stairs leading to the main deck. Darren watched her go then whispered, “You still don’t get to shoot Ballantine, you know.”
 
   “I know,” Lake said and pointed at the depth readings. “See what I see? If the floor isn’t too soft, we could build a scaffolding and lift the ship. Maybe lean it against the dock for support while we try to see what we can and cannot repair.”
 
   “Cougher thinks we can repair the hull easily if we can get up out of the water,” Darren said. “It’s just a matter of a couple welds and some new rivets.”
 
   “If anything was that easy when it comes to this ship, then we wouldn’t be where we are,” Lake said without looking at Darren. His eyes were watching Popeye steer the yacht up against the dock. “One step at a time, Darren. One step at a time.”
 
   “Fair enough,” Darren said and clapped Lake on the shoulder. He moved to the outside hatch, picked up an M4 carbine that was resting close by, and double-checked the chamber was loaded. “I’m heading to the island to make sure there are no surprises.”
 
   “You mean to make sure you shoot the surprises before they get to us,” Lake said. “There are always surprises. I refer to my previous statement about how easy things are for us.”
 
   “That’s why we have the guns,” Darren said and gave Lake a quick wave before heading out and down the stairs.
 
   Lake watched him go until he was lost from sight. After a couple of minutes, he saw the Zodiac racing away from the ship, pointed towards the small sandy beach at the end of the harbor. The rest of the small inlet was rimmed by a short wall made of stone that had seen much better days.
 
   Popeye was up on the few planks the dock still had and tying off the yacht. Once he had it set, he moved from spot to spot, a large pipe in his hands. He smacked the pilings with heavy, hard hits then tapped down on each plank. A couple of the planks cracked under the hits, but the pilings themselves didn’t budge. 
 
   Lake saw Popeye reach a finger up to his ear and the man’s voice came out crackly on the com speaker. “We can make this work. We’ll need to create a platform up here, but we can make this work.”
 
   “Good,” Lake said. “Move the yacht, then guide me in. We’ll get started right away.”
 
   “Aye aye,” Popeye replied as Lake watched him climb back down into the yacht.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   By the time Popeye was done with his inspection, Darren, Kinsey, Shane, Mike, and Thorne were landing the Zodiac on the small beach. They each hopped out and took up defensive positions, guns sweeping back and forth as their eyes studied their surroundings.
 
   A dense line of jungle started about twenty yards from the surf. Beyond that, they could see the crest of a hill, but it was hard to tell if it was a big hill far off or a small hill close up. Only way to find out was to go through the jungle. 
 
   “Hold,” Thorne ordered. He pointed two fingers at a set of semi-collapsed shacks to the left. “Kinsey, Darren.”
 
   They moved off in a crouch run and hurried to the shacks.
 
   Thorne pointed two fingers to the right at the shell of a concrete block building. It was good sized, but hadn’t seen a roof in a long time.
 
   “Mike, Shane.”
 
   The two of them hurried off in the same crouch run as Darren and Kinsey, their M4s set to their shoulders, eyes looking through the sights.
 
   Thorne was down on one knee, his attention on the jungle line. He couldn’t tell if there was movement within the shadows. There was a strong enough breeze that could just be underbrush moving around, but Thorne couldn’t say for certain. Until he could, it was a threat and his finger would stay two millimeters from the trigger, ready to fire the second something broke from the line.
 
   “Clear,” Kinsey called over the com.
 
   “Anything useful?” Thorne asked.
 
   “No, it’s all rot,” Kinsey replied. “Looks like these were just supply shacks. Old lines and crushed buoys. Moldy nets and nothing much else.”
 
   “Rusty harpoon gun,” Darren added. “No harpoons.”
 
   “Do one more sweep,” Thorne ordered. “Check the floors. Make sure there aren’t any entrances or exits hidden. Ballantine likes his backdoors and secret passages.”
 
   “Will do,” Kinsey replied.
 
   “We got something,” Shane said over the com.
 
   “What?” Thorne asked.
 
   “Uh, well, I’d call them bodies, but that wouldn’t be right,” Darren replied.
 
   “Bones,” Mike said. “Skeletons. Some are intact, but most are in piles all over the place. Never seen bones this bleached out before.”
 
   “No roof on the building,” Shane said. “Sun has been cooking them for who knows how long.”
 
   “2012,” Ballantine’s voice said into the com. “That’s when we lost contact with this island.”
 
   “2012?” Mike asked. “These bones look way older than that.”
 
   “They would,” Ballantine replied. “The beetles.”
 
   “That doesn’t explain shit,” Mike said.
 
   “It does,” Ballantine argued. “It explains everything.”
 
   “Ballantine, get off the com,” Thorne growled. “Listen. Don’t interrupt. I won’t ask again.”
 
   “Of course, Commander,” Ballantine replied. “My apologies. Just adding some insight into your team’s discoveries. Oh, and Kinsey, there are no backdoors or secret passages in those shacks. Sometimes a shack is just a shack.”
 
   “Keep checking,” Thorne ordered.
 
   “We are,” Kinsey replied.
 
   “Well, so much for trust,” Ballantine chuckled.
 
   There were several answering chuckles.
 
   “Shut up, Ballantine,” Thorne said. “Last warning.”
 
   “Lips sealed,” Ballantine said and there was an audible click as he muted his com.
 
   After about five minutes, Darren and Kinsey rejoined Thorne at his spot on the beach.
 
   “Anything?” Darren asked Thorne.
 
   “Unknown,” Thorne said and stood up. He nodded at Darren. “You two watch the tree line. I’m going to see what Shane and Mike found.”
 
   “Got it,” Darren said and knelt in the sand.
 
   “What’s your gut say?” Kinsey asked her father.
 
   Thorne shook his head.
 
   “Come on, Daddy, what does your gut say?” Kinsey pressed.
 
   “This place won’t be good for us,” Thorne said. 
 
   “What do you mean?” Kinsey asked.
 
   “I’m not sure,” Thorne said. “We’ll talk about it when we get back on the ship. Right now, keep eyes and ears open and you take everything you see seriously. Remember, this is a Ballantine island which means no matter how crazy something may seem, it’s still real.”
 
   “Don’t we know it,” Darren said.
 
   Thorne gave them a last nod and jogged over to the concrete block building. He found a way in easily since none of the doors were intact. All had been metal, all were down on the ground in various states of destruction. They looked like someone had thrown a ton of rocks at them, all dented and pocked with divots.
 
   Thorne gave the fallen doors a cursory glance then stepped around a concrete corner to find Mike and Shane standing in the middle of a large room, nothing but skeletons and piles of bones lining the ground.
 
   “You weren’t kidding,” Thorne said. “I count twenty separate bodies.”
 
   “Something like that,” Shane said. “There are a few extra limbs. I’m guessing some folks lost an arm here, a leg there, and the rest of them are someplace else.”
 
   “In the jungle?” Mike asked.
 
   “Possibly,” Thorne said. “I doubt it. Not liking the look of that jungle. I don’t think the staff here did either. They may have gotten away in a boat.”
 
   “Probably bled to death before they were two miles out to sea,” Shane said.
 
   “Possibly,” Thorne said. “Have you checked for secret passages or trapdoors yet?”
 
   “We were about to,” Shane said. “Just wanted your permission to clear the bones away first.”
 
   “You have it,” Thorne said and slung his M4. “Let’s get to work.”
 
   It took them thirty minutes to get the piles of bones and intact skeletons cleared off the floor. They systematically, and carefully so as to keep the bones together as much as how they found them, moved every last bone outside onto the sand. Darren and Kinsey glanced their way at first, but their attention was on the tree line.
 
   “That’s a lot of bones,” Darren said over the com.
 
   “Yes,” Thorne replied. “See anything?”
 
   “Some movement,” Kinsey said. “I think it’s the breeze, ‘Ren isn’t so sure.”
 
   “Act like it’s not the breeze,” Thorne replied.
 
   “We are,” Kinsey said.
 
   It took another thirty minutes to clear the rest of the debris from the building’s floor. Most of the debris was what was left of the collapsed roof. Some were remnants of office furniture. A lot of office furniture.
 
   “This is all in the center of the room,” Shane observed. “Like it had been piled.”
 
   “Piled on what?” Mike asked as they got the last of the junk out of the way and outside.
 
   “Let’s find out,” Thorne said.
 
   He walked the space in a grid, going from one end to the other, moving over two feet, then one end to the other again. Over and over he did this, with Shane and Mike following a meter behind, until they’d covered the whole floor.
 
   “I didn’t see any cracks or signs of a trapdoor,” Shane said. 
 
   “Me neither,” Mike added.
 
   Thorne sighed. He reached up to his ear, paused, then tapped at his com.
 
   “Ballantine?” he called.
 
   No response.
 
   “Ballantine, I need to ask you a question,” Thorne said.
 
   “Am I allowed to talk over the com now?” Ballantine responded, a huge smirk easily evident in his voice.
 
   “Yes,” Thorne replied. “Is there a trapdoor or secret passage in this building?”
 
   “Which building?” Ballantine asked.
 
   “The one you are watching with binoculars right now!” Thorne growled.
 
   “Oh, that building,” Ballantine chuckled. “Yes, Commander, I believe there might be. If you will go to the center room—”
 
   “We’re already here,” Thorne said. “You’ve been watching us carry out junk for an hour now.”
 
   “Have I?” Ballantine responded. “I did doze off for a few minutes, so I didn’t want to assume.”
 
   “The trapdoor,” Thorne snapped. “How do we find it?”
 
   “Ah, yes, right, well, let me think for a second,” Ballantine said. Before Thorne could argue, Ballantine continued. “I’m being sincere. I’m not 100% sure how the floor mechanism worked in that cleaning room.”
 
   “I’m sorry, what did you call it?” Shane asked. “A cleaning room? What the hell got cleaned in here?”
 
   “You have the answer to that in piles outside, Mr. Reynolds,” Ballantine said.
 
   “Oh, sweet hell,” Shane said. “Bodies?”
 
   “I’m sorry, have I not made myself clear on what we are facing on this island?” Ballantine asked. “Seriously. Have I been obtuse in any way? Yes, bodies, Mr. Reynolds. The scarabs eat flesh. That room you are standing in is where we’d put the smaller corpses so that the beetles could strip them down to the bones for easier disposal once the bodies no longer held any usefulness.”
 
   “Are you saying you had so many bodies that you had to make a special island just to get rid of them?” Shane asked.
 
   “You weren’t paying attention earlier, were you?” Ballantine asked.
 
   “He missed part of the briefing, Ballantine,” Thorne said. “Don’t be an ass. Just answer the question. Where is the trapdoor?”
 
   “There is a hidden panel somewhere outside the entrance to the room,” Ballantine said. “Find that and you’ll find the controls to the trapdoor. But please be careful. It is daylight and you do have the added advantage of no roof, so no shadows, but like I said before, 2012 was the last known contact with the island. I lost two investigative teams and that’s when I cut losses. I honestly have no idea what you will find below.”
 
   “Nothing good,” Shane said. “Which is why you sent in shooters, not Ronald and Dr. Strangelove.”
 
   “Kelnichov,” Ballantine corrected. “He really doesn’t like it when you call him Dr. Strangelove.”
 
   “Strangelove was German,” Mike said. “Not Russian.”
 
   “I thought Strangelove was the Russian?” Shane replied.
 
   “No, no, Strangelove used to be a Nazi,” Mike said. “He was there to help against the Russians.”
 
   “Oh, right, got it,” Shane said.
 
   Thorne shook his head. “I leave one of them on the ship and there’s still bullshit banter,” he grumbled. “Mike? Do not take Max’s place. Shut up and do your job. Do not encourage Shane.”
 
   “Sorry, sir,” Mike said and gave Thorne an apologetic look. 
 
   “Noted,” Thorne said and motioned for them to follow him out of the room.
 
   They did and began searching the wall for a hidden panel. Of course, it being hidden, the task was less than easy. Another thirty minutes went by with all three of them going over each other’s searches until Mike finally found a hairline crack in a spot they’d all checked several times.
 
   “This has to be it,” Mike said. 
 
   He pulled out a knife and worked it into the crack. It took fifteen minutes of wiggling before he was able to pop the panel open enough to get his fingers inside. He pulled and pulled until finally the panel slowly, painfully opened all the way.
 
   “Fuck me,” Mike said as he stepped back and shook his hands. The tips of his fingers were purple and white, bruised to hell. “Crow bar would have been nice.”
 
   “Go soak your fingers in the surf,” Thorne ordered. “Kinsey? Come take his place.”
 
   “Roger,” Kinsey replied over the com as Mike took off out of the building.
 
   Kinsey joined them in seconds as Thorne was studying the controls to the trapdoor. Simple system of a master switch with six smaller switches next to it. They looked like electrical breakers, and probably were, but were far from household grade. Thorne had a suspicion that if he pulled his .45 and fired at one of the breakers, it wouldn’t even chip the plastic.
 
   “Flip the main or one of the smaller switches?” Thorne asked.
 
   “An excellent question for which I have no answer,” Ballantine said. “I’m sorry, Commander, but one reason I didn’t want us to visit this island is my lack of familiarity with the specifics. I paid attention enough to make sure the island ran efficiently—”
 
   “How’d that work out?” Shane snorted. He received a glare from his uncle and a punch to the shoulder from his cousin. “Sorry.”
 
   “—but as for the minutiae, I am not well versed,” Ballantine continued. “I would advise a slow and steady approach. Perhaps start with the smaller switches, one by one, then move onto the main once you have established what the smaller ones do.”
 
    “Copy that,” Thorne said. “Kinsey. Shane. Stand in the doorway and watch the room. Tell me exactly what happens when I flip each switch.”
 
   “Don’t we need power for that?” Shane asked. “There’s no way this island has power.”
 
   “Not necessarily true,” Ballantine said. “This could be one that has a perpetual power source.”
 
   “A perpetual power source?” Kinsey asked. “How the hell is that possible?”
 
   “Small nuclear reactor cooled by an abundant supply of fresh water the island provides,” Ballantine said. “My guess, since this island was not intended for extensive research programs, is that the reactor is no bigger than a compact car.”
 
   “If the island has one at all,” Thorne said.
 
   “Very true, Commander,” Ballantine replied, regret in his voice. “I apologize for not having the answers readily available. I am actually trying to sort through my files at this moment to see what I can find. I’ll alert you the moment I have something useful to share.”
 
   “You do that,” Thorne said. “Kinsey? Shane? Get set.”
 
   “Set,” they replied.
 
   Thorne flipped the first small switch.
 
   “Nothing,” Shane reported after they gave it five or so seconds.
 
   “Next,” Thorne said and flipped the next switch.
 
   “Nothing,” Shane said again.
 
   Same series of disappointments with the remaining switches.
 
   “I’ll try the main,” Thorne said. “Keep sharp.”
 
   Thorne threw the main and a distinct hum was heard through the wall and inside the room.
 
   “That did something,” Shane said.
 
   Kinsey knelt and felt the floor. “Vibrating. The island has power.”
 
   “A lot of power,” Thorne said, feeling the hum of electricity through his boots. “Anything in the room?”
 
   “No change,” Shane said. “Start trying the small switches again.”
 
   “Yes, Shane, good idea,” Thorne replied, his sarcasm not even close to hidden.
 
   “No need for the snark attack, Uncle Vinny,” Shane said. 
 
   “That’s saying a lot coming from you,” Kinsey laughed.
 
   “You all doing fine in there?” Darren asked over the com.
 
   “Preparing to open Pandora’s Box,” Thorne said and threw the first switch. There was an audible clunk. “Shane?”
 
   “Nothing,” Shane answered.
 
   Thorne threw the next switch, the next, and the next. More clunks, no results. When his thumb rested on the last switch, he paused and picked up his M4. He flipped the switch.
 
   A series of loud, grinding noises filled the room and a meter square space in the middle of the floor began to drop down and slide open, recessing back into the floor itself.
 
   “And we have liftoff,” Shane said, as he took a step into the room, his carbine ready and aimed at the black square that had been revealed. “Prepped and ready for inevitable bug attack.”
 
   There was no movement.
 
   “Uncle Vinny?” Shane asked. “What’s the call?”
 
   “Approach with caution, prepare to flee,” Thorne said, coming up behind Kinsey. She looked back at him and he nodded for her to follow Shane. “I’ll stay by the door here, ready to flip the switches if you encounter any problems.”
 
   Shane’s body stiffened as he got to the edge of the trapdoor. “Whoa, hold on, what? That sounded like you want us to go down there.”
 
   “That’s exactly what I want,” Thorne said. “We won’t learn anything from up here.”
 
   “Oh, you have got to be kidding me,” Shane complained.
 
   “Stop whining and see how we get down,” Kinsey said as she reached Shane. “Is there a ladder? A small lift? Cables?”
 
   Shane switched on the flashlight under the barrel of his carbine and shone it down into the trapdoor.
 
   “Ladder,” he stated. There was no Reynolds joking in his voice. “No rust that I can see. Looks solid.”
 
   “I’ll take point,” Kinsey said.
 
   “I got it, Sis,” Shane replied.
 
   “I’m lighter and faster,” Kinsey argued. “And better with pistols. I can go down with one hand on the rungs and one hand with a .45.”
 
   She slung her carbine and strapped it to her back then pulled a .45 pistol, affixed a small flashlight to it, and approached the trapdoor. It was pitch black below, and even with both the pistol’s flashlight and Shane’s carbine’s flashlight, it was impossible to see farther than a few feet.
 
   “You sure?” Shane asked as Kinsey sat down and lowered her legs over the edge. 
 
   Her foot found the first rung of the ladder and she put her weight on it, testing the stability. Convinced it wouldn’t come loose from the wall, which was concrete block like the building, Kinsey swung down onto the ladder, one hand gripping the top rung while the other whipped around and aimed her .45 down into the darkness.
 
   “We should have brought NVGs,” Shane said. “Some night vision would have been helpful.”
 
   “Daytime op,” Kinsey said. “Didn’t think of it.”
 
   “My oversight,” Thorne admitted. “Mike can go back for them.”
 
   “No,” Kinsey said, climbing down three more rungs before pausing. “I can do this. If I get to the bottom and feel the need for them, then I’ll say so.”
 
   “I’m following,” Shane said and sat on the edge of the trapdoor.
 
   “Give me a second,” Kinsey said. “Let me get all the way down. I’ll secure the floor then you follow.”
 
   “Copy that,” Shane said.
 
   Kinsey continued down the ladder, her body lurching awkwardly as she balanced her weight against the rungs in order to keep one hand out with her .45. It took her a long while to get to the bottom. When her feet touched solid ground, she looked up to see Shane’s legs dangling a good twenty feet above her.
 
   Kinsey braced her gun hand with her other and swept the flashlight back and forth around the space. There were walls on either side of the ladder, about four feet each way. That made the space almost ten feet wide total. It was a narrow corridor and Kinsey couldn’t tell how far it went. Her flashlight was strong for its size, but nowhere near strong enough to pierce the depth of the inky blackness.
 
   “Sis?” Shane called down.
 
   “I’m good,” Kinsey said. “We may want those NVGs after all. I can’t see more than three feet in front of me.”
 
   “What do you see?” Thorne asked over the com. Kinsey described the corridor. “Understood. Mike? Take the Zodiac back to the B3 and fetch the NVGs. Get Lucy on the beach to watch the tree line with you when you return. I want Max up on deck to watch them both. Darren? You’re joining us. Bring the NVGs when Mike gets back.”
 
   “Max may not be up to it,” Shane said.
 
   “Max can sit in a chair with his rifle up and scope on Lucy,” Thorne said. “He can handle that much.”
 
   “Roger that,” Mike replied over the com. “Be back in a few.”
 
   “There is definitely something in the jungle,” Darren said. “It’s small, whatever it is, but it’s in there. That’s not a breeze.”
 
   “Impossible,” Ballantine interrupted. “There is no animal life on this island. Night scarabs only. Nothing can survive them.”
 
   “Something did,” Darren said.
 
   “Good observation, Darren,” Thorne said. “If it makes a move, do not hesitate to drop it.”
 
   “Not a problem,” Darren replied.
 
   “If it is an animal, then killing it may not be in our best interest,” Ballantine said. “It has survived against the beetles. We may learn a thing or two from it.”
 
   “Or it’s more dangerous than the beetles and poses a bigger threat,” Thorne said. “My orders stand.”
 
   “You want me here or down with Kinsey?” Shane asked.
 
   “Drop down,” Thorne said. “Back her up.”
 
   “Got it,” Shane said and slung his carbine. He didn’t pull a pistol, keeping both hands free so he could descend as fast as possible. Once on the ground, he brought his carbine back out and stepped close to Kinsey. “Jesus. You smell that?”
 
   “Been smelling it,” Kinsey said. “It’s like old leather.”
 
   “No, that’s not it,” Shane said. “It’s like old people in a nursing home. Smells medicinal, but also like shit and piss.”
 
   “Smells about right,” Kinsey agreed. 
 
   “Shoot me before you put me in one of those places,” Thorne said.
 
   “I hope you live that long,” Kinsey replied.
 
   “Jesus, Sis, don’t jinx me,” Shane said. He shone his flashlight down the corridor and froze. “You see that?”
 
   “No,” Kinsey said. “But I trust your eye.”
 
   “I don’t. Only got the one,” Shane said. He took a couple steps forward. “Why the hell would you build a freaking trapdoor to a corridor that doesn’t have any lights?”
 
   “Maybe there are lights, but there’s a short or the bulbs are all burned out,” Kinsey said.
 
   “No, I don’t believe there are lights,” Ballantine said.
 
   “Get out of our ears, Ballantine,” Kinsey snapped. “Unless you have important information that will save our lives, keep your trap shut.”
 
   “Ms. Thorne, I believe you are now officially sounding more and more like your father every day,” Ballantine chuckled.
 
   “I take that as a compliment,” Kinsey said.
 
   “As well you should,” Ballantine laughed some more then cleared his throat. “I will refrain from comments from now on.”
 
   “We all know that won’t happen,” Thorne said. Ballantine didn’t respond.
 
   “What’d you see?” Kinsey asked Shane.
 
   “Not sure,” Shane replied. “Movement. Could have just been a shadow from the flashlights, but I don’t think so.”
 
   “Big movement or little movement?” Kinsey asked.
 
   “Just movement,” Shane said. “Where the hell are those NVGs?”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Mike waited impatiently for the Zodiac to be winched up to the deck. He didn’t know the deckhand’s name that secured the raft for him so he could hop out and race to the hatch that led below to the Toyshop where the NVGs were stored. He kind of felt guilty not knowing any of the deckhand’s names, but they pretty much stayed to themselves. 
 
   Probably a good idea since close proximity to anyone on Team Grendel had led to the deaths of most of the ship’s crew over the past few months.
 
   Mike was hurrying past the infirmary when Gunnar called out.
 
   “I don’t have time,” Mike replied, not stopping.
 
   He made it to the Toyshop and told Ingrid what he needed. She hurried to grab the NVGs and Mike was left standing by an empty counter with nothing to do but wait.
 
   “Hey!” Gunnar snapped as he came into the Toyshop. “You couldn’t say hi?”
 
   “Sorry,” Mike said. “In a hurry.”
 
   “Everyone alright?” Gunnar asked.
 
   “Yeah, but we need NVGs to search some tunnel we found,” Mike said. “Haven’t you been listening on the com?”
 
   “No, I’ve been going over Darby’s tests with Dana,” Gunnar replied.
 
   “And?” Mike asked.
 
   “She’s lying to me,” Gunnar said.
 
   “Darby? I thought she was unconscious,” Mike replied.
 
   “No, I mean Dana,” Gunnar said. “She’s only giving me half of her theories and lying about the rest. I know she has a very strong idea about what is going on in Darby’s head, but why she won’t say is the real mystery.”
 
   “Her last name is Ballantine,” Mike said.
 
   “True,” Gunnar agreed.
 
   “Hey, Gun,” Ingrid said as she returned from the stacks of shelves with a sturdy black case. “Here ya go, Mike.”
 
   “Hey, Ingrid,” Gunnar said. “Hey, you wouldn’t happen to have a lie detector handy, would you?”
 
   “I have several,” Ingrid said. “What do you need it for?”
 
   “Seeing exactly when someone is lying,” Gunnar said.
 
   “How many pairs?” Mike asked, patting the black case and interrupting Gunnar’s interruption. 
 
   “Enough for all of you except Lucy,” Ingrid said. She patted her left ear. “I have been listening to the com. You want some stronger flashlights?”
 
   “Not yet,” Mike said. “Maybe later. NVGs for now.”
 
   “You’re all set to go,” Ingrid said.
 
   “He needs to sign out for those,” Carlos said as he joined Ingrid behind the counter. “If anything goes wrong, I want to know who checked them out.”
 
   “Get over yourself, Carlos,” Mike said and grabbed the case by its handle. “None of us have time for your crap today.”
 
   Mike gave Gunnar a quick peck on the cheek then rushed from the Toyshop. He heard Gunnar laugh then start talking to Ingrid about lie detectors again. Carlos said something, but it was obvious that Gunnar and Ingrid ignored whatever comment he made.
 
   Mike found Lucy climbing down from the crow’s nest, her rifle strapped to her back.
 
   “I get to stretch my legs, I hear,” Lucy said as she approached Mike.
 
   “Yeah,” Mike said. “Where’s Max?”
 
   “Already getting set up,” Lucy said and nodded down to the main deck where Max was arranging a chair, a cooler, a sun umbrella, and portable speaker. “He’s making a day of it.”
 
   “I can see,” Mike said. “Come on. Thorne’s not in a patient mood.”
 
   “He never is,” Lucy said as she followed Mike down to the waiting Zodiac and the anonymous deckhand standing by the winch.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Darren, Mike, and Thorne joined Shane and Kinsey at the bottom of the ladder.
 
   “Anything new?” Thorne asked Shane as Mike crouched and opened the black case, distributing the NVGs to everyone. “Any more movement?”
 
   “Yes,” Shane said. “Hold up on putting the goggles on. Watch this.”
 
   He took a step forward and shone the flashlight on the left wall. Distinct movement then nothing.
 
   “Did the whole wall just move?” Mike asked.
 
   “No, but everything on the wall did,” Shane said. “I think the bugs are a lot closer than we know.”
 
   “Then why aren’t they trying to eat us?” Mike asked.
 
   “Could be they are dormant during the day,” Darren said. “They could also be repelled by the flashlights.”
 
   “If that’s the case, then the second we switch these off, we could be in trouble,” Shane said.
 
   “We have to know what we are up against,” Thorne said. “Only way we can do that is if we turn off the lights and see the corridor for what it is.”
 
   “I’m hoping it’s not my final resting place,” Shane said.
 
   “NVGs on,” Thorne ordered. “We cut flashlights on my mark. Kinsey, I want you and Shane to have yours ready to switch back on at the first sign of trouble. If the light does repel them, then that may be our best weapon.”
 
   “That hurt my M4s’s feelings,” Shane said.
 
   “At least your .338 isn’t here,” Kinsey said. “It would be super pissed. You know how sniper rifles get. Total prima donnas.”
 
   “I hear that,” Shane said.
 
   “Kinsey, don’t encourage him,” Thorne growled. “Everyone set?”
 
   “Set,” they all replied as they pulled their goggles down over their eyes.
 
   “Lights out, eyes on,” Thorne said.
 
   The flashlights went out and the NVGs went on.
 
   The corridor was translated into that weird greenish glow that the NVGs produced from just the barest hint of ambient light. All the tech needed was the light coming down from the square above to provide sight for Team Grendel.
 
   It was not a sight they wanted to see.
 
   “Oh, shit,” Shane whispered.
 
   The walls were alive. The ceiling was alive. The floor was alive. Every inch of every surface was covered in a writhing, wriggling mass of black carapaces. The carapaces had other details, spots here, lines there, but the coloring was impossible to make out in the green of the NVGs.
 
   “Uncle Vinny?” Shane whispered.
 
   “Hush,” Thorne ordered. “Do not move.”
 
   The mass of wriggling insect bodies remained where it was, but a few adventurous individuals began to crawl forward, testing the limits of the light that came down through the trapdoor.
 
   There had to be tens of thousands of beetles in the corridor. Perhaps hundreds of thousands. Each looked to be at least seven or eight inches long. That was a lot of beetle.
 
   “Fall back,” Thorne whispered. 
 
   No one argued.
 
   They each inched backwards, careful of their footing, as they made their way to the ladder. Darren went up first, followed by Shane. Kinsey was next and Thorne tapped Mike on the shoulder, but he shook his head.
 
   “You go up,” Mike said. “I can move faster with my legs.”
 
   It was true. His cybernetic legs were considerably stronger and faster than flesh and bone legs, even ones in as good of shape as Thorne’s. 
 
   Thorne nodded and began to climb.
 
   Mike stared into the mass of beetles that was slowly moving towards him. He thought about turning on his flashlight to see if they’d shrink back, but that would mean turning off the NVGs, which he wasn’t prepared to do. He’d rather see them in detail then guess at them in shadow.
 
   “Come on,” Thorne hissed.
 
   “Coming,” Mike replied.
 
   He turned to grab the ladder and flinched as his bare arm caught on a rusty burr of metal. The burr sliced into his skin, but not very deep. A thin trickle of blood began to flow from the scratch.
 
   “Dammit,” Mike said and pressed a hand to the cut.
 
   “You okay?” Thorne asked.
 
   “Cut myself,” Mike said. “I’ll be fine. Good thing I’m up on my tetanus shots.”
 
   “Get up here and we’ll take a look,” Thorne said.
 
   “On my way,” Mike replied and began to climb.
 
   A sudden noise made him pause. The noise was like a motor starting up and coming to life. Not like a gas-powered engine, but more like an electric motor. A clear, distinct hum.
 
   “You guys turn something on up there?” Mike asked.
 
   “What? No. Why?” Thorne asked.
 
   Mike didn’t reply. He had one foot on the ladder, one foot on the ground, and both hands gripping rungs. He turned to look over his shoulder, and it was only his training that kept him from screaming.
 
   The beetles were on the move. The wriggling mass was now a flying mass as they launched themselves from the walls, the floor, the ceiling, and buzzed right at him.
 
   “Shut the trapdoor!” Mike yelled up at Thorne and started to climb. “Do it now!”
 
   “What?” Thorne cried down. But his eyes widened and it was obvious he knew why as the buzzing filled the corridor, becoming a monotonous drone. “Come on! Move your ass, Pearlman!”
 
   Mike did move his ass. More importantly, he moved the legs attached to his ass. From just below his thighs, the cybernetic legs kicked in and Mike had to struggle to get the rest of his body to keep up with the power that tried to propel him up the ladder.
 
   He was halfway up when the mass hit him square in the back. All the breath in his lungs whooshed out from the impact. It was like a car had slammed into his spine. He tried to keep his grip on the ladder, but a dozen beetles latched onto his arm, right where the cut was, and began to tear into him with their inch-long mandibles.
 
   Mike screamed like he’d never screamed before. Even when the IED had blown off his legs, he hadn’t screamed as loud. Back then, he’d been in shock and he couldn’t process the pain. But the beetles were ripping hunks of arm flesh away at a rate of a chunk a second. They hit bone before his scream died away.
 
   “Mike!” Darren yelled from above and Thorne had to shove him back to keep the man from diving down after him.
 
   “CLOSE IT!” Mike managed to scream before his throat was ripped out and his body fell to the beetle-covered ground below.
 
   “DO IT!” Thorne ordered in a voice that God wouldn’t have argued with.
 
   Shane was out of the room and at the panel in the blink of an eye. 
 
   “Frags out,” Kinsey said, her voice low and menacing as she pulled two grenades from her belt. 
 
   Darren and Thorne didn’t even hesitate. They each pulled two, yanked out the pins, and all three of them dropped the grenades down into the darkness.
 
   The trapdoor was halfway closed when the grenades went off. A geyser of beetle guts spewed up through the gaps along with more than a few intact specimens. Kinsey stomped most of the intact ones, but Darren managed to spear one with his knife. It wriggled and squirmed for a second then went still.
 
   The trapdoor was closed, and Team Grendel stared at it with horrified eyes.
 
   “Return to the ship,” Thorne said. “We relay what we saw to the elves and get the gear we need to wipe that corridor out.”
 
   There was the clearing of a throat over the com.
 
   “I do not want to hear your voice, Ballantine,” Thorne said, his own voice thick with emotion.
 
   “I suppose not, Commander,” Ballantine said. “But you should know that the tunnel system runs in a grid under the entire island. I just thought you should be aware of what we are up against. That corridor was only a tiny fraction of the numbers we’re dealing with.”
 
   “I want a full report by the time I return,” Thorne ordered. “You will give me every bit of information you have on this island, Ballantine. You hide one fact about one single leaf from one single tree and I split you wide open and toss you down this hole.”
 
   “Understood,” Ballantine said. “Should I alert the crew as to what has happened?”
 
   “No,” Darren growled. “You wait. I want to tell Gunnar in person.”
 
   “We want to tell Gunnar in person,” Kinsey added.
 
   “You hear that, Ballantine?” Thorne asked as Team Grendel left the shell of the building.
 
   Outside on the beach, Lucy was standing there, rifle dangling from her hand, tears streaming down her face.
 
   “I heard that, Vincent,” Ballantine replied.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter Six: Sitting At The Dock In The Bay, Waiting To Die
 
    
 
   He didn’t want to be hugged, but there was no stopping Darren or Kinsey. At first, he tried to fight them off, but the strength to do so left him almost immediately and he just slumped into the strong arms of his longest, closest, most dearest friends.
 
   Gunnar sobbed for twenty minutes straight and neither Darren nor Kinsey eased their grip on him for even a fraction of a second as if they were the only ones holding Gunnar together. In a way they were. The three had known each other since childhood, and it was that bond that kept Gunnar from completely falling apart into a million grief-stricken pieces.
 
   “I don’t want to know details,” Gunnar said when he finally had his voice back. “Do not tell me any details.”
 
   “Okay, Gun,” Darren said. “We won’t.”
 
   “It all happened so fast that we don’t have any,” Kinsey said, bending the truth to fit her friend’s needs. “It did happen fast.”
 
   Gunnar nodded, getting Kinsey’s meaning, although he suspected she was keeping back a couple key facts. He didn’t for a second think that Mike went peacefully or painlessly. Not with what Ballantine had said the beetles were capable of. 
 
   Gunnar gently moved from Darren and Kinsey’s arms and took a heavy seat on a stool by one of the counters. He rested his elbows on the counter and stared at the wall.
 
   “What’s the plan now?” Gunnar asked. “Where do we go from here?”
 
   “How do you mean?” Kinsey asked.
 
   “There really isn’t anywhere to go,” Darren said. “I hate to admit that Ballantine was right, but when it comes to this island, I think he was spot on. We can’t stay here.”
 
   “Bullshit,” Gunnar said. “While Mike was dying on that island, I was in here with Dana, going over Darby’s test results. She doesn’t have a lot of time. If we don’t get her to a lab with the right equipment, her brain will short circuit and basically seep out her ears.”
 
   “Not literally, right?” Darren asked.
 
   “No, not literally,” Gunnar said. “But the effect will be the same. She could be a vegetable in only a few days. Maybe she has a week or two, maybe more, but Dana doesn’t seem too confident of that.”
 
   “Gun, you can’t worry about Darby right now,” Kinsey said. “Mike just died and you need to come to terms with that.”
 
   “You two are soldiers,” Gunnar said. “You’ve seen friends die in battle. Hell, since we’ve been with Ballantine, we’ve seen plenty of friends and crewmembers die. Mike is just one more for the list.”
 
   “My turn to call bullshit,” Darren said. “Mike loved you. You loved him. Not the same as the others.”
 
   “But it has to be,” Gunnar replied. “If I’m going to be of any use to anyone on this ship, then it has to be the same. I’ll deal with what Mike really meant to me after I get Darby squared away. Until then, I will mourn just like everyone else, but that’s all. No way I’m letting Darby go down because I can’t stow my tears.”
 
   He shook and fought back a sob, but kept it under control.
 
   “Gun, no one is asking you to do that,” Kinsey said. “It’s okay to be a mess.”
 
   “No, it’s not,” Gunnar said. “If either of you was on a mission and someone was killed, would you just give up? You didn’t give up when Mike died. You shut that trapdoor and you got off that island, making sure no one else was killed. I’m a doctor and a scientist. This infirmary, whatever lab we find, that’s my mission. I keep working until the mission is completed. Then I get to fall apart. If I’m still alive.”
 
   “Jesus, Gun!” Darren snapped. “Do not even think about that!”
 
   “Think about what?” Gunnar asked.
 
   “Killing yourself!” Darren exclaimed.
 
   “What? No, I meant just alive because of this crazy ass island,” Gunnar explained.
 
   “Oh, well, yeah, you’re right there,” Darren said.
 
   “For all of us,” Kinsey agreed. She looked about the infirmary. “Where is Darby? Is she in a holding cell?”
 
   “Sort of,” Gunnar said. “It was kind of Popeye’s idea. We couldn’t find fault with it.”
 
   “Uh, what does that mean?” Darren asked.
 
   “Come on,” Gunnar said and slowly got to his feet. “I’ll show you.”
 
   “Are you sure you’re up for it?” Kinsey asked. 
 
   “Fuck no, but we got shit to do,” Gunnar said. “Better get to it. From what Ballantine says, and that woman you found, we won’t be doing a damn thing except hiding when night comes.”
 
   Kinsey and Darren both blanched, looked at each other, looked away, then took deep breaths.
 
   “Shit. It’s that bad?” Gunnar asked.
 
   “Yeah,” Darren said. “We have no idea how many there are, but there’s a lot.”
 
   “Then let’s not waste daylight,” Gunnar said. “Come on. I’ll take you to Darby.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Max was by the porthole set into the door of Specimen Bay 1. He was leaning against the door, just staring into the bay, his eyes heavy and sad.
 
   “Hey,” he muttered as he saw Gunnar, Darren, and Kinsey approach. “Come to see the two o’clock show? You’re gonna love it. If you throw a fish in there, she catches it with her teeth then does a double backflip.”
 
   He stepped aside so Darren and Kinsey could look in.
 
   The specimen bay was half-full of water, and floating in a cage in the middle of the surface of that water was Darby. She wasn’t strapped down, but there was a cot bolted into the cage for her to sit on. Her eyes were locked onto the porthole and neither Darren nor Kinsey lasted more than a few seconds before they had to look away.
 
   “We’ve been having a staring contest,” Max said, taking his place back at the porthole as Darren and Kinsey stepped back. “She keeps winning. Hasn’t blinked in half an hour.”
 
   “She know about Mike?” Darren asked.
 
   “Why the fuck would she know about Mike?” Max snapped. “What kind of thing is that to tell someone in her state?”
 
   “She’s Team Grendel,” Darren said. “Mike was Team Grendel. Doesn’t seem right not to tell her. Maybe it will sink into her brain and some of the old Darby will come back.”
 
   “Or maybe it will push her further over the edge,” Max said. “I’m not telling her shit, Ditcher.”
 
   Darren flinched at the insult. It was a name the Reynolds boys had given him when he left and divorced Kinsey so many years before. Way before Ballantine or Team Grendel.
 
   “Dude, don’t call me that,” Darren said. “Not today, okay?”
 
   Max started to argue then just shrugged and went back to focusing on Darby. 
 
   “Has Dana been down?” Gunnar asked.
 
   “She just left,” Max said. “She went inside and spoke to Darby for a few minutes, got nothing out of her, then left. No idea where she went.”
 
   “I’ll find her,” Gunnar said. “We need to talk more about what specific equipment she needs to work on Darby’s brain.”
 
   Max spun about and stared. “What do you mean?”
 
   “What do you mean, what do I mean?” Gunnar asked.
 
   “Dude, we just got the ship upright,” Max said, stamping his foot on the level deck. “It’s being held in place by the dock on one side and that yacht on the other. Popeye and Cougher are down in the water checking the damage again. As soon as they make the repairs, we’re gone. Ballantine already said so.”
 
   “What? When did you talk to Ballantine?” Gunnar asked. 
 
   “Dana told me,” Max said.
 
   “Son of a bitch,” Gunnar said and stalked off.
 
   Max looked confused.
 
   “I’d think he’d want to leave after what happened to Mike,” Max said. 
 
   “He’s using the Darby problem to ignore Mike’s death,” Darren said. “He insists we still find a facility where he and Dana can work on Darby and get her fixed up.”
 
   “I’d settle for stabilized,” Max said. “Or at least blinking again. I’m too competitive to keep losing these contests.” He gave a sad chuckle which petered out into an even sadder sigh. “But, hey, tell Gun I won’t argue if he wants to stay. I’ll lead him over the river and through the woods to the lab myself if it means saving Darby.”
 
   “You aren’t leading shit,” Kinsey said, giving Max’s calf a nudge with the toe of her boot.
 
   “And ow,” Max said, pulling his leg up. “Don’t do that. Max hates that.”
 
   “We better go talk to your dad and find Shane,” Darren said. “Team Grendel meeting time. No way we let Ballantine call it all off. Gunnar will lose his mind.”
 
   “He can bunk with Darby,” Max said. “She’d probably like the company and—HA! I saw you blink! I saw that! I win one round! Bam!”
 
   He glanced at Darren and Kinsey, giving them a triumphant smile.
 
   “Never give up, right?” he said and waved them away. “Go find Uncle Vinny so he can beat some sense into Ballantine. No, wait, so he can beat nonsense into Ballantine. The sensible thing to do would be get the fuck away from this island. But, hey, since when has Grendel been sensible?”
 
   “True dat,” Darren said and squeezed his shoulder as he turned to leave.
 
   “Don’t stay here too long,” Kinsey said, following Darren. “You need to rest. We might need you for overwatch later.”
 
   “Later as in tomorrow,” Max said. “From what I hear, this ship is going to be locked down tight tonight. That’s one thing I think we can let Ballantine be the expert at.”
 
   Kinsey nodded and hurried after Darren, leaving Max to return his attention to the woman in the cage.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “Ballantine said no more gear!” Carlos cried as he stood behind three-inch plexiglass that blocked anyone from getting into the Toyshop. It was specifically blocking Thorne and Shane from entering at that moment. “No more gear because as soon as the ship is fixed, we are gone from here!”
 
   “I don’t give two fucking shits what Ballantine has told you!” Thorne roared. “But if you ever want to live outside that plexiglass, you will give us the gear we need so we can go back to that island and do what we came here to do!”
 
   “I’d rather stay in here than deal with Ballantine,” Carlos said. “He made it very clear what he will do to me if I give you even a single cartridge. He was very descriptive, even pointing out specific parts of my anatomy that will no longer be attached.”
 
   Thorne slammed a fist against the plexiglass. “What the fuck do you think I’ll do to you if you don’t open up?”
 
   “Well, now I have even more of a reason not to open this wall,” Carlos said, folding his arms across his chest. “Your threats have backfired.”
 
   The plexiglass wall began to vibrate then slowly withdrew sideways.
 
   “Wait! What?” Carlos cried out as he scrambled to the counter behind him. “How’s this happening? Who’s doing this?”
 
   When the plexiglass was gone, Shane looked at Thorne and asked, “How bad can I hurt him? On a scale of one to a thousand? Please say a thousand.”
 
   “No,” a diminutive woman said as she came from the back of the Toyshop. Moshi. Usually quiet as a mouse, rarely the focus of attention. At that second, she was the center of attention, and her body language showed just how uncomfortable she was with it. But her jaw was set and her face looked determined. “Don’t hurt him. Follow me.”
 
   “Not even a little?” Shane asked. “Like a pinky finger? I can snap it right off and it would barely hurt. It’ll hurt like hell later, for sure.”
 
   “No,” Moshi said and that was the end of that.
 
   “Moshi! Why?” Carlos exclaimed as he tried to make himself as small as possible while Thorne and Shane followed Moshi. “You traitor!”
 
   “You suck,” Moshi said. “I like Darby.”
 
   “There you have it,” Shane said. “You suck, Carlos, and she likes Darby. In your face, ass muncher.”
 
   “We need protection from the beetles and some heavy firepower,” Thorne said. “Preferably actual fire. I think that will work.”
 
   “Compression suits,” Moshi said and pointed to the folded suits on a shelf.
 
   Designed to allow a diver to surface quickly without getting the bends of depressurization, the compression suits also turned out to be great against physical attacks.
 
   “I’ve seen the mandibles on these things,” Thorne said. “I’m not sure the compression suits will work.” 
 
   “Yeah, we get a hundred of them on us and they’ll tenderize us with those things right through the suits,” Shane said. “We need armor.”
 
   Moshi stopped and eyed them for a second. She crinkled her brow and scratched at her chin then nodded and motioned for them to follow again. Shane and Thorne wove through the shelves as Moshi hurried from one row to the next. She stopped by a heavy-duty black case. It was four feet cubed.
 
   With the flick of her hands, she unclasped it and threw the lid back. Inside was one suit that looked as bulky as the suits NASA used for spacewalks. The helmet was ridiculous. Also, it was bright blue. Bright robin’s egg blue.
 
   “Not it,” Shane said.
 
   Thorne glanced at him and cocked his head.
 
   “Oh, come on, Uncle Vinny!” Shane exclaimed. “Look at it! I’ll look like the Pillsbury doughboy fucked a Smurf!”
 
   “It’s your size,” Thorne said.
 
   “Oh, you have got to be kidding me,” Shane said as he reached in and pulled the suit out. It wasn’t as bulky as the NASA suits, it was worse. “How am I supposed to fight in this?”
 
   “Put it on,” Moshi said.
 
   Shane stared at her then sighed, stripped down to his civvies, and pulled the suit on. He was quickly enveloped in the bright blue material with only his head and neck showing. He flexed his hands in the oversized gloves and stomped his feet a few times.
 
   “No way,” he said. “This suit will not work.”
 
   “Helmet,” Moshi said and handed the helmet to Shane.
 
   More sighing, more complaining, his words and sounds muted once the helmet was on. Moshi patted his belly so he would bend over close enough that she could seal the helmet to the suit. There was a loud hiss of air.
 
   Then the suit shrank and became skintight. Even the helmet changed size, molding to Shane’s head. He jumped and looked down at himself. After a couple seconds of shock, Shane flexed his hands then jogged in place. He threw a punch then a kick, his foot splitting the air between Thorne and Moshi.
 
   “Crybaby,” Moshi said.
 
   “That the only one?” Thorne asked.
 
   Moshi nodded.
 
   “Prototype?” Thorne asked.
 
   Moshi nodded again.
 
   “Ever been field tested?” Thorne asked.
 
   Moshi shook her head.
 
   Thorne laughed and patted Shane on the chest.
 
   “This should be interesting,” he chuckled.
 
   Shane looked confused. He tapped at his ear and shook his head. His mouth moved, but there was no sound.
 
   “How does he breathe?” Thorne asked.
 
   Moshi looked puzzled. She turned and studied the suit, waiting for something. She stayed that way for two solid minutes then shrugged. Shane seemed to be breathing just fine.
 
   “Why does it glow like that?” Thorne asked.
 
   Moshi shrugged again.
 
   “Yeah, this should be very interesting,” Thorne said. “Now, how about the firepower?”
 
   Moshi nodded and took off to another set of shelves. Thorne followed quickly behind. Shane was yelling at them both, his mouth moving a mile a minute, but absolutely no sound coming from the suit.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Shane was struggling to get the suit off, which was considerably more difficult than putting it on, when Kinsey and Darren burst into the Toyland, an angry Carlos shouting after them.
 
   “Did you know Ballantine wants us to leave as soon as repairs are finished?” Kinsey snapped the second she saw her father. Thorne stood there, a black weapon that looked like a potato cannon on steroids in his hands. “Well, did you?”
 
   “Yes,” Thorne said.
 
   “How can you be okay with this?” Kinsey snarled. “Mike is dead! Those bugs are not going to stop us from getting Darby help! I swear, I’ll kill every last one of them with my hands if I have to!”
 
   “I don’t agree with leaving,” Thorne said. “Ballantine doesn’t get to make this call. We stay, we fight, we find a facility to help Darby, we make Mike’s death count. Then we leave after burning this island to the ground.”
 
   “Oh,” Kinsey said.
 
   “I had a feeling you’d say that,” Darren said.
 
   “What? You never once mentioned that to me,” Kinsey said. “We had the whole walk up from the specimen bay for you to say something and you didn’t.”
 
   “I could have been wrong,” Darren said. “If that was the case, then it was better you were pissed off and ready for a fight with your dad.”
 
   “Thank you for that, Chambers,” Thorne said.
 
   “Oh, you so got the Chambers treatment,” Shane said, finally having gotten free of the suit.
 
   “You left something behind,” Thorne said.
 
   Shane looked down and realized his civvies were still inside the suit. He was stark naked. There was a quick titter, and Shane spun around to see Moshi covering her mouth and laughing. She stopped laughing and looked down then turned bright red and hurried off.
 
   “That’s right! Flee from the Reynolds shlong! Flee from it!” Shane said.
 
   “Put some pants on, man,” Darren said.
 
   “Yeah, cuz, I don’t need to see that,” Kinsey agreed.
 
   “You guys have got to see what this suit does,” Shane said as he fished his underwear out of it. He slipped them on then found the rest of his clothes. “Seriously. It’s crazy cool. Except no one can hear you talk. You can’t hear them either, not really.”
 
   “No one can hear you?” Kinsey asked. “Is it finally the silencer we’ve all been praying for. A quiet Reynolds, praise God!”
 
   “I’ll still have a com,” Shane said. 
 
   “We can switch that off,” Darren replied.
 
   “Screw you guys,” Shane snapped.
 
   “What are we going to do about Ballantine?” Kinsey asked.
 
   “Yes, what are we going to do about Ballantine?” Ballantine asked as he walked into the Toyshop.
 
   “Bet you didn’t try to stop him, did you?” Shane yelled to Carlos. The man peeked out of the shelves then ducked back in. “Coward!”
 
   “We have been over this, Vincent,” Ballantine said. “The final word is mine. This is my ship and, technically, Team Grendel works for me. I say we leave this island tomorrow, as soon as repairs are finished.”
 
   “No,” Thorne said.
 
   “Is this mutiny?” Ballantine asked, a twinkle in his eye.
 
   “No,” Thorne said. “Mutiny is against the captain. I believe Lake will side with us.”
 
   “But I am in charge of Lake,” Ballantine said.
 
   “You are no longer in charge of anything,” Thorne said. “We are where we are because of you. I believe your track record is less than exceptional. In fact, it is not even acceptable. You are no longer in charge, Ballantine. I am relieving you of any power you believe you still have.”
 
   “Under what authority, might I ask?” Ballantine responded. “Where will you go? What will you do? If anyone can repair your reputations and keep us all from being locked up by whatever authorities finally catch up to us, it is me. Not you, Vincent. Me.”
 
   “Good,” Thorne said. “Those skills are what will keep you from being thrown overboard. I’d advise you think on how to use those skills, because as soon as we leave, we are going wherever we need to go for you to fix the mess we are in. I am no good at being a criminal and, frankly, I am fed up with having to live like one.”
 
   He patted the weapon in his hands.
 
   “We’re going to do some recon on the island and find that facility,” Thorne continued. “Then we’ll come up with a plan on how to get Darby there safely, how to get her fixed up, and how to get off this island without getting anyone else killed. After that, we go where you think is the best place to turn ourselves in.”
 
   Ballantine cocked his head and a wide grin spread across his face.
 
   “That’s quite the statement,” Ballantine said.
 
   “Don’t test me, Ballantine,” Thorne said. “Just don’t.”
 
   “Very well, I won’t,” Ballantine said. “But may I make a suggestion?”
 
   “I doubt I could stop you,” Thorne replied.
 
   “Wait until tomorrow before you go into the jungle,” Ballantine said. “I’ve found the map of this island and you will want to familiarize yourself with it. The facility is dead center, housed in a dormant volcano.”
 
   “Of course it is,” Shane said. “That’s where all the supervillains hide their secret lairs.”
 
   “If you leave now for recon, you won’t even get halfway before you have to return to the ship,” Ballantine said. “I doubt I need to warn you of the dangers the darkness presents. Night time is not when you want to be outside.”
 
   “What time is it?” Thorne asked.
 
   “1800 hours,” Darren said, looking at his watch.
 
   “Sun sets in two hours,” Ballantine said. “You’ll accomplish nothing in two hours.”
 
   “Fine,” Thorne said. “We start tomorrow. If you try to pull anything in the night, I will kill you. You won’t get a warning, you won’t get a chance to plead your case, you will just die.”
 
   “Understood,” Ballantine said.
 
   “Good,” Thorne said.
 
   “Good,” Ballantine echoed.
 
   “Good,” Shane parroted. 
 
   “Dude,” Darren sighed.
 
   “I miss Max,” Shane said.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Kinsey found Nivia and Lucy sitting on the main deck, both lounging in chairs as they watched the sun lower itself into the ocean. Nivia had her knees up to her chin, arms wrapped around her legs, her eyes swollen and red. Lucy looked up as Kinsey approached and gave her a sad shrug.
 
   “I’m sorry about your brother and husband,” Kinsey said to Nivia.
 
   “I’m sorry about your friend,” Nivia said, not looking at Kinsey, her eyes locked onto the glowing ocean.
 
   “This island…” Kinsey said and trailed off.
 
   “Yes,” Nivia nodded. “This island.”
 
   “We know what the plan is yet?” Lucy asked. 
 
   “Recon tomorrow to the facility,” Kinsey said.
 
   “What facility?” Nivia snapped. “On the island? You’re going on the island?”
 
   “We have to,” Kinsey said. “We have a friend that is sick, and there’s equipment in that facility that might be able to help her.”
 
   “We hope,” Lucy said.
 
   “We hope,” Kinsey agreed.
 
   “Are you people crazy?” Nivia asked. “I thought we were getting out of here? Some of the crew were saying that Ballantine guy ordered that we leave. He’s in charge, right? Isn’t he?” Kinsey and Lucy didn’t answer. “This is nuts. Totally bullshit nuts to stay.”
 
   “I’m not disagreeing with you,” Kinsey said as she pulled up a chair. “It is nuts. But that’s been our lives for a couple years. Nuts. Right now, we have no other choice but to live it as nuts as possible.”
 
   “Only way out is through,” Lucy said.
 
   “Exactly,” Kinsey agreed.
 
   “So, your friend is sick and you’re all willing to die to save her?” Nivia asked. “Aren’t your lives worth as much as hers?”
 
   “She’d die for us,” Lucy said.
 
   “Hooyah,” Kinsey responded.
 
   “Who are you people?” Nivia asked.
 
   “Team Grendel and company,” Kinsey said. “Badasses on the high seas.”
 
   “Hooyah,” Lucy said.
 
   “I’m not going on that island,” Nivia said. “No way I set foot there.”
 
   “Not asking you to,” Kinsey said. “You can stay here on the ship, safe and sound.”
 
   “Will your people repair my yacht?” Nivia asked.
 
   “Why? You can ride with us,” Kinsey said.
 
   “I don’t think she’s cool with that,” Lucy said.
 
   “We can get you someplace safe,” Kinsey said.
 
   “I don’t think anywhere with you people is safe,” Nivia said and stood up. She watched as the bright orange orb was almost below the horizon. “I just want my yacht fixed and to be on my way. I can sail, but I’d appreciate you leave me enough fuel for an emergency.”
 
   “I’ll talk to Cougher and Popeye,” Kinsey said. “They’re the ones that would know how to fix your boat.”
 
   “The mast is at the bottom of that cove you found me in,” Nivia said. “I just need it put back on and I can take off.”
 
   “Sails might be damaged,” Lucy said and held up a hand before Nivia could respond. “We have people that can fix that. Don’t worry, we’ll get you out of here. If you don’t want to ride with us, then we won’t make you. We’re the good guys. Right, Kins?”
 
   “Most of us,” Kinsey said and glanced up at the bridge. No sign of Ballantine, but that didn’t mean he wasn’t watching. That guy was always watching. She shook her head and focused back on Nivia. “You going in? The breeze is pleasant.”
 
   “The sun is almost set,” Nivia said. “You want to be locked inside when it is all the way down. Nights aren’t good.”
 
   “Okay, we’ll be in in a second,” Kinsey said.
 
   Nivia shivered and wrapped her arms around herself. “Don’t waste any time. The beetles are fast. Really fast.”
 
   “I know,” Kinsey said and ice seeped into her voice.
 
   “Good,” Nivia replied, matching the ice.
 
   They stared at each other then Nivia shivered again, turned, and disappeared into the hatch leading below decks.
 
   “She’s tough,” Lucy said. “Most would have cracked under the pressure. She should be a ball of goo crying on the floor, but she still has plenty of fight in her.”
 
   “Yeah, she does,” Kinsey said. The sun was just a sliver of light. “We should go in.”
 
   No sooner had she said that than their coms came to life.
 
   “All personnel below decks now,” Lake ordered. “We are sealing all hatches in five minutes. Drop what you are doing and get below. This is not a request. This is an order. You get stuck outside after hatches are sealed and you are out for the night.”
 
   “That’s kind of dick,” Shane replied over the com. “You wouldn’t really leave me outside, would you?”
 
   “Shut up, Shane,” Lake said. “Get your ass inside.”
 
   “I am inside,” Shane said.
 
   “Then what the hell are you busting my balls for?” Lake snarled.
 
   “I think it’s dick to give people ultimatums like that,” Shane said. “What if someone slips and hits their head before they can get inside? Are we going to punish them for an accident? Are we really not going to open the hatch and let them in? Total dick.”
 
   “Jesus Christ,” Lake muttered. “Where are you?”
 
   “I’m down in the mess,” Shane answered. “Where are you?”
 
   “Coming to kick your ass,” Lake said. “Everyone else, get your goddamn asses below decks!”
 
   “I’m not in the mess,” Shane said. “I’m, uh, in the Toyshop.”
 
   “Nice try,” Lake said as he cut the com transmission.
 
   “Never boring,” Lucy said and stood up. “Coming?”
 
   “In a second,” Kinsey said.
 
   “Kins? You aren’t going to do something stupid are you?” Lucy asked.
 
   “I have five minutes,” Kinsey said. “I’ll be in in four.”
 
   Lucy sighed. “Suit yourself.”
 
   Once Lucy was gone, Kinsey moved to the other side of the ship so she could stare at the island. It looked like any other tropical island, the trees all afire from the last of the sunset.
 
   “We’re coming for you,” Kinsey said.
 
   The sun set completely and that grey-blue of twilight set in. Far off in the jungle, a low humming began. Kinsey tensed and backed towards the closest hatch.
 
   “Get inside,” Thorne said, standing by the hatch. “Tomorrow, we take on the island. Tonight, we lock everything down and plan.”
 
   “Lucy send you?” Kinsey asked.
 
   “Lucy? No,” Thorne replied. “I just know my daughter. I figured you’d be the last one still up here.”
 
   “You figured right,” Kinsey said and moved past him.
 
   Thorne gave her a quick smile then slammed the hatch closed. 
 
   The humming on the island grew louder until it was an all-encompassing drone.
 
   Then a black mass lifted from the island and spread across the sky, blackening the stars and swallowing the moon.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Everyone was gathered in the mess. Team Grendel, the crewmen, Lake, Cougher, Popeye, the elves, Gunnar, Ballantine and Dana, Ronald. Dr. Lisa Morganton and Dr. Boris Kelnichov came into the mess last, Boris talking excitedly, his hands gesticulating in great arcs as Dr. Morganton listened.
 
   Most everyone gave them little notice, all absorbed in their own small conversations.
 
   The conversations stopped as the sound of pings and dings began to ring throughout the ship. All eyes turned to look at Nivia who was seated at the end of one table, keeping her own company.
 
   “What?” she asked.
 
   “How long does this go on for?” Thorne asked.
 
   “All night,” Nivia said. “If they know we’re in here, then they don’t stop until the sun starts to come up.”
 
   “How can they know were in here?” Popeye asked. “There’s a lot of steel between us and them.”
 
   “We attacked them earlier,” Darren said.
 
   “So? Did they put a tail on you?” Popeye replied. “They have a scout bug that followed you to the ship?”
 
   “No, it’s not like that,” Nivia said.
 
   “Then what’s it like?” Popeye asked. 
 
   “I am glad you asked that question,” Boris said. He produced a small, clear box and held it up for everyone to see. Inside was the specimen that Darren had brought back to the ship. “This here is a marvel of entomological science. It is unlike any beetle, specifically any scarab, that I have ever seen.”
 
   He shook the box and nodded at Ballantine.
 
   “I applaud your ingenuity, Ballantine,” Boris continued. “I’d actually applaud, but one of my hands is occupied.”
 
   “I thank you for the sentiment,” Ballantine said.
 
   “Wait? You made those things?” Nivia exclaimed, standing up fast.
 
   The pings and dings grew louder until the ship vibrated with the noise. No longer could individual impacts be heard. It was all one thrum of steel. Nivia spread her arms and looked up at the ceiling.
 
   “You made these bugs? Why?” Nivia snarled.
 
   “I can’t take credit for their specific invention,” Ballantine said. “The science is well beyond my capabilities.”
 
   “But you gave the order, right? You told someone to make them,” Nivia said, walking quickly to Ballantine who was seated at one of the tables. “What kind of crazy asshole wants nightmares like these things to exist?”
 
   “No one wants nightmares,” Ballantine said. “But sometimes nightmares are just a part of life. The natural order is not all puppy dogs and rainbow unicorns.”
 
   The slap was fast, hard, and effective enough to knock Ballantine from his seat and onto the mess floor.
 
   “Fuck your natural order,” Nivia said. “My brother, my husband, and my friends are dead because of you. And you don’t give a shit. Fuck you. I hope those beetles eat your ass.”
 
   She kicked Ballantine in the ribs and stomped out of the mess. No one moved to stop her. No one moved to help Ballantine either. He grabbed the edge of his seat and pulled himself back up to the table.
 
   “She has quite the kick on her,” Ballantine said, rubbing at his ribs. “Excellent toe placement. May have cracked one.”
 
   He looked around when no one replied. All eyes were on him. They were less than friendly eyes.
 
   “Mike’s dead,” Gunnar said. 
 
   All heads nodded.
 
   “Yes, well, I am terribly sorry for that, believe me,” Ballantine said. “I never wanted that to happen.”
 
   “Girl has a point about you and your nightmares,” Kinsey said.
 
   “She does,” Ballantine said, “I don’t deny that. I am responsible for creating things that should never have existed. Many a death is my fault. I will live with the weight of those souls on my shoulders for the rest of my life. I am more than certain there will be more weight added before I say my last goodnight.”
 
   “No doubt there will be,” Thorne said. “But it doesn’t matter. We have a job to do. We have a teammate to help and that’s where our focus needs to be. Boris? What have you got for us?”
 
   “Huh? What? Oh, yes, right, my apologies,” Boris said, startled by the shift of attention. “Wait? What are we talking about?”
 
   Thorne rubbed his face. “The beetles.”
 
   “Oh, yes!” Boris exclaimed and shook the box. “The scarabs, to be more precise. And if you’d like to get even more precise, they are a mix of several scarab species, mostly the Goliath beetle, the dung beetle, and the common cockchafer.”
 
   Shane spat loudly. He wasn’t drinking anything, which was a good thing, but he still managed to spray Kinsey with a good amount of spittle.
 
   “Did you say cockchafer?” Shane asked. He looked around, incredibly disappointed his brother wasn’t in the mess with him. Max was still occupied with standing watch outside the specimen bay that held Darby. “Come on! Cockchafer? Too much, man, just too much.”
 
   “Well, there are other species’ characteristics mixed in, but those three are the dominant ones,” Boris responded, not seeming to get Shane’s excitement over the name cockchafer. “Let me explain why.”
 
   “Oh, God, yes, please explain why one of the dominant species’ names is cockchafer,” Shane said. “My life will then be complete.”
 
   “Shane,” Thorne growled.
 
   “Oh, Uncle Vinny, you got to give me this one,” Shane pleaded. “Cockchafer, man. Cockchafer! There exists in this world a species of beetle called cockchafer!”
 
   “There are more than just the common cockchafer,” Boris said. “There’s also the forest cockchafer and even the larger cockchafer.”
 
   “Larger cockchafer!” Shane said and stood up, his arms raised over his head in triumph. “Larger cockchafer for the win!”
 
   “Yes, larger cockchafer for the win,” Boris echoed, not understanding any of Shane’s antics. He just seemed pleased someone was so enthusiastic about what he was saying. “The common cockchafer is also known as the May bug or doodlebug.”
 
   “The cockchafer is known as the doodlebug?” Shane gasped. He sat down and put his head between his legs. “I can’t breathe. This is too much, man. I can’t breathe.”
 
   “The doodlebugs killed Mike,” Gunnar said, his voice flat and cold.
 
   Shane sobered up instantly and sat up to look at Gunnar.
 
   “Shit,” Shane said quietly. “Yeah. They did. Fuck. Sorry. I’m…I’m sorry, you guys. Fuck the doodlebugs.”
 
   “Yes, fuck them,” Boris said, continuing on as if nothing was happening. “But the cockchafer parts are not the dangerous parts. They do allow for the intense swarming happening right now.” He raised a finger and pointed at the ceiling, indicating the constant thrum. “That swarming is dangerous, yes, since it allows the beetles to overcome their target with numbers that are beyond overwhelming.”
 
   “So what are the dangerous parts?” Thorne asked.
 
   “Cockchafers are a European species,” Boris said. “They can’t survive in the tropics. That’s why the dung beetle DNA, as well as the Goliath beetle DNA, are so important. Those species can handle the heat. The dung beetles are also experts at burrowing and creating incredible labyrinths for their nests. While the Goliath beetles are known for their size.”
 
   “That’s why they’re over half a foot long,” Thorne said. “But that doesn’t explain why they eat people.”
 
   “Oh, their appetite has nothing to do with people,” Boris said. “They wouldn’t know people from cattle. They could tell a difference in smell, but in the end, it is all carrion to them.”
 
   “But we aren’t carrion,” Thorne argued. “We’re alive.”
 
   “Yes, that was puzzling at first, except I believe that the Goliath beetle’s DNA has been altered so that the intense craving for protein the larvae has remains with the adults,” Boris explained. “They never stop craving meat. Usually, that would be dead meat, carrion, but these are not usual in any sense of the word.”
 
   “We know that,” Thorne said, his voice filled with impatience that washed right over Boris.
 
   “There are other elements to their DNA matrix that drive them to find and consume any available flesh, but the specifics do not matter,” Boris said. “In fact, what really matters isn’t their DNA at all. No, no, that’s not true, of course their DNA matters, but that’s not what’s the unusual part. No, that is not correct, either. The DNA is unusual—”
 
   “Boris. Please,” Ronald said. “You are rambling, my friend. Continue on and explain to everyone present what we found.”
 
   “You know what’s going on?” Darren asked Ronald.
 
   “Unfortunately, yes,” Ronald replied. “Once I discovered the issue, I brought Dr. Morganton into it and let her and Boris work out the issue together.”
 
   “What’s the issue?” Thorne asked. “Dr. Morganton? You handle advanced bio-alternatives. What does that have to do with these beetles?”
 
   “Enough to be worried about,” Dr. Morganton said. She took the box from Boris and opened it. Immediately, the mess was filled with an awful stench. “I apologize for the smell. The bodies decompose at a rapid rate.”
 
   “So the beetles don’t learn to feed off each other,” Ballantine stated. “It would defeat their purpose if they satisfied their hunger cannibalistically.”
 
   “Yes, quite,” Boris said. “That was very good thinking.”
 
   “Doesn’t help the smell,” Shane said.
 
   “Is there a reason we have to smell it?” Thorne asked. “What do you need to show us?”
 
   Dr. Morganton pulled a pair of tweezers from her pocket, reached into the box, and plucked out a small, flat item. A small, flat item that was distinctly not fleshy, not boney, not organic.
 
   “Is that a microchip?” Gunnar asked.
 
   “No,” Dr. Morganton replied. “It is an entire motherboard. Very small, but very specialized.”
 
   “What the hell would genetically engineered beetles need a motherboard in them for?” Thorne snapped and glared at Ballantine.
 
   Ballantine held up his hands and said, “Don’t look at me. I didn’t authorize that. These were to be a completely organic solution to a completely organic problem. Big monster gone wrong, kill them, bring them to this island, beetles eat them down to their bones. Problem solved. I don’t know a thing about motherboards being included.”
 
   “I’ll decide whether or not I believe that later,” Thorne said and focused back on Dr. Morganton. “What do the motherboards do?”
 
   “They control the beetles,” Dr. Morganton answered. “They control them like drones. Hundreds of thousands of drones.”
 
   “Control them how?” Darren asked. “Is there some preset programming going on?”
 
   “No,” Dr. Morganton said. “There is remote programming. These swarms are being directed.”
 
   The room went silent. Boris didn’t notice.
 
   “Yes, the swarms are being directed remotely,” he said and pointed at the tiny motherboard. “In fact, they are being directed right now. This motherboard is quite active.”
 
   Ballantine and Thorne turned to each other immediately, each with the same look on their faces.
 
   “There’s someone else on this island,” Thorne and Ballantine said in unison.
 
   “Oh, come on!” Shane said and threw his hands in the air.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter Seven: Recon-A-Go-Go
 
    
 
   The Zodiac hit the beach, and Team Grendel was out and set before the motor died down. 
 
   “Darren, you’re on point,” Thorne ordered. “Kinsey has our six. Shane, you’re nine, I’m three. Lucy?”
 
   “Set,” Lucy called over the com. “I have the beach covered. Nothing breaks that tree line without me seeing. And if it’s not Grendel, then it’s dead.”
 
   “No hesitation,” Thorne said. “We have no allies here and we aren’t going to make any. I don’t care who we find at the facility or how nice they pretend to be. They die, we take the facility, we get Darby to the facility, we take care of her, then we get the hell out of here. That is the plan, we stick to the plan, there will be no deviation from the plan.”
 
   “What if we can’t get back to the ship before sundown?” Shane asked.
 
   “We shelter in place,” Thorne said. “The facility must be safe from the beetles if that is where they are being directed from.”
 
   “Just checking,” Shane said.
 
   “One night at the max for recon and securing the facility,” Thorne said. “I want Darby in the facility and being worked on no later than tomorrow morning. Dana says that it shouldn’t take her more than 48 hours to get Darby stabilized. She may not be fixed, but she won’t be trying to kill us. 48 hours and we leave.”
 
   “Ballantine had better find us another island,” Kinsey said.
 
   “Ballantine isn’t in charge of that anymore,” Thorne said. “I am. When we leave, we’re leaving and heading back home. We take the consequences and we deal with them. We can’t keep running.”
 
   “That could be a death sentence,” Shane said. “Seriously, Uncle Vinny, we probably won’t see a trial, not even by court martial. At best, we’ll each be thrown into very deep, very dark holes.”
 
   “That’s not the best,” Kinsey said. “The best is we won’t see the bullet coming and it will all go dark like that.” She snapped her fingers. “Lights out.”
 
   “We assume there’s anyone that even wants us,” Darren said. “Ballantine is a pretty big target. He may be all that’s in their sights.”
 
   “Too bad we don’t know who they are,” Shane said. “That would be some handy intel to have.”
 
   “Doesn’t matter,” Thorne said and pointed at the jungle. “We complete this op first and get everyone off the island and safely on the ship. Then we deal with the next op, which is getting us out of our Ballantine mess for good.”
 
   “Hooyah,” Shane said.
 
   “Hooyah,” the others echoed.
 
   “Darren? Move out,” Thorne ordered.
 
   Darren took point and led them into the tree line, his M4 pointing the way into the jungle’s shadows.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “Hey,” Max said as he stepped onto the catwalk that rimmed the specimen bay. “You hungry?”
 
   “Who am I?” Darby asked, seated on the floor of the cage, her back against the bars. “Who am I?”
 
   “Fuck if I know, anymore,” Max said and shrugged. He held up a plastic container. “I thought you might be hungry. There’s some biscuits and scrambled eggs in here. They’re powdered eggs, but you’ve been in the military long enough to not mind, right?”
 
   “Have I?” Darby asked.
 
   Max froze. It was a different question. That was new.
 
   “Have you what?” he asked cautiously as he climbed down to the deck that was level with the floating cage, the plastic container of breakfast tucked under his arm.
 
   “Have I been in the military long enough to not mind powdered eggs,” Darby explained. “How do you know that?”
 
   “From what Ballantine has said, and what little you’ve told me, you served a while in Israel. In the Mossad, right?”
 
   Darby shrugged. “Who am I?”
 
   “Darby,” Max said and sighed. “You’re Darby.”
 
   He looked at the cage and shook his head. 
 
   “You probably have to take a shit or something, huh,” Max said. “I’ll find you a bucket.”
 
   “Who am I?” Darby asked. She started to become agitated. The questioning persona was gone, only the single question remained. “Who am I?”
 
   “A woman that’s going to shit her pants if I don’t figure out how to get a bucket in there to you,” Max said. He set the food container down on the deck and looked around the bay. “It’s a fucking ship. There has to be like a hundred buckets around here somewhere.” 
 
   He saw one over by the far wall. Looking defeated, he walked to it slowly, picked it up, and headed back to the spot where he left the food container. Darby was sitting on top of the cage. Outside the cage. Waiting there, staring at him.
 
   “Goddammit,” Max said and dropped the bucket.
 
   Darby stood and shouted, “Who am I?”
 
   “My karma, I guess,” Max said as he pulled a pistol from his hip and fired six darts directly into her chest.
 
   Darby looked down at the darts, swayed for a second, plucked one free, swayed some more, then collapsed onto the top of the cage. Half her body hung over the side, then like a slow motion crash, she toppled into the half-filled bay and was lost from sight underwater.
 
   “Goddammit,” Max said and dove in after her. He didn’t even bother to take off his boots or clothes, just tossed the tranquilizer pistol aside and jumped.
 
   After a minute, he came up sputtering and maneuvered Darby over to the deck. He got her up onto the surface, climbed up after her, put his ear to her chest, then began CPR. After thirty seconds, she coughed up water and began to breathe again. Her eyes flickered, but didn’t open. 
 
   Max fetched the tranquilizer pistol and shot her one more time, just to be sure.
 
   He moved to a set of controls that dangled from a thick cable over the deck. He pressed a big green button and the cage swung towards him. It took him a lot longer to get Darby into the cage than it did to rescue her from drowning. By the time Max had her in there, he was exhausted and nearly collapsed next to her on the cage floor.
 
   But survival instinct kicked in and he forced himself to get up and climb out of the cage, his leg killing him from all the exertion. He grabbed the bucket, which didn’t have a roll of toilet paper in it, and the food container, dropping them into the cage before he shut and locked the top.
 
   “I’ll find you some TP,” Max said. “Stay put, please.”
 
   He knew she’d just get out again at some point, but he didn’t care. At least he got to interact with her. Her determination to get free of every conceivable detention scenario they came up with was sort of endearing. It was so very Darby. 
 
   If she wanted to know who she was, that was the best indicator. Someone that never gave up and absolutely refused to be a prisoner. She just wasn’t in a state to recognize herself in herself.
 
   He left the specimen bay and went to the nearest head, snagged a couple rolls of TP, then made his way back.
 
   He wasn’t surprised at all to see Darby up on top of the cage again, although looking considerably woozy.
 
   “Who am I?” Darby muttered.
 
   “Darby,” Max said and shrugged. “You’re motherfucking Darby. Move over.”
 
   The woman glanced at him with drugged eyes then slowly shifted her body across the top of the cage. Max climbed aboard, dropped the rolls of TP down inside, both landing perfectly inside the bucket, then settled in next to Darby.
 
   The two of them stayed that way for a long time until Darby began to snore slowly, her hand resting lightly on Max’s knee.
 
   “You’re Darby,” Max said. “My Darby.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “Can I join you?” Nivia asked, her head appearing over the railing of the crow’s nest where Lucy was set, covering the beach with her sniper rifle. “I asked Popeye if I could help him and he only growled at me that I’d be in the way. The captain, what’s his name? Lake? He wasn’t much better.”
 
   “No,” Lucy said, her eye to her scope as she scanned the beach and the tree line, coming back to center on where Team Grendel had entered the jungle. That was her reference point. The odds were small that the team would exit from that same spot, but it gave her a place to center on, to return her scope to after each sweep of her rifle.
 
   “What?” Nivia asked, shocked by the answer. “What do you mean, no?”
 
   “I’m working and I can’t have the distraction,” Lucy said. “Sorry.”
 
   “You were pretty nice last night,” Nivia said. “Today you’re just like the rest.”
 
   “Not quite,” Lucy said. “You see how I’m on the ship and they’re on the island? I’m not like the rest. I don’t have anywhere near the training they do. I can shoot, but that’s about it. I get in the shit and I get hurt. Every fucking time.”
 
   “Hurt how?” Nivia asked, climbing over the railing and taking a seat next to Lucy despite the woman’s objection. “Have you been shot?”
 
   “Plenty of times,” Lucy said. “I’m a bullet magnet, as the team likes to say.”
 
   “Team Grendel?” Nivia asked. “What’s that all about? Why Grendel?”
 
   “Ballantine likes ancient Anglo-Saxon legends or something,” Lucy said. “The ship is named the Beowulf III.”
 
   “Three? What happened to the first two ships?” Nivia asked.
 
   “We don’t talk about that,” Lucy said. She sighed and glanced away from her scope for a second. “Listen, you want to help?”
 
   “Yeah, sure,” Nivia said. 
 
   “Then you can be my spotter,” Lucy said. “You know what that is?”
 
   “No,” Nivia said.
 
   “It’s someone that helps me with distance and wind speed and the other variables that go into being a sniper,” Lucy said.
 
   “Okay, what do I do?” Nivia asked.
 
   “You go down below deck to the Toyshop,” Lucy said. “Find Ingrid and ask her for a spotter scope.”
 
   “Spotter scope,” Nivia repeated.
 
   “If Ingrid isn’t there, then ask Moshi,” Lucy said. “She doesn’t talk much, so don’t expect a conversation. You can ask Carlos, but he’ll just give you a ton of hell. If he does, then tell him to call me on the com so I can chew his ass out.”
 
   “He’s the jerk everyone hates?” Nivia responded.
 
   “Hate is a strong word,” Lucy said. “Seriously dislikes. He has his good points too, but mostly he’s a jerk, so yeah, if he gives you any grief, tell him to call me.”
 
   “Do I get a com also?” Nivia asked. 
 
   “No,” Lucy said. “Thorne won’t like that. You can be my spotter, but I can’t have you on the com.”
 
   “Even on mute?” Nivia asked.
 
   “Even on mute,” Lucy said. “No debate.”
 
   “Okay,” Nivia said. “At least I’ll have something to do.”
 
   “Get some water and sunscreen,” Lucy said. “We’re going to be out here all day.”
 
   “All day?” Nivia asked and looked up at the tropical sun. “Do we get a break?”
 
   “No,” Lucy said. “If you want to help, then you’re all in or you’re nothing. There’s no half-ass way to do this job. Full-ass all the way.”
 
   Lucy thought about it, looked back up at the sun, then nodded. “I’ll be right back.”
 
   “Cool,” Lucy said, her eye never leaving her scope. “Don’t forget the water and sunscreen.”
 
   “And to call you if Carlos gives me trouble,” Nivia said.
 
   “You’re learning,” Lucy chuckled.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Carlos gave her trouble.
 
   “I don’t know you,” Carlos said. “You’re just some stray castaway that Thorne found on a boat. I’m not giving you any of my equipment.”
 
   “Lucy said you’d be like this,” Nivia replied. “She said to give her a call.”
 
   “No,” Carlos said and folded his arms across his chest. “Now leave.”
 
   “What?” Nivia asked, surprised by his response. She didn’t expect him to completely refuse. “No, you have to call Lucy on the com. That’s what she said to tell you to do.”
 
   “And you told me,” Carlos said. “Now leave. This is my workshop. I’m in charge here. You are getting nothing from me. Leave.”
 
   “Did she say what type of spotter scope she wanted?” Ingrid asked, coming out from behind the Toyshop shelves with a crate of equipment. “Does she need extra-long range? Maybe laser sighted? Or just a basic scope?”
 
   “She didn’t say,” Nivia answered, grateful for Ingrid’s appearance. “I don’t know anything about spotter scopes. She just said to come down here and find Ingrid and she’d give me one.”
 
   “I’m Ingrid,” Ingrid said. “I’ll give you one.”
 
   “No, you will not,” Carlos snapped. He tried to grab the crate out of Ingrid’s hands, but her grip was much stronger. He gave up with a huff and refolded his arms. “She just said that she doesn’t know a thing about spotter scopes. No way she’s getting a sensitive piece of equipment without any training on how to use it.”
 
   “Get off it,” Ingrid said and set the crate down on the counter. She pulled out a spotter scope, all beige plastic and dials, and smacked it hard on the counter’s edge. “These things can get run over by a Humvee and still survive.”
 
   “Ingrid!” Carlos exclaimed as she smacked the scope on the counter edge again.
 
   “See?” she said as she put the scope to her eye and turned it on. “Works just fine. Here ya go.”
 
   She handed the scope across the counter to Nivia. Nivia took it gratefully and stared at the equipment in her hands.
 
   “What do I do?” she asked.
 
   “Lucy will show you,” Ingrid said. “Or I could come up and show you.” She glared over at Carlos. “I could use the fresh air. We should grab some sunscreen and water on our way up.”
 
   “That’s what Lucy said,” Nivia responded and smiled. “Thanks.”
 
   “You bet,” Ingrid said, returning the smile. “You hungry? We’ll get snacks from the mess and make a picnic out of it.”
 
   “A picnic?” Carlos scoffed. “You’ll be sitting in the blazing hot sun in the crow’s nest. Sounds like a nightmare, not a picnic.”
 
   “That’s why you’re not invited,” Ingrid said. She snagged a second scope from the crate and waggled it in Carlos’s face. “I’m taking my own. Picnics are more fun when we all have something to do.”
 
   “Whatever,” Carlos said as they turned and left. He stared down at the crate on the counter in front of him. “Hey! Who’s putting this gear back on the shelves?”
 
   “You,” Moshi said as she made a quick appearance then disappeared.
 
   “No, I’m not!” he exclaimed.
 
   After three minutes of staring at the crate, he picked it up and headed back into the shelves to put the equipment away.
 
   “I’m only doing this because I’m organized!” Carlos called out.
 
   No one responded.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Darren kept his eyes open, one centered on his M4’s scope, one keeping watch for movement from his surroundings.
 
   The surroundings were a dense mix of large ferns, low, creeping vines, and tall, thick palm trees. Other trees were interspersed now and again, but Darren didn’t recognize the species. They were tall, thick-barked, with wide leaves that provided plenty of shade when the palms thinned out.
 
   “Nice to be in a jungle where nothing is trying to eat you,” Shane whispered.
 
   “Not right now, at least,” Kinsey responded. “Tonight will be different.”
 
   “I wasn’t planning on sticking around for the jungle after party,” Shane said. “Just nice not to have fifty-foot dinosaurs or carnivorous plants on our ass.”
 
   Darren lifted his hand into a fist and crouched down. The rest of Grendel followed, all getting as low as they could, but still being able to spring up and fight if the moment called for it.
 
   Thorne crouch walked up next to Darren and surveyed the area. Darren pointed to the front and off to the right. Thorne raised an eyebrow. Darren shrugged then made a walking movement with his fingers and flipped them over to flash three fingers.
 
   Three targets, all walking through the jungle.
 
   Thorne’s brow furrowed. He tapped his chest. Darren shook his head no. Not people. He shook his head some more. Not sure what he saw. But there were three and they were walking.
 
   Thorne nodded and stood up. He pointed at Shane to take the left flank and at Kinsey to take the right. He and Darren would head straight on.
 
   Team Grendel moved out, M4s up, ready for whatever came at them.
 
   They carefully broke through the trees and found themselves in a small clearing. Tall, bright green grass filled the clearing with several buttercup-looking flowers on even taller stalks dotting the space here and there. There were no two-legged walkers in sight.
 
   Thorne and Darren kept moving, taking their steps slowly and cautiously. To the left was Shane, having just come into the clearing from that side. To the right, Kinsey appeared. She shook her head. Shane did as well. They all continued moving.
 
   Without warning, a cacophony of loud, raucous, ear-piercing shrieks filled the clearing. Three shapes took flight and launched themselves high into the air, soaring above the clearing then above the trees with only a few wingbeats. They were gone and lost from sight almost as fast as they appeared.
 
   “So much for no other animal life,” Thorne said.
 
   “They looked like cranes,” Darren said. “I don’t know what kind of cranes, but the wingspan and leg length certainly fit with cranes.”
 
   “Maybe they stopped here for a rest before continuing on out over the ocean,” Shane suggested.
 
   “I don’t think that’s how cranes migrate,” Darren said.
 
   “You a crane expert now?” Shane asked. “Branching out from impossible whales?”
 
   “I just don’t think we’d see cranes this far out in the South Pacific,” Darren said. “Maybe they’re going to Australia, but I don’t think so.”
 
   “But you could be wrong,” Thorne said. He held up a hand before Darren could argue. “If those were even cranes. We all got a split second look. None of us can be sure of the species.”
 
   “I know what they eat,” Kinsey said, pushing the grass aside with the barrel of her carbine. “Check this out.”
 
   They did.
 
   At Kinsey’s feet was a pile of almost picked clean beetle carapaces. The exoskeletons were cracked open and broken, piled almost a foot and half high and three feet wide.
 
   “Hungry birds,” Shane said. “Where’d they get all the food?”
 
   “You do know what the primary danger on this island is, right?” Darren asked. “Have you even been paying attention?”
 
   “It’s daytime, numb nuts,” Shane replied. “The beetles hide underground during the day. So how’d the birds get so many beetles?”
 
   “They dug them out,” Kinsey said, several feet away and looking at a new spot in the clearing. “Do I have to do all the leg work here?”
 
   The others joined her and found a spot where the grass had been yanked up and the ground had been excavated to about five feet deep. The sides of the hole were littered with tunnel openings, each maybe a foot wide. There seemed to be some sort of black shell rimming the openings.
 
   “It’s how they keep the tunnels from collapsing,” Darren said as he nudged a tunnel hole with the toe of his boot. “They secrete something that hardens and provides structure to the dirt.”
 
   “Clever little buggers,” Shane said. “You think these tunnels run the length of the island?”
 
   “Yes,” Thorne answered for Darren. “We should count on it.”
 
   “That means they can come up and out from anywhere at any time,” Kinsey said.
 
   “Not anytime,” Shane said. “Nighttime. Nighttime, people. Nocturnal attacks.”
 
   “Nocturnal is a big word,” Darren said. “Don’t hurt yourself.”
 
   “Yes, Shane, nighttime,” Thorne said. “Still doesn’t make the revelation anymore easy to swallow. We are basically walking over the enemy right now.”
 
   “Let’s find the facility,” Darren said. “We get that secured and then deal with the beetles.”
 
   “And the birds,” Shane said. “We should probably think about those birds. If they didn’t migrate, then how the hell have they survived on this island? I’d like to know that secret.”
 
   “As would I,” Thorne agreed. “Darren, keep moving. I want to be to that facility within an hour.”
 
   Darren nodded and resumed his position at point. The others fell in and they left the clearing behind. After about ten minutes, the birds returned, landing by the pile of empty shells to see if maybe they had missed a morsel or two.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   It was considerably longer than an hour before they reached the base of the volcano’s long dormant caldera. The island itself was a volcano that had grown up out of the ocean, adding layer upon layer to its height over billions of years until it broke through the water, eventually died, and became an island paradise. 
 
   Several seismic shifts and continental drifts later, the island spread out and the caldera had collapsed, leaving a large, wide valley in the center of the island. Directly in the center of that valley was a building. It was small, unassuming, not much to look at.
 
   “That’s anticlimactic,” Shane said as Grendel lay on their stomachs on the ridge overlooking the valley. “All that hiking then climbing just to see a single-wide trailer. I’m thinking the lab isn’t going to be too impressive.”
 
   “Subterranean levels,” Thorne said.
 
   “I know,” Shane replied. “I was just joking. I saw the same schematics.”
 
   “Then why do we have to have the constant idiot commentary?” Thorne snapped.
 
   Shane recoiled as if hit, but didn’t respond. Not even with a “Sorry, Uncle Vinny.”
 
   “Daddy, Shane was just—” Kinsey began.
 
   “I know what Shane was just,” Thorne interrupted. “And I’m tired of it. A member of our team is dead. Grow the fuck up.”
 
   The three shared looks and Thorne sighed.
 
   “Or don’t grow up,” Thorne said. “I knew it was too much to ask.”
 
   “Yeah, okay, nice conversation, but now what?” Shane asked, ignoring his uncle and looking at Darren. “Straight on or do we come in stealth?”
 
   “If someone is in there, and the building is anything like Ballantine’s other buildings, then there is going to be plenty of surveillance,” Darren said. He looked about the valley and rolled his eyes. “Which makes the position of the trailer perfect. No way to sneak up on it.”
 
   “Then we don’t,” Thorne said. “If we can’t, then there’s no reason to try.”
 
   “So, what, we just walk up and knock on the door?” Shane asked. 
 
   “Yes,” Thorne replied and stood up. 
 
   “Daddy, get down!” Kinsey barked.
 
   “No,” Thorne said and looked about the ridge until he found what looked like a trail. Thorne pointed at it. “Come on. I have a theory.”
 
   “Want to share it with us?” Darren asked as Thorne made his way down the ridge to the valley floor. “Vincent? Hello?”
 
   Thorne didn’t reply, just kept walking.
 
   “Uncle Vinny has left the building,” Shane said and stepped in line, following Thorne down the winding, twisting path.
 
   “You think he’s alright?” Darren asked Kinsey.
 
   “No,” Kinsey said. “He’s not a young man, ‘Ren. He’d retired before Ballantine made contact. I think all this craziness has finally caught up to him.”
 
   “That’s not good,” Darren said.
 
   “No,” Kinsey agreed then started down the trail with Darren right behind.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Ballantine was sitting in the empty conference room, staring at the wall. No screens on, no files next to him, no maps anywhere. He sat alone and without stimuli. Even the blinds on the sliding glass doors that led out to the upper deck were pulled, making the room a gloomy sanctuary from the brightness of the tropical sun.
 
   “What aren’t you telling them?” Dana asked as she came into the conference room, shutting the door behind her. “You know more about this island than you are letting on.”
 
   “No,” Ballantine said. “I don’t know much of anything about this island. It was useful for a while, served its purpose, then I forgot all about it. Another X on a map and another file folder tucked into a filing cabinet in some dank basement. Move on to the next great idea. There’s always plenty of those.”
 
   “That’s true,” Dana said. “But so many of those ideas end up killing a lot of people.”
 
   “The risk of the life,” Ballantine said and shrugged.
 
   “But this wasn’t always our life,” Dana said. “We had a much different life before—”
 
   “Do not,” Ballantine snapped, a rare crack in his calm, cool, aloof facade. “Do not even think of saying those words.”
 
   “You have to face it sometime,” Dana said. “Look what’s happening to Darby? It’s like the universe wants you to face it. Maybe it’s time?”
 
   “It’ll never be time,” Ballantine said. “There isn’t enough time in the world for me to talk about this with you.”
 
   “Then talk about it with someone else,” Dana said. “Talk about it with Darby.”
 
   “And tell her what, Dana?” Ballantine asked. “What do I say? That we found her in a cage?” He laughed and shook his head. “A cage just like she’s in now. Talk about irony.”
 
   “I don’t believe that fits the definition of irony,” Dana said. “But yes, tell her about that. She wants to know who she is.”
 
   “Don’t we all,” Ballantine said. “Don’t we all. Self-discovery will always be part of the human condition.”
 
   “You know what I mean,” Dana said. “Stop playing word games and hiding behind your wit. You’re not as clever as you think.”
 
   “Yet I’m considerably more clever than anyone else thinks,” Ballantine said. “Is that irony?”
 
   “Close,” Dana said.
 
   “If I tell Darby the truth, then it will change everything,” Ballantine said and spread his arms wide. “Everything, Dana. We won’t be able to go on as we have. Or as I have. You were supposed to be dead. Care to tell me how you wiggled out of that?”
 
   “We all get our secrets,” Dana said. “That one is mine.”
 
   “Only the one?” Ballantine chuckled. “Not hardly.”
 
   “No, not hardly,” Dana said. “But it’s the most important. The knowledge of it keeps me going some days. I believe the knowledge of where we found Darby may help keep her going. Does it answer her question? No. But it gives her context.”
 
   Dana went to the sliding glass doors and opened the blinds. She pointed out at the open ocean that was beyond the harbor.
 
   “We’re all out to sea, but Darby is out farther than all of us,” Dana continued. “Throw her a lifeline and reel her in, Ballantine.”
 
   “Those were some fine nautical metaphors,” Ballantine said. “Very fine. Very convincing.”
 
   “So you’ll do it? You’ll go down and tell Darby what you know?” Dana asked.
 
   “No,” Ballantine answered.
 
   “You are such an ass,” Dana said and started to leave.
 
   “I meant no that I’m not the only one going,” Ballantine said. “You were there in the beginning too.” He steepled his fingers together. “In fact, one might argue that you are responsible for her current mental state. If one were to be keeping track of blame and all that. I wouldn’t, of course. I’m so far above that kind of thing.”
 
   “Can’t you just ask?” Dana said, exasperated. “Just ask me to come with instead of making it into some dramatic production.”
 
   “Melodramatic,” Ballantine said. “I like the theatrical approach.”
 
   “Shut up,” Dana said. “Are we doing this now?”
 
   “No time like the present,” Ballantine said and stood up. 
 
   Dana turned to leave and he hit her squarely across the back of the head. Dana collapsed into an unconscious heap. 
 
   “Sorry, my love,” Ballantine said as he picked her up under the armpits and dragged her to the wall. “I need just a little more time. The present won’t work with my schedule.”
 
   Ballantine pressed his hand against the wall and a large panel popped open. Inside was a metal chute. Ballantine quickly tossed Dana into it and her body was lost from sight instantly.
 
   “Fingers crossed the padding is still intact at the bottom,” Ballantine said to the empty room as he closed the hidden panel. “But, if not, you were supposed to be dead anyway.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Nothing happened on the approach to the building. Nothing happened when Thorne went up the steps and pounded on the door. Nothing happened when he turned the doorknob and tried to yank the door open. It was locked, but that was beside the point. 
 
   The point was, no one tried to kill them, no one started shooting, no boobytraps went off, nothing happened.
 
   “Cut it,” Thorne ordered and stepped away from the door.
 
   Darren hurried up, took his pack off his back, and pulled out a handheld torch. He lit it, adjusted the flame until it was bright blue, then went to work on the part of the door directly around the knob. He cut a perfect square, then set the torch aside, fished out a hammer from his pack, and gave the knob a hard whack.
 
   The knob fell inward, lost inside the building, and the door slowly creaked open towards Darren. He stood, put the hammer back, put the torch back, and slung his pack again.
 
   “Good work,” Thorne said. He unslung the black potato cannon-looking weapon from the Toyshop. He nudged the door all the way open and stuck the barrel of the weapon over the threshold, peering into the darkness. “Clear. I’ll take point on this.”
 
   “Yes, you will,” Shane said. “Since you are the only one with one of those.” He patted his own pack. “I get the jumpsuit from Hell.”
 
   “You want to put it on?” Kinsey asked. “Kind of useless in your pack.”
 
   “You only say that because you haven’t worn one,” Shane replied. “I have. Freaky, Sis, totally freaky.”
 
   “Still helps no one if it’s in your pack,” Darren said.
 
   “Put it on, Shane,” Thorne ordered. “We may need it.”
 
   “Oh, man, this sucks,” Shane said. 
 
   He set his pack down, fished out the robin’s egg blue suit and helmet then got undressed.
 
   “This would be a shitty way to die,” Shane said. “Standing here in my underwear next to a single-wide trailer.”
 
   “And yet, I think no one would be surprised you went out that way,” Darren laughed.
 
   “I didn’t say they would,” Shane said as he wriggled into the suit. “Hand me the helmet.”
 
   Kinsey handed him the helmet and helped get it sealed.
 
   “Hey, cool, looks like Moshi added an external mic so I can hear what the hell is going on,” Shane said. “It’s patched right into my earpiece.”
 
   The suit shrank and molded to Shane’s body. Kinsey turned away, blushing.
 
   “Jesus, does it have to be so form-fitting?” she cried.
 
   “Hey, I dress to the left,” Shane said. “This has me to the right. That’s going to bug me.”
 
   “Shouldn’t Shane take point?” Kinsey asked, looking at her father, at Darren, at anything but her cousin. “That suit will protect him, right? He should be point.”
 
   “I’m taking point,” Thorne insisted. “No way I’m having his spandex ass staring back at me.”
 
   “So true,” Kinsey said. “Can he be behind all of us then?”
 
   “I vote for that,” Darren said.
 
   “You guys suck so many balls,” Shane said. 
 
   “No, I want him behind me with you two taking up the rear,” Thorne said. “That way he can rush forward and save my ass, if needed.”
 
   “More ball sucking,” Shane replied and picked up his M4. “You know what? Screw it. I’ll take point. You all can suffer with the view. If I need saving, I’ll call you, Uncle Vinny, and you and your evil potato cannon can come to the rescue.”
 
   “Call me? I’ll be right here,” Thorne said. “How are you going to call me?”
 
   “It’s a joke,” Shane said. “Shut up.”
 
   “After you,” Thorne responded and nodded at the open door.
 
   Shane stepped over the threshold and froze.
 
   “Stinks,” Shane said. “Bad.”
 
   “We’re catching some of it out here,” Darren replied.
 
   Shane continued in, M4 up, his suit glowed bright enough blue that it cut through the darkness, giving the inside of the trailer a hazy watery look like at an aquarium. The rest followed close behind, each turning a different way as they stepped into the trailer, making sure every shadowed corner was covered and inspected.
 
   The inside of the trailer was empty. Completely empty. Not a single piece of furniture or even a reception counter. It was nothing but a windowless space with dusty, stainless steel walls. 
 
   “That’s not good,” Shane whispered, nodding at the walls. “Stainless steel has one purpose and that’s easy clean up.”
 
   “It doesn’t rust,” Kinsey said. “It is a tropical island. Maybe Ballantine was worried about corrosion.”
 
   “These aren’t original,” Thorne said, placing a hand on a wall. He pressed and it bowed inward slightly, showing them there was a bit of space between it and the original wall. “These were put up after.”
 
   A fluorescent light set in the center of the trailer’s ceiling flickered to life.
 
   “Welcome,” a voice said, making everyone jump. “Please state your business.”
 
   All eyes turned to Thorne.
 
   He cleared his throat and said in his most convincing commander voice, “Facility inspection.”
 
   “Facility inspection denied,” the voice replied.
 
   It was obviously a simulated voice, one heard a thousand times in  sci-fi movies and bad TV series. Obviously female, but cold and impersonal. There was no humanity in the voice.
 
   “Please state your business,” the voice ordered again.
 
   “Medical emergency,” Kinsey stated.
 
   “Please state the nature of the medical emergency,” the voice responded.
 
   “Neurological decay,” Kinsey said.
 
   A light as bright blue as Shane’s suit flashed then was gone, leaving swimming spots in everyone’s eyes except for Shane’s.
 
   “What was that?” Shane asked. “My helmet just filtered something out. What happened?”
 
   “I think we were scanned,” Darren said.
 
   “Scanned? What the fuck?” Shane said and looked back at Thorne. “It’s your call, Uncle Vinny, but I say we get back to the ship and have another chat with Ballantine. This was not in the program.”
 
   “Good idea,” Thorne said. “Grendel, fall back. The op is blown.”
 
   “No neurological decay detected in any subject,” the voice stated. “Medical emergency denied. Please wait for detainment protocol.”
 
   “Not good!” Shane yelled.
 
   Thorne didn’t have to give the order twice. They all sprinted for the door. Kinsey and Darren made it out first, followed by Thorne. But Shane was cut off before he could get to the threshold. A solid steel plate shot up from the floor, barely missing Shane by half an inch, and locked into place. The doorway was sealed from the inside.
 
   Shane began to pound on the steel plate, but it did no good.
 
   “Hey! Let me the fuck out of here!” Shane shouted.
 
   “Request denied,” the voice said. “Detainment protocol initiated. Calculating disposal scenarios.”
 
   The floor fell way and Shane fell with it.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Standing outside in the hot sun, Thorne, Kinsey, and Darren stared at the trailer. The place where the open doorway had been was triple sealed by heavy steel plates.
 
   Kinsey had watched in horror as the first plate sealed Shane in. Two more plates, filling the doorway completely with steel, shot up and locked into place. She’d leapt at the plates, banging the butt of her carbine against them, but the blows didn’t even leave a dent.
 
   “Ballantine!” Thorne shouted into the com. “I know you’re listening! I want your ass off that ship and to my location now!”
 
   There was a hesitating crackle then, “You want me to join you on the island?”
 
   “Damn right I do!” Thorne replied. “We just walked into some sort of trap! You’ve got a computer security protocol in place on this trailer and it just locked Shane inside!”
 
   “Computer security protocol? I’m not aware of authorizing that,” Ballantine replied. “This should be a low-tech facility. Enough equipment for basic needs, but nothing sophisticated enough to warrant a computer security protocol. The only island I would have had a security protocol on would be… No.”
 
   “What was that?” Thorne asked. “No what?”
 
   Ballantine didn’t respond right away, but Thorne could hear him breathing as he thought.
 
   “Did you say trailer?” Ballantine asked.
 
   “I did,” Thorne said.
 
   “Like a trailer park trailer?” Ballantine asked.
 
   “Exactly like that,” Thorne replied. “It looks like a contractor’s trailer on a worksite.”
 
   “Can’t be,” Ballantine said. “The intel I gave you was that the building would be simple concrete block, just like the building here in the harbor. It shouldn’t look like a trailer. Not if we’re where I think we are. No. Not a trailer… Shit…”
 
   Kinsey, Thorne, and Darren looked at each other, all with the same scared eyes. Even Thorne’s gruffness was gone as they heard the tone in Ballantine’s voice.
 
   “Ballantine?” Thorne called. “What’s wrong?”
 
   “Give me a second,” Ballantine barked. “I’m checking something. I need to get back to the conference room and the maps.”
 
   “Hurry your ass,” Thorne said. “My nephew is in this trailer and I’m not happy about it.”
 
   “Nor should you be, Vincent,” Ballantine said. “I’m going to be honest. I fear I have made a terrible mistake.”
 
   “I don’t doubt you have,” Thorne said. “Just tell me what that mistake is and I’ll fix it. It’s what you hired me to do.”
 
   “Very true,” Ballantine said. “But if it is the mistake I think, then I’m not sure even your skills can set this right.”
 
   “You better be joking,” Darren growled, joining the conversation. “Shane’s in there and we aren’t leaving until we get him out.”
 
   “Understood,” Ballantine said. He was huffing and puffing, obviously racing through the ship to get to the conference room. “Give me one minute.”
 
   “We don’t have one minute!” Thorne roared. “What the fuck is going on?”
 
   Ballantine didn’t respond, but the sound of papers being riffled through was clearly heard over the com.
 
   “Okay, okay, here we are,” Ballantine said. “I have the info I need…”
 
   “Ballantine!” Thorne yelled.
 
   “Hold on!” Ballantine snapped. “Here. Right here. We’re supposed to be right here. But if that trailer is what you say it is… Then, no, we aren’t right here. We’re… Right. Here. Shit. Shit, shit, shit.”
 
   Thorne growled low in his throat, a rumbling sound of pure rage.
 
   “You need to return to the ship now,” Ballantine said. “We have to rethink this entire situation.”
 
   “Why?” Darren asked, seeing that Thorne was too enraged to engage Ballantine any longer. “What’s changed?”
 
   “Nothing has changed except our location,” Ballantine said. “We’re on the wrong island.”
 
   “What?” Darren snapped. “What do you mean we’re on the wrong island?”
 
   “I mean, Mr. Chambers, that I have royally fucked up,” Ballantine said, the blatant admission as jarring as the heat from the overhead sun. “I read the map wrong. We’re not on the island I thought we were. I made an assumption. A bad assumption. We’re on a different island, and it is one I would never in a million years have allowed us to get within a hundred miles of. We can’t stay here. Get back to the ship now.”
 
   “Ballantine, listen,” Darren said, trying to sound reasonable. Thorne had moved up to the sealed door and was crouching down by the bottom, checking for a way to pry it open. Darren watched him then nodded at Kinsey. She joined in the hunt for a way in. “Shane is still inside the trailer or facility or whatever it is. We will not leave him behind. Do you hear what I’m saying? There is no way in Hell we are leaving Shane behind.”
 
   “But that’s where you’re wrong, Mr. Chambers,” Ballantine said and sighed. “Darren. You don’t get it. You say there is no way in Hell you’ll leave him? Well, son, you are in Hell. You are in a Hell you can’t even imagine. We all are. I should have known from the motherboards in the beetles. I should have known.”
 
   Thorne stood up, stepped back, aimed his weapon at the steel, and fired. A blinding blast of energy shot from the barrel and the steel glowed a bright orange for a split second before going back to its original metallic steel look. Not even a black scorch mark was left behind.
 
   “What was that?” Ballantine asked. “Are you trying to shoot your way in? Do not do that! It won’t allow that! Get away from the trailer now! Run!”
 
   “Goddammit, Ballantine, where did you bring us?” Darren yelled.
 
   “The wrong island!” Ballantine yelled back. “This isn’t the island where I sent corpses! This is the island where I sent the living! Get back to the fucking ship now!”
 
   “Vincent,” Darren said.
 
   “We aren’t leaving Shane,” Thorne said.
 
   “Daddy?” Kinsey said. “Look.”
 
   She was pointing towards the edge of the valley. A large opening appeared, about the size of a single-car garage door. A loud buzzing sound issued from the opening. A very loud buzzing.
 
   “Beetles?” Darren asked. “In the daytime?”
 
   A massive cloud of huge black flies swarmed out of the opening.
 
   “Are those beetles?” Kinsey asked.
 
   “Flies!” Darren yelled. “Jesus, they’re fucking blowflies!”
 
   “They are!” Ballantine shouted in their ears. “Run, for fuck’s sake! RUN!”
 
   Darren and Kinsey looked at Thorne who was busy staring at the steel plates.
 
   “Daddy, we have to go!” Kinsey cried.
 
   “I know,” Thorne said quietly. He turned around, aimed his weapon at the swarm of flies and fired.
 
   The swarm broke apart, fly guts splattering everywhere. Then it regrouped and shot straight at the trailer.
 
   “The trees!” Darren shouted. “Head for the trees! It’ll slow the swarm!”
 
   His voice was nothing but pure terror and that terror snapped Thorne out of his fugue. 
 
   “Trees!” he ordered and shoved Kinsey. “NOW!”
 
   They ran for the density of the jungle, hoping it would be enough to keep the swarm of blowflies from overtaking them. But hope was few and far between that day and the swarm closed quickly.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter Eight: The Deep, Dank Belly Of The Beast
 
    
 
   Shane awoke to a pressure on his chest that made it close to impossible to breathe. In fact, the pressure was all over his body, constricting his movements, pinning his arms to his sides and his legs to the ground. A ground that was far from solid and felt like it was constantly shifting under him.
 
   The pressure was quickly forgotten as he opened his eye and saw the wriggling mass of beetle bodies crawling across his helmet. Even with breathing beyond difficult, he still managed a good, healthy scream of utter fear and revulsion.
 
   The scream ended as quickly as it had begun as the pressure on Shane’s body increased. The suit was not like a compression suit. The compression suit could take pressure. The compression suit kept the ocean depths, or even a giant dinosaur’s jaws, from crushing the wearer to death. The bright blue suit Shane wore didn’t work like that. 
 
   But it sure as hell kept the beetles’ mandibles from chewing Shane to shreds. He was totally okay with the trade off at that exact moment.
 
   “Uncle Vinny?” he gasped into the com. “Sis? Ditcher?”
 
   No answer. He didn’t even hear the crackling of an open com channel. That would tell him they heard, but couldn’t respond. Instead, there was only dead air. The tiniest hint of white noise, dampened by the com’s tech.
 
   The breathing thing was getting desperate. 
 
   Moshi couldn’t tell Shane or Thorne how the suit was able to filter air in and out. It was a happy accident of technological invention. Probably why the suit had been in a crate at the back of the Toyshop and hadn’t been put to active use before. Mysterious functionality in the field was a no no for special ops.
 
   But Shane didn’t care how the suit worked, as long as it worked. Yet, he debated what constituted “worked” as the weight on his body was so great that he couldn’t expand his lungs enough to get a decent breath of air.
 
   Slowly, so as not to antagonize the beetles, Shane turned his head. He didn’t see shit except for more beetles. Probably the same beetles, actually, that had just rolled along with his head.
 
   He tried to shake them off, but they didn’t go anywhere, the weight of the beetles on top keeping them in place. Shane sighed, then wished he hadn’t since he couldn’t afford the air loss, and tried to relax. There was a way out. There was always a way out. 
 
   He was a trained Navy SEAL. He’d been held captive in Afghanistan by some very, very bad men. He’d had his eye taken out by a Somali pirate chief. He’d been attacked by giant sharks, by giant dinosaurs, by former employees of Ballantine’s, by cavemen and shit.
 
   He sure as fuck wasn’t going to let a bunch of bugs take him out.
 
   Shane was able to get his right hand to move, and he nearly wept when he realized he was still gripping his M4. Good old muscle memory. Never let go of your weapon, frogman. That had been drilled into him in BUD/S training. Drilled into him by years of service. Drilled into him by the angry, uncompromising face of his uncle.
 
   Shane pulled the trigger.
 
   His arm was jolted and it pressed tighter to his body, but the mass of squirming beetles began to disperse from his body. Shane quickly let go of the trigger, realizing that if the angle of his carbine shifted, he’d probably shoot himself in the leg. That would suck.
 
   The second he felt he could get the leverage, he shifted his hips and rolled to the left. The beetles had let up enough that Shane could get onto his side, but that was about it. At least breathing was much easier.
 
   “Okay, okay,” he said to himself. “Think it through, Reynolds. There’s a way out of this.”
 
   Shane lay there on his side for what he thought had to be an hour, maybe longer. It was fifteen minutes. He couldn’t think of a way out of it.
 
   “Fuck it,” he said and opened fire again. 
 
   He made sure to lift his M4 as much as possible, keeping the angle of fire from pointing at his leg, foot, or any part of his body. Shane had just enough view out of the corner of the helmet to see an entire section of the beetle party disintegrate under the rifle fire. He didn’t waste a second and pushed his body up, firing the entire time until the magazine was empty and the carbine clicked dead.
 
   Shane was out of ammo, but up on his feet. He considered that progress.
 
   “Disposal ineffective,” the computer voiced echoed around Shane. “Disposal ineffective.”
 
   The voice sounded crackly. It was strained and tinny like it was coming out of a 1970’s car speaker that had been beaten to shit. 
 
   “Disposal ineffective,” the computer voice said one more time. “Program offline. Offline. Offline. Offline. Offline…”
 
   The voice trailed away, broken and weak. Shane thought he heard a sizzling noise then there was a squelch of static.
 
   The static seemed to get the beetles riled up.
 
   They came at him fast, but Shane was ready, swinging the empty M4 like a club, smashing beetles flat while also stomping and squashing them with his boots. The floor quickly became a slick and crunchy mess of beetle guts and cracked carapaces. Shane was careful of his footing, making sure he didn’t slip in the guts and end up on the ground again.
 
   To Shane’s surprise, the beetle attack began to slack off. Less and less came for him until it was only a stray two or three every couple of seconds flying at his helmet that he was left to deal with. The vast majority of beetles had returned to clinging against the walls
 
   Walls of what?
 
   Shane turned in a slow circle, thankful for the small bit of illumination his suit gave off. Personally, as something to be used in the field, he would have preferred a suit that didn’t glow bright blue, kinda made the whole stealth thing pointless, but at that moment, Shane was pleased he looked like a costuming reject from the last Tron movie.
 
   Taking care not to disturb the settled beetles, Shane walked to the nearest wall and studied it. Stainless steel, just like the walls in the trailer above. Shane glanced up, but all there was over his head was deep, impenetrable darkness. From the way his body felt, he had a feeling the drop had been a long one. He was probably only alive because of the suit and the fact he fell onto a foot deep carpet of beetles.
 
   Stainless steel walls. There was something familiar about that. Shane tried to recall the last time he’d been in a room where the walls were made of stainless steel. The memory was close, right there on the tip of his mind, but he couldn’t quite recall the details.
 
   Blood. He remembered blood. Pain, sure, there was pain. But when wasn’t there pain?
 
   What was it? Stainless steel walls, stainless steel walls, stainless steel…walls?
 
   Shit. 
 
   The last island they’d been on. The room that he had found himself hanging from his bound wrists with Thorne, Darren, and Lucy hanging close by. It was a slaughterhouse, an abattoir, the killing floor. Easier to rinse the blood down the drain when everything was stainless steel.
 
   Shit.
 
   “Why would an island where Ballantine got rid of his giant corpses need a killing floor?” Shane wondered aloud. “Doesn’t make sense.”
 
   The beetles began to shift and move suddenly. Shane couldn’t figure out why, but at least they weren’t going after him. They seemed to be fleeing something. The walls began to clear of the scurrying bugs and Shane followed as they dropped to the floor and hurried off, all in the same direction.
 
   The stainless steel walls continued for a good twenty meters before coming to a dead end. Well, not quite dead, since there was a massive vault door in the center of the wall Shane found himself staring at. But it was certainly an end.
 
   He slammed a fist on the door and yelled, “Hello? Hey! Crazy computer voice? Can you hear me? I’d like to get out of the slaughter tunnel now!”
 
   No response. He didn’t think there would be. That voice had sounded like it was pretty much kaput. 
 
   Shane studied the vault door, but it was as solid as it was supposed to be. He recognized the model, having seen a hundred like it at plenty of military facilities in his SEAL days. It had weaknesses, he knew that, but the weaknesses could only be exploited with carefully placed explosives. Which Shane did not have.
 
   Or did he?
 
   “Where’s my pack?” he said. 
 
   Talking to himself was not a problem. It helped keep some of the tension at bay, and it wasn’t like he was trying to be sneaky. If there was someone in the facility, then they already knew he was there.
 
   Shane quickly retraced his steps to where he’d first found himself. There it was, covered in dead beetles, slimy and dripping with yellowish guts, his pack.
 
   He hurried to it and opened the side flaps until he found a fresh magazine for his M4. He ejected the empty one and slapped in the full one, racking back the slide so he was ready for action. But that wasn’t what he’d really needed the pack for. A bonus, yes, but the primary reason had been the two bricks of C4 like explosives he had tucked down in the bottom.
 
   It was C4-like because it was moldable and wouldn’t go off without a detonator inserted into the grey clay. But that was where the similarities ended. Except for the going boom part, it had that in common with C4.
 
   The main difference was it was about ten times more powerful yet not nearly so explosive. It was a hard concept to understand at first, and Carlos had been as condescending as possible while explaining it one day, but the principle was actually quite simple.
 
   The substance contained not only explosive properties, but also anti-concussive properties. It was like the old Kevlar vests. It could handle the impact of a powerful, fast moving bullet, but a slow knife blade would slide right through. The substance in Shane’s hands counted on the power of the explosive properties to activate the anti-concussive properties, directing the blast against only the surface the clay had been placed upon and not outward into empty air.
 
   In theory. Those had been Carlos’s last words on the subject and he said them with a smirk, like he expected Shane to ignore the warning and just go blasting away.
 
   Which Shane was about to do.
 
   He wasn’t just ignoring the warning that the function of the explosives was purely theory, and hadn’t been fully tested yet, he’d also ignored Carlos’s strict orders not to remove the explosives from the Toyshop. Shane just couldn’t help himself, so the grey bricks had somehow found their way into the bottom of Shane’s pack. Oops.
 
   Time for the boom-boom.
 
   Except for one problem: no detonators. 
 
   Huh…
 
   Shane hunted through his pack, ever watchful of the masses of beetles clinging to the walls. They’d given him a respite, but he wasn’t foolish enough to think it would last for long. Only having one eye meant he couldn’t search through his pack and also keep one eye on the beetles. He was getting whiplash looking down, looking up and left, looking down, looking up and right, looking down, etc.
 
   Not that it mattered. There were no detonators in his pack. None. It was an oversight that was very much unlike him. 
 
   He was off his game. They all were. Ballantine had him and Grendel rattled. The man was usually cool as a polo shirt wearing cucumber, but lately, he’d seemed fractured. That fractured vibe had spread. 
 
   Shane stood up and kicked his pack, knocking loose a second extra magazine for his M4. He stared down at it for a second then looked up at the door. 
 
   “Shit,” he mumbled. “Shit, shit, shit.”
 
   He pulled the magazine loose, popped out four cartridges, slipped the magazine back into the pack, then stared at the vault door. Four would do it. He had enough clay to punch a hole right where he wanted to, as well as weaken the hinges. There were fail-safes in a vault of that kind, but Shane had learned enough that he knew he could overcome them.
 
   As long as he shot perfectly and made all four shots within a second and a half. Even then, it was going to be close. Shit, he could blow himself up before he got off the second shot or he could miscalculate the amount of explosives and send a literal ton of metal flying at him. Or it could just not work.
 
   Shane ignored all reason and set the explosives, dividing the clay into four equal parts. He placed one on each hinge then two directly underneath and to the right of the wheel that opened the door. In the center of each glob of clay, Shane placed a cartridge. He’d taken the time to carefully remove the bullet from each so that the cartridges were open-ended. He didn’t want the bullets, just the powder inside.
 
   It was unconventional, had a slim to no chance of working, and may even negate the anti-concussive benefits of the theoretical explosive, but Shane didn’t have much choice. He had to get the hell out of the killing floor before it was put to use.
 
   Shane went as far back as he could go and still see the outlines of the cartridge rims. He took a knee, wrapped his M4’s strap around his right hand for cushion, and steadied the barrel. The M4 was a great weapon, a multi-use carbine that was good in almost all situations. A sniper rifle, it was not. It was accurate enough for long-range shots, but for four precise shots that had to be completed in under two seconds, it wasn’t the weapon Shane would have picked.
 
   But it was the weapon he had and he wasn’t about to cry like a baby and give up because he didn’t have his .338. Which was a total dumbass move. He should have brought his .338 instead of the M4, but it was twice as heavy and Carlos was behind on making ammo for it. It hadn’t mattered much before, especially when they were stuck on the ship, but right then at that moment, he would have given his left nut for that .338 MacMillan. Okay, maybe not a nut, but possibly a left toe. The pinky one. 
 
   Shane centered his breathing, taking it in slow inhales, and even slower exhales. He felt the muscles in his arms, shoulders, neck relax as he breathed deeper and deeper. When he was calm as he could possibly get, Shane placed his finger on the trigger, exhaled and fired. Then he fired three more times, in perfect, consecutive order.
 
   The explosives did their thing and Shane was flung backwards, even at the distance he’d given himself. Metal shards sliced at him, but didn’t penetrate the suit. The pain came when he slammed into the far back wall, sliding down to the floor in a heap. 
 
   Slowly, with careful deliberate movements, Shane struggled to his feet. He was wobbly, but able to stay standing as he made his way back to the vault door. He smiled at what he saw.
 
   The hinges were damaged just the way he’d hoped. Under the wheel was a one-foot square hole that smoked and sizzled, revealing the door’s locking mechanism inside. Shane leaned forward and stared at the gears and rods.
 
   “Piece of motherfucking cake,” Shane said then went to fetch his pack and get the multi-tool he always kept in there. With any luck, he’d be through the vault door and on his way out of the killing floor in ten minutes, fifteen tops.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Thorne fired over and over, slicing huge swathes of death through the swarm of blowflies. They caught fire and fell into smoking piles, littering the jungle floor. But no matter how many times he fired with the black potato cannon, the flies kept coming.
 
   They blotted out the little sunlight that came down through the jungle canopy, creating a walled dome of little black bodies. Thorne almost preferred the beetles to the blowflies. Beetles had substance, showed tangible, gut-splattered deaths. The flies were singed into nothing, showing a brief hole in the swarm that was quickly filled by a thousand other bodies.
 
   “Daddy!” Kinsey shouted. “Forget firing and just fucking run!”
 
   Thorne briefly glanced over his shoulder to see his daughter and Darren running full out, M4s slung tight to their backs, legs and arms pumping as they dodged the underbrush to get the hell away from the mass of flies. 
 
   Thorne felt a hundred pinpricks of pain on his right arm and he shouted as he dropped the weapon. He swatted at the blowflies that covered his right arm. He was dressed for jungle combat, with full-length sleeves all the way down to his wrists, but the flies had gotten up under the cuff and were digging into his skin. 
 
   He crushed them beneath the fabric as he tried to fetch the weapon back, but it was lost under a blanket of blowflies. Thorne didn’t pause, didn’t hesitate, just spun about and began sprinting as fast as his old legs could carry him. Which was pretty fast. He may have been the senior member of Team Grendel, but he was far from out of shape. He wasn’t as fast as Kinsey or Darren, but he was one helluva lot faster than the average soldier.
 
   Thorne kept swatting at his arm, trying to kill every last fly that had made it up his sleeve, but he could feel a couple still on his skin, biting down into his flesh. He bellowed in pain as white-hot electric stabs of agony went up his arm and straight into his head. Calling the pain electric wasn’t a stretch of the imagination. Each bite was like getting stabbed by a live wire. 
 
   It was close to overwhelming and would have brought any other man or woman to their knees, but Thorne had endured way worse. That, and he knew if he stopped for even a fraction of a second, he was a dead. The pain in his arm was bad enough, but if they covered his head and neck? He wouldn’t be able to keep upright. They’d have him.
 
   So, Thorne ran. He followed in the wake of his daughter and Darren, keeping his eyes focused on their passage through the ever-thickening underbrush of the jungle. He gripped his forearm and felt the hot blood welling up, soaking into his shirtsleeve. The pain had lessened, but it was far from manageable. Every second or so, he’d get a jolt of electricity, like a phantom memory. It’d make him shake and almost lose his footing, but he stayed up, kept running, didn’t flinch from the path Kinsey and Darren cut ahead of him.
 
   Ten minutes, fifteen minutes, twenty, thirty, the flight for their lives continued. The blowflies didn’t slacken once. The swarm kept after them, only a few meters back, always there like a buzzing and droning stalker. A haunting black mass that dogged them for what had to have been a couple of miles.
 
   After forty minutes of sprinting, Thorne felt like he was going to collapse. Faster than many soldiers was one thing, having the endurance of the young was another.
 
   “Kins!” he yelled. “Kins!”
 
   She glanced over her shoulder at him, her face bright red with exertion. She was dripping sweat, not a stitch of her clothing was even close to dry, and Thorne saw that the run was taking its toll on her as well. He also saw panic and fear well up in her eyes. It was only a brief moment, since she had to turn back and look at the way ahead, but Thorne knew his daughter. What she’d seen had scared her to death.
 
   Thorne just wondered if it was the sight of him or the sight of the never-ending swarm that terrified her. He didn’t know.
 
   “There!” Darren shouted. 
 
   Thorne couldn’t see him. Darren had managed to outpace both he and Kinsey and was quite a few meters ahead, but his voice carried back to Thorne and he heard the intense relief in the words.
 
   “Don’t think! Just jump!” Darren yelled.
 
   Just jump? That was never a good thing. Never.
 
   “We don’t know what’s down there!” Kinsey yelled.
 
   “We know what’s up here!” Darren yelled back.
 
   Thorne didn’t yell a thing. He didn’t have the energy or spare oxygen to waste on words. He and Darren had had their differences over the years. Darren leaving Kinsey when she needed him the most was their main wedge, but that was old history. Recently, it had been the running of Team Grendel that they’d butted heads over, but they’d come to a working arrangement. 
 
   Despite whatever differences they had, Thorne always respected Darren as a SEAL. The man may have had some strange ideas, especially in his pursuit of some semi-mythical giant whale, but he was a solid thinker and knew what risks could be taken and what couldn’t.
 
   Of course, those risks were filtered through a mind and body that was thirty years younger than Thorne’s own. So the words “just jump” weren’t exactly comforting.
 
   Neither was the pain that was spreading from Thorne’s chest to his left arm. Right arm on fire from blowfly bites and left arm constricting from what? A heart attack? No fucking way. No motherfucking way.
 
   Thorne ignored it all and kept his eyes focused on his daughter’s back. Pain in the arms could kiss his ass. At least that part of him hadn’t started hurting. The legs below his ass were on fire, but that was expected.
 
   Eyes locked onto Kinsey’s back, watching her sprint and dodge through the jungle. She hit a patch of bright sunlight then was gone, arms flailing as she screamed at the top of her lungs.
 
   Just jump.
 
   Thorne hit the bright sunlight and launched himself out into the open air. He’d watched Kinsey stumble slightly, surprised by the sudden drop-off, so he was at least prepared for it. He wasn’t prepared for the height he found himself at. Fifty feet in the air, easy.
 
   His arms windmilled as he plummeted to the huge pool below. He’d never been so glad to see a body of water in his life. If he wasn’t shouting himself hoarse, and worried he was going to snap both legs on impact, he would have appreciated the crystal blue of the pool. He also would have appreciated the majestic waterfall that roared only a few meters to his right. But he didn’t have the time nor capacity to give a shit at that moment.
 
   He was too busy falling straight down into what looked to be very, very cold water.
 
   When he hit, he lost all the air from his lungs. Not from impact, but from the suspected temperature. The water was frigid. It may not have been arctic, but it felt like it to Thorne’s overheated body. The shock made him forget the pain in his right arm.
 
   But it intensified the pain in his chest and left arm. He felt like bands of burning iron were wrapping around him. He was twenty feet underwater and he knew that he didn’t have the strength to get back to the surface. Black motes swam in his eyes, and each time he tried to command his legs to kick, to send him just a foot closer to air, nothing happened. 
 
   Thorne began to sink down into the depths of the freezing pool.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Darren saw several things at once as he reached the edge of the pool.
 
   He saw Kinsey hit the water, followed only a couple seconds behind by her father. Darren saw the swarm of blowflies explode out of the jungle above, do a circle out into the open air, then turn back and disappear into the trees as fast as it had appeared. He saw Kinsey’s head break the surface of the pool and start looking around. She found him resting against the rocky edge of the pool and began to swim towards him.
 
   Then he saw her stop, paddle in a circle, duck her head back down into the water, and come up with eyes even more wide and scared than they had been on the flight away from the swarm of blowflies.
 
   Vincent. Shit. Where was Vincent?
 
   “Can you see him?” Darren yelled as he swam out to meet Kinsey in the middle of the pool. 
 
   Kinsey pointed at her ear and shook her head. They were too close to the waterfall to yell back and forth. Darren swam as fast as his exhausted body would allow and reached her quickly. She was in a near panic as she kept diving down under the surface and coming back up sputtering and spitting.
 
   “I don’t see him!” she screamed once Darren reached her. “I can’t find him, ‘Ren! I can’t find him!”
 
   “Calm down!” Darren yelled at her. “You’ll tire yourself out and then I’ll have to save your ass too!”
 
   “I don’t give two shits about my ass!” Kinsey yelled. “Find my dad! Find him, goddammit!”
 
   Darren nodded, took a deep couple of breaths then held the last one and flipped himself over so he could dive head first.
 
   The water was as clear as glass. If Darren hadn’t known he was in a tropical pool, he would have thought he was floating in the air. It was the clearest, cleanest water he’d ever experienced. That helped him spot Thorne faster than he’d thought he would. The clarity also helped him realize the trouble Thorne was in. 
 
   The man was wedged between two rocks, his eyes closed and skin pale as a ghost. Darren calculated that Thorne had been under for a good five minutes. It could have been more, but he didn’t think so. A lot may have happened, but it had happened in a very short time. Five minutes. 
 
   He knew Thorne wasn’t breathing, that was obvious by the lack of bubbles coming from the man’s nose or mouth. What he didn’t know was for how long Thorne had been out of air. He may have been an old frogman, but he was still a frogman. He could hold his breath for a very long time.
 
   So, it could have been one minute or several minutes without air. There was no way for Darren to know. What he did know was that he wasn’t going to get Thorne without going back up and getting himself a fresh lungful.
 
   He broke the surface and Kinsey nearly pounced on him.
 
   “Where is he?” she nearly shrieked.
 
   “Get it together, ‘Sey!” Darren snapped. “I see him, but I’ll need your help to get him out of the water! Calm the fuck down and get ready!”
 
   Kinsey shouted something at Darren, but he didn’t hear it, already submerged for his rescue attempt. Attempt was the key word. Thorne was down deep, was between two rocks, and was being held there by the force of the water coming from above. While he didn’t have the entire weight of the waterfall on him, Thorne had a good amount of pressure holding him where he was, and Darren knew it was going to take every ounce of his strength to get him up to safety.
 
   What happened to Thorne after he was up out of the water, Darren couldn’t even begin to guess.
 
   He breaststroked down, down, down until he could reach Thorne’s clothing. Darren grabbed two fistfuls of shirt and pulled. Thorne came free a lot easier than Darren thought he would. Wrapping one hand up under Thorne’s arms, Darren reached for the surface with his other hand and stroked with the last remaining bit of strength he had. Which wasn’t much.
 
   Darren felt his lungs begin to burn then to catch fire and roast his insides. The arm holding Thorne had gone numb, and he risked a quick glance to make sure he was still holding the man. He was and the sight of Thorne’s slack-jawed face only served to double Darren’s efforts. He put his all into every stroke and the rippling sunlight above grew closer and closer.
 
   “Get him out now!” Darren yelled as he broke the surface and took in enough air to shout. “Take him!”
 
   Kinsey didn’t wait to be shouted at again. She took her father and backstroked to the edge of the pool as Darren just floated for a few seconds to catch his breath. His arms were like noodles and he had to force himself to get moving again, knowing his job was far from over.
 
   Kinsey was struggling to get her father up over the rocky lip of the pool. Darren clambered up out of the water onto his belly, spun himself around, and reached down for Thorne. He grabbed him by the sleeves of his shirt just over the shoulders and heaved. Something popped in his back, but he ignored it as he heaved again and managed to get Thorne’s torso up over the lip of the pool. 
 
   Out of the water and kneeling next to Darren, Kinsey grabbed her father under the armpits, shoving Darren out of the way with her hip, and yanked. She roared at the top of her lungs in a way that dared the universe to defy her. Darren couldn’t help but smile as she succeeded in getting her father up onto dry land and immediately turned him onto his side, slamming her fists into his back.
 
   “Got to give him air,” Darren said and gently moved Kinsey out of the way so he could perform CPR.
 
   Thorne was blue. He wasn’t breathing and there was no pulse in his neck, but Darren didn’t let any of that deter him. He was banking on the cold water giving him a couple of minutes of cushion before brain damage set in. He knew he had a shot at bringing the man back without harm, if he could get him to start breathing on his own immediately.
 
   Quick, short breaths followed by chest compressions. He repeated the pattern over and over. But nothing happened. Thorne was still blue, still not breathing, still had no pulse.
 
   Quick, short breaths followed by chest compressions.
 
   Darren could feel Kinsey’s panic ratcheting up. He could almost hear the wail of anguish that was just behind her lips, ready to burst forth the second he gave up and called it.
 
   So Darren didn’t give up and he didn’t call it.
 
   Quick, short breaths followed by chest compressions.
 
   Water exploded from Thorne’s mouth and nose. He gasped and looked about, his eyes wild and uncomprehending.
 
   “Daddy!” Kinsey shrieked and hugged him to her, again shoving Darren out of the way with her hip.
 
   Thorne’s eyes closed then popped back open. He grunted something, but Darren couldn’t make it out.
 
   “What?” Darren asked.
 
   “Cardiac…arrest,” Thorne mumbled then his eyes closed again and didn’t open back up.
 
   “What? What did he say?” Kinsey asked, looking down at her father’s unconscious face. “Daddy? What did you say?”
 
   “Cardiac arrest,” Darren said and gently felt at Thorne’s neck. The erratic and weak pulse confirmed the claim. “Shit. We’ve got to get him out of here.”
 
   Darren tapped at his ear and said a quick prayer.
 
   “Ballantine? Do you read me?” Darren called over the com.
 
   “Loud and clear, Mr. Chambers,” Ballantine responded. “Good to hear you’re alive. What’s your ETA?”
 
   “No ETA,” Darren said. “We’ve got a problem.” He quickly relayed the situation.
 
   Ballantine didn’t hesitate.
 
   “We’re coming for you,” he said.
 
   “Don’t,” Darren said. “We’ll manage to get him to the beach. Just be ready.”
 
   “Bullshit. You won’t make it without help,” Ballantine said. “Don’t argue, Chambers. We’re coming for you.”
 
   “What about Shane?” Darren asked.
 
   “We’ll deal with that after we have Commander Thorne back safe on the B3 and in the infirmary,” Ballantine said. “One crisis at a time, please.”
 
   “Fine,” Darren said, his fingers still on Thorne’s neck. “Hurry. I don’t know how long he can hang on.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “How fast can you get me, Lucy, and Gunnar through the jungle?” Ballantine asked as he burst into the Toyshop. “Do we have anything that flies?”
 
   “What?” Carlos responded, completely perplexed. “Flies? What the hell would we have in here that flies?”
 
   “We have drones,” Ingrid said. “But they can’t hold you.”
 
   “Can you make them bigger?” Ballantine asked. “Like in the next two minutes?”
 
   “Don’t be an ass,” Carlos said. “If we could do work that fast, we wouldn’t be stuck on this island.”
 
   “Give me solutions, not excuses!” Ballantine roared.
 
   “Nothing that flies,” Moshi said, giving Ballantine a glare as she arrived at the front of the Toyshop to join everyone else. It was a meek glare, but a glare nonetheless. “Rolls. Not flies.”
 
   “Rolls,” Ballantine said, snapping his fingers and pointing at Moshi. “I like the sound of that. Rolls how? Like a bike or trike or an ATV?”
 
   “Nothing big,” Moshi said. “Rolls on feet.”
 
   “Rolls on feet?” Ballantine replied. “Not liking the sound of that as much. What are we talking about? Rollerblades? Those in-line skate things, but for trail riding? I saw that on the X-Games, didn’t I?”
 
   “Trail board,” Moshi said. “Like skateboard.”
 
   “That’s not good,” Ballantine said. “Never did learn to skateboard. Kind of missed that window of popularity as a youth.”
 
   “I can’t imagine you were ever young,” Carlos said. “I always thought you popped out wearing those khakis and that polo shirt.”
 
   “That would be funny except that it isn’t,” Ballantine said. “Moshi? Bring me the trail board. Three of them, please. We have a Thorne to rescue.”
 
   “Three?” Moshi asked, shaking her head. “Only the one.”
 
   “Only the one?” Ballantine mused. “Well, then I hope Gunnar knows how to skateboard because he’s going to have to use it to get to Thorne first.”
 
   “It’s not that hard,” Ingrid said. “It’s not that easy, but not that hard. If he’s ever surfed or skateboarded, then he should be just fine.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Gunnar stared at the trail board on his lap as Lucy raced the Zodiac to the beach. Yeah, sure, he had skateboarded as a kid. He was from Southern California. He’d skateboarded, surfed, snowboarded, done it all. But he’d never trail boarded and sure as hell had never gone racing through an unfamiliar, dangerous jungle before without backup. Not that he’d done it with backup before either.
 
   “I’m going to die, aren’t I?” Gunnar asked.
 
   “No,” Ballantine said, clapping him on the shoulder. “You’ll be just fine. Moshi and Ingrid told you how it works. Just keep calm and follow the map in your glasses. Remember, Commander Thorne is relying on you. Get to him as fast as you humanly can.”
 
   Gunnar adjusted the pair of sunglasses that were settled onto his nose. They were slightly heavier than regular glasses and that was because they held tech that would allow him to superimpose a GPS map over his vision so he could direct the trail board to Thorne. 
 
   Not that it really was GPS. That would give away their position to possible outside threats. It worked on the same principle, but was contained to the area immediately surrounding the island. Using Darren, Kinsey, and Thorne’s coms as a reference point, with the B3 as another point, the glasses could triangulate the fresh water pool’s exact location. It wasn’t too hard to do.
 
   But Gunnar wasn’t worried about the tech on his face, it was the tech that would be under his feet that troubled him. Trail boarding. Not what he expected to have to do.
 
   “Listen, Gunnar, you’ll need to be quick about this,” Ballantine said.
 
   “I know,” Gunnar replied. “I am fully aware of the dangers of an untreated heart attack, if that is what happened. I’ve been on the clock since the second Darren called in.”
 
   “Yes, that is true, but I was referring to the actual clock,” Ballantine said, gesturing up at the sky. “Daylight is running out. You need to get Thorne stabilized and back to this beach before the sun goes down.”
 
   “Oh, right,” Gunnar said, peering up into the cloudless sky. “How much time do I have?” 
 
   “Three hours at the most,” Ballantine said. “Now, Lucy and I will be close behind you, with a stretcher that can carry Thorne, but you may need to get Kinsey and Darren to help carry him part of the way to us. Do you think you can do that?”
 
   “Yeah,” Gunnar replied. What else was he going to say? “We’ll work something out.”
 
   “Good man,” Ballantine said. “You ready?”
 
   “No,” Gunnar said as the Zodiac raced up out of the water and onto the beach. “But I don’t have a damn choice.”
 
   “Exactly,” Ballantine said and tapped at his ear. “Mr. Chambers?”
 
   “Here,” Darren replied over the com.
 
   “Gunnar is coming to you,” Ballantine said. “Myself and Lucy will be close behind, but Gunnar will reach you first. He’ll get Commander Thorne stabilized. What I need you to do is prep the man for evac. Make a stretcher or litter. Whatever you need to do to get Thorne moving this way ASAP. Understood?”
 
   “Way ahead of you, Ballantine,” Darren said. “Kinsey and I have been cutting and weaving. The second Gunnar gives us the go ahead, we’ll have Vincent on the stretcher and moving towards you and the B3.”
 
   “I figured as much,” Ballantine said. “We’ve landed and Gunnar is getting ready. Keep your eyes open for him.”
 
   “Roger that,” Darren replied.
 
   “Time to go,” Ballantine said and helped Gunnar out of the Zodiac. 
 
   Gunnar nodded, made sure his med kit was strapped tightly to his back, checked that he had a heavy combat knife on each thigh and a .45 on his hip, then walked the trail board up to the tree line. He turned, gave Lucy and Ballantine a quick wave, set the board down on the ground, its ten inch high wheels settling immediately into the dirt, stepped on, and pushed off with his back foot.
 
   The trail board took off, propelled by an energy source that Moshi had had a very hard time explaining to everyone earlier. She’d just ended up shrugging and making vroom-vroom noises.
 
   Gunnar shouted at the top of his lungs as that vroom-vroom turned into VROOM-VROOM.
 
   “Not exactly stealth,” Lucy said, grabbing gear from the Zodiac.
 
   “No time for stealth,” Ballantine said.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter Nine: Island Unleashed
 
    
 
   He could feel the beetles getting restless. They’d backed off from him for the entire duration of his fiddling with the vault’s internal mechanisms. They’d completely left him alone and he’d been very grateful for that. But, as he worked on the last catch and rod, he knew the beetles weren’t going to stay patient for much longer.
 
   It’d been a full hour since he’d detonated the explosives. Time was running out.
 
   Shane had no idea why time was running out, just that his gut was in a constant knot of expectation, waiting for the hammer to fall before he managed to get out of that killing floor.
 
   There was an audible click and clang, and the vault door shuddered then went still. Shane jumped back, almost taking a tumble and falling on his ass, but he kept upright and even managed to sidestep his pack which he’d left on the floor close at hand.
 
   “Here goes nothing,” he muttered as he stepped forward and gripped both sides of the spoked wheel that stood out from the vault door’s surface.
 
   He tested it and it turned, although with some resistance. Shane put some muscle into it and the wheel turned a little easier. With a deep breath, Shane put everything he had into it and the wheel began to spin. He pulled back hard and the vault door gave, easing out from the wall several inches before grinding to a halt.
 
   He didn’t hear them, but he knew they were on the move.
 
   Shane looked back over his shoulder and could see the walls wriggle with fresh activity. The beetles weren’t going to wait any longer.
 
   Eight inches was not wide enough for Shane to get through. That kind of gap would have been useful when he was six, but not at the size he was. He needed another foot, at least.
 
   He grabbed the wheel, braced one leg against the wall, and pulled. It was the wrong angle and he had no leverage. Shane needed something he could wedge in the gap to act as a lever. He could pry the door open if he only had the right tool.
 
   There was nothing in the pack, and Shane knew he couldn’t get a piece out from inside the vault door mechanism. The only thing that was long, solid, and sturdy enough was his M4. But the odds of it still working after he was done were slim to none with a heavy bet on the none side.
 
   Shane felt the floor vibrate under his boots and he looked back to see the beetles were not only on the move, they were downright hustling. Not just the walls, but the floor was covered in the black chitinous things. And they were pointed right at him.
 
   The M4 was going to have to take one for the team.
 
   Shane wedged it in the gap and pushed it towards the wall. The door gave another three inches. Shane pushed harder until the M4 was flush with the wall, its leverage used up. The vault door had moved another two inches for a total gap of thirteen inches. It wasn’t the extra foot Shane needed to get through.
 
   But he had no choice. Time to suck it up, suck it in, and do whatever it took to get through that narrow space and into whatever room lay beyond. Shane shoved his pack through, tossed the bent M4 through, and stepped one leg through the gap.
 
   He got stuck at the hips and started to panic, but the sight of the oncoming beetles shoved all panic from his mind. Panic was a waste of time. He wriggled his hips until he got them through then sucked in his gut to get his middle through. The door had him pinned at the chest, and Shane had to let out every last bit of breath he had to squeeze the last foot or so.
 
   He popped out on the other side, gasping for air, then spun around to see how he could shut the vault door on the beetles. He couldn’t. There was no handle on the new side. There was no wheel, no way to grab the door and yank it closed.
 
   “Oh, shit,” Shane said as the first few beetles began to spill out around the edges of the vault door. 
 
   He was safe from being eaten as long as he stayed in the suit, but if enough got through and overwhelmed him, then he’d be back to being at risk of getting crushed. There were just too damn many of those bugs.
 
   So, the best plan, was to put as much space between him and the beetles. That meant gathering up his pack, strapping it tight, doing the same to the M4 despite its obviously defective appearance, turning heel, and running his ass off.
 
   To where? He didn’t know. All he saw before him was a long, dark tunnel. The walls weren’t stainless steel, so that was good. They looked like solid rock, but Shane wasn’t going to pause long enough to confirm.
 
   He had some running to do.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   It was not like skateboarding, it was not like snowboarding, it was not like surfing. It was more like having your nuts jammed up inside your guts six to ten times every few seconds while being strapped to a wild animal.
 
   Yet Gunnar still managed to stay on the trail board and avoid decapitation from low branches or disembowelment by gut-level bushes. He rocketed through the jungle, somehow staying on what appeared to be the exact path that Team Grendel had taken. He had no idea how the trail board knew where to go, but he was glad his main job was to simply stay on and not necessarily steer the thing.
 
   That had been the only reason he’d agreed to use the damn thing. Moshi assured him all he’d need to do was keep from falling off. The trail board itself was locked onto Darren and Kinsey’s coms, so navigating the jungle to get to them wasn’t the problem. He verified that by watching the blinking red blip in his eye that represented him getting ever closer to the blinking green blip on the map that represented Kinsey, Darren, and more importantly, Thorne.
 
   Basically, he had to get across most of the island before he reached them. 
 
   For some reason, Gunnar had assumed that the three had fled towards the bay and the B3, when in fact, they had gone the opposite direction. They had put more land between them and the bay. That meant Gunnar had a lot of ground to cover. A lot of ground.
 
   He ducked under a branch and managed to keep from falling off when a small boulder to his left forced him to lean way to his right, nearly sending him tumbling from the trail board’s deck. He managed to get around the boulder, but stayed in a crouch as he saw branch after branch ahead of him. 
 
   Standing up would mean losing his head and that just wouldn’t be any fun at all.
 
   Once past the gauntlet of low-hung branches, Gunnar risked standing slightly. He was still hunched over, but not in as much of an ass on the deck crouch as before. He was able to lean forward some as the ground rose in front of him. Gunnar was going uphill and the trail board was slowing down considerably.
 
   “Moshi?” Gunnar called over the com, nearly losing his balance as he put his finger to his ear. “Moshi? How do I boost the speed?”
 
   “Boost the speed?” Ballantine chuckled over the com. “How very ambitious of you, Gunnar. You must be getting used to the board.”
 
   “No, I’m going uphill,” Gunnar said. “It’s slowing me down too much. And don’t interrupt. I’m asking Moshi.”
 
   “I’ll boost the speed,” Moshi replied. “I can do that from here.”
 
   “You can?” Gunnar asked.
 
   Apparently, she could. The trail board lurched forward, nearly sending Gunnar falling off backwards, but he crouched down once more, bringing in his center of gravity, and stayed on the board. He kept that position until the ground began to level out slightly.
 
   “I think I’m at the top,” Gunnar said.
 
   He hit the caldera’s ridge and the board went up and over, taking a screaming Gunnar with it.
 
   “This is stupid! This is the stupidest thing I’ve ever done!”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “Daddy?” Kinsey asked for the hundredth time. “Daddy, can you hear me?”
 
   She sat on the ground right next to the lip of the pool, Thorne’s head cradled in her lap. Kinsey stroked his brow, tracing the ridge over his eyes with her fingers, hoping those eyes would open and give her that reassuring look they were so good at giving.
 
   But they stayed closed, leaving nothing for Kinsey to do except continue hoping.
 
   “Come on,” Darren said as he finished the last few touches on their makeshift stretcher. 
 
   Two long branches with smaller branches as cross braces, and fern fronds woven in between, all tied together using some of the thinner vines found creeping up the trees. The stretcher was far from ideal. It looked like a Gilligan’s Island reject. Even the Professor would have scoffed at it.
 
   But, as Darren pressed his hands to the ferns, giving it one last test before they lifted Thorne onto it, it was the only stretcher they had. They couldn’t afford to be choosy or to mess around with the design too much. Not that they had time for choosiness or messing around. Thorne wasn’t looking well at all.
 
   “His skin is so grey,” Kinsey said. “Is it supposed to be grey? I’ve seen junkies OD and their skin looked like that. I think I’ve looked like that, ‘Ren. This is terrifying.”
 
   “I know,” Darren said, “but we’ll get him back to the ship where Gunnar will fix him right up.”
 
   “Then we come back for Shane, right?” Kinsey asked. “We can’t leave him down there.”
 
   “We’ll try,” Darren said.
 
   “What?” Kinsey asked. “What do you mean we’ll try?”
 
   “Help me get your father on the stretcher,” Darren said. Kinsey just blinked at him. “Come on, ‘Sey, you know how things are. I want to get Shane as much as you do, but Ballantine is freaked about this island. If he is honestly that freaked, then we need to leave ASAP. The beetles and blowflies are bad enough, I sure as shit don’t want to find out what else this place has.”
 
   “Darren Chambers, we are coming back for my cousin,” Kinsey said. “This isn’t a debate.”
 
   “I know because we don’t have time for a debate,” Darren replied. “We also don’t have the personnel. Max is down with a bum leg, Vincent is out, Darby is out, Shane is lost. That’s four members of Team Grendel. We’re all that’s left.”
 
   “We have Lucy,” Kinsey said.
 
   “That’s just one other person, ‘Sey,” Darren said.
 
   “Darren!” Kinsey shouted. 
 
   A bird cawed from the edge of the jungle. A large bird. 
 
   “We help my father then we come back for Shane,” Kinsey insisted, her voice edged and sharp.
 
   Darren held his hand up.
 
   “Do not quiet me,” she snapped. “I will kick your fucking ass, Chambers. I’m two seconds from falling apart because of my dad, but I’ll use those two seconds to destroy you.”
 
   “Shhhh,” Darren said, hand still up.
 
   “Oh, you are so fucking dead,” Kinsey growled.
 
   The large bird cawed again. It was quickly answered by another. And another.
 
   “Shut the fuck up,” Darren hissed at Kinsey. “Do you hear that?”
 
   “What? The birds?” Kinsey replied. “Yeah, I hear it. It’s a fucking tropical island, there will be birds.”
 
   “How many have we seen so far?” Darren asked. “Just those cranes earlier. These don’t sound like cranes.”
 
   Kinsey started to argue, but the cawing grew in volume and density. There were a lot of birds close by. She frowned and looked towards the trees that rimmed the waterfall’s pool.
 
   “Help me get my dad on the stretcher,” Kinsey said.
 
   “Yeah,” Darren agreed, hustling over to Thorne. “Ready?”
 
   “Ready,” Kinsey replied.
 
   They squatted and lifted Thorne onto the stretcher. The birds continued to caw and the rustling of branches and leaves became almost as loud as the calls. Kinsey and Darren kept their eyes on the trees, watching for movement as they secured Thorne. There was no movement, nothing.
 
   “Ballantine?” Darren called over the com.
 
   “Yes?” Ballantine replied. His voice was staticky and sounded a million miles away. “What can I help you with?”
 
   Darren shook his head. Ballantine’s casual manner was not what he needed at that moment.
 
   “You can help me by telling me what else we’re going to find on this island besides beetles,” Darren said. He nodded to Kinsey and they lifted the stretcher, careful to keep it balanced so Thorne didn’t spill out. He was strapped down, but only by vines, not real straps. “We’re hearing some avian activity close by.”
 
   “Avian?” Ballantine asked. “Oh.”
 
   “That’s not a good oh,” Darren stated.
 
   “No,” Ballantine said. “Have the birds begun to mock you?”
 
   “Have the birds begun to what?” Kinsey asked, interrupting. “Mock us? What the fuck does that mean, Ballantine?”
 
   “Have they begun to mock you?” Ballantine repeated. “Taunt you with their calls. Try to intimidate you or scare you.”
 
   “No,” Darren replied. “No mocking yet.”
 
   He was in the lead with his back to Kinsey, so he couldn’t see her face, but he was pretty sure she was rolling her eyes. Not that she didn’t believe Ballantine, but because once again, the man had brought them all into some impossible nightmare. 
 
   “Good, good,” Ballantine said. “When the mocking starts, that’s when you are in trouble.”
 
   “Jesus,” Kinsey grumbled. “Nice, Ballantine.”
 
   “Don’t blame me,” Ballantine said. “At least not for this island. I didn’t design it. Had a wee bit of trouble with a rogue scientist that believed we needed a disposal island for the living creatures we couldn’t figure out how to kill. He set this all up. Screwed it all up. Then went and died, leaving his computer program to run everything. It wasn’t capable of doing anything except grow the nightmare. I tried to shut as much down as I could, but in the end, I just had to write it off and walk away. No one was ever supposed to come back here. The computer should have died out by now. I guess it still had some nightmares to make.”
 
   “Yeah, I’m totally gonna blame you,” Kinsey said.
 
   “How far out are you?” Darren asked. “Where’s Gunnar?”
 
   “Gunnar should be getting close,” Ballantine said. “Hold on.”
 
   Darren and Kinsey, with stretcher in hand, approached the tree line. Darren paused and the two of them studied the shadows, looking up at the branches far above, trying to see if they could make out the source of the cawing.
 
   “Well, this isn’t good at all,” Ballantine said. 
 
   “Anyone care to bet how not surprised I am you said that?” Kinsey grumbled.
 
   “I believe there is some magnetic interference from the volcano,” Ballantine said. “I’m looking at my tablet and your location is on the other side of the island. We should have taken the Zodiac around the other way. Might still be a good idea.”
 
   “What do you mean on the other side of the island?” Darren asked. “You mean on the side where we first arrived? Where we found Nivia’s yacht?”
 
   “Precisely that side,” Ballantine said. “Hold on.”
 
   “I swear, if he tells us to hold on one more time, I’ll gut him when we get back,” Kinsey said.
 
   “Hold on.”
 
   “Oh, you can kiss my ass, ‘Ren,” Kinsey said.
 
   “What? I didn’t say that,” Darren said. “It didn’t even sound like me.”
 
   “Didn’t even sound like me.”
 
   “That one sounded like you,” Kinsey said and gulped loudly. “But that wasn’t you, was it?”
 
   “No,” Darren said, staring up into the trees. “Shit. Is that the mocking?”
 
   “Listen, Mr. Chambers and Ms. Thorne, I am revising the plan,” Ballantine said. “Lucy and I will return to the Zodiac and circle around the island. We’ll meet on the beach of that first cove we found. It’ll be considerably faster, not to mention safer, than traipsing through the middle of the jungle.”
 
   “Ballantine? By mocking, did you mean the birds can copy us?” Darren asked.
 
   “Copy? Oh, you mean mimic,” Ballantine responded. “Yes, that is one of the ways they mock.”
 
   “What’s the other way?” Darren asked.
 
   A small rock came flying down from the trees, hitting Darren high on the left cheekbone.
 
   “Shit!” Kinsey cried. “Little fuckers!”
 
   “Have they started throwing objects?” Ballantine asked then sighed. “I did hate it when they’d throw objects.”
 
   More rocks came flying out of the trees at them. Darren and Kinsey began to shout up at the birds even though they couldn’t even see a hint of a wing. The birds shouted back, mimicking Darren and Kinsey’s speech patterns almost perfectly.
 
   “This blows chunks,” Kinsey said. “Can it get worse?”
 
   “Jesus, ‘Sey!” Darren snapped. “Why the fuck would you ask that?”
 
   It got worse.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   The black cloud followed so close that Gunnar thought he could feel the thousands of tiny wings beating right near his back. He certainly could hear all the blowflies as they chased him and his trail board up out of the valley and into the jungle. It was a near-deafening hum of insect activity. A monotonous tone of yuck.
 
   Gunnar leaned to the right, avoiding a spiky-looking plant that he could have sworn had reached for him. That wasn’t supposed to be possible. Not on that island. Ballantine had said that there wasn’t aggressive plant life. Of course, he hadn’t mentioned the blowflies, either, so Gunnar’s confidence in Ballantine wasn’t exactly at its zenith.
 
   The trail board nearly came out from under Gunnar as it bounced over a large bump in the trail. Gunnar kept his balance, crouching down fast to grip the edge of the board so he didn’t fall off. A handle like for a scooter would have been a good addition. He’d have to tell the elves. 
 
   Not that he planned on getting on the thing ever again. The second he found Darren and Kinsey, he was tossing the trail board into the bushes and forgetting all about it. He’d just tell Moshi he’d lost it. He hated to lie to Moshi, she was good people, but he didn’t want to deal with the damn thing any more than he had to. 
 
   He didn’t want to deal with the cloud of blowflies chasing him, either. No way around that. He just kept moving forward, the image in his glasses saying he was getting closer and closer to Darren and Kinsey with every second.
 
   Gunnar only hoped that he had more seconds than the cloud of blowflies. He was a doctor and biologist. He knew exactly what blowflies could do to a person. He’d watched the videos on third world health issues where children had to have parts of their bodies excavated of all flesh in order to dig out the maggots. 
 
   He’d even heard of the same happening in the US in the poorer areas of the country. The inner city ghettos, the backwoods of Appalachia, the shanty villages on native reservations. People, not just children, losing limbs, or chunks of limbs, because they lived in such squalor that the blowflies could lay eggs in their exposed skin, allowing the maggots to grow and consume the living flesh.
 
   Yeah, Gunnar wasn’t into that happening to him.
 
   So he leaned forward, moving his center of gravity to the front of the trail board, hoping it would allow him to go faster. It did, but it also made him kind of queasy. Not the time to get motion sick, not the time at all.
 
   He hit another bump and cried out. The trail board was handling the terrain well, but Gunnar wasn’t sure how much more he could handle. His legs burned, his back ached, and the constant movement was giving him vertigo. He saw another bump in the trail ahead and glared at it.
 
   Then it moved.
 
   Gunnar’s glare turned to wide eyes filled with fear.
 
   Not a bump. Not a bump at all. It wasn’t a log or branch. It was obviously a three-foot part of a very large snake. Very large. Not grotesquely large like one of Ballantine’s science experiments gone wrong, but it sure as hell was big.
 
   Gunnar didn’t have time to see the details of the markings, so he couldn’t identify the snake, but by its girth and length, it was certainly a constrictor of some kind. In the South Pacific, that would mean a python, but knowing Ballantine, it could also be in the boa family. Gunnar wasn’t under any illusion that the insects, and now animals, on the island were natives.
 
   He really hated Ballantine at that moment. The moment when the trail board hit the bump, the snake, and almost sent him flying off into the underbrush. But Gunnar stayed on. Barely. The trail board seemed to sense that he was about to lose it and it automatically slowed down. Nice trick. 
 
   Of course, slowing down meant that the cloud of blowflies caught up, and Gunnar was soon swatting at the things, keeping them from landing on his exposed skin. All it would take was one or two to pierce his skin and lay its eggs and he’d be digging out the larvae for days.
 
   The buzzing was insane. It filled his ears, his head, his everything. Gunnar felt like it was some sort of aural pillow pressing against him from all sides. He wanted to scream at the flies, tell them to shut up, but he didn’t dare open his mouth. Too many were flying about his head. Swallowing a blowfly would turn an already shitty day into a considerably worse shitty day.
 
   Gunnar was so busy swatting at blowflies and trying to stay on his trail board that he didn’t notice two things. The first was the bushes off to his left were moving. A lot. Something was tracking him from inside there. The second was that the trail was following close to a good-sized stream. If Gunnar had been paying attention, he would have noticed glimpses of the stream now and then when the underbrush thinned out enough to afford a view.
 
   But Gunnar wasn’t paying attention to the stream off to his right or the thing in the bushes to his left. He was smashing blowflies as they landed on his arms, his neck, his face. He was trying to keep from being thrown off the trail board. That was what he was paying attention to.
 
   Which was why he didn’t notice that the trail was ending, the jungle was ending, the ground underneath him was ending.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   The sounds of millions of beetle legs scraping against rock echoed throughout the tunnel. It would have been deafening if Shane hadn’t been wearing the helmet he was. Lucky for him, the helmet dampened almost all external sound. Not that it mattered a ton since he could feel the little fuckers under his boots. 
 
   That kind of volume made an impact.
 
   Shane had zero clue what he was running towards. Again, not that it mattered, since he wasn’t exactly presented with a ton of opportunities. All he could do was keep his feet moving, his legs pumping, his body in motion so that the beetles that scuttled and crawled en masse behind him didn’t catch up.
 
   The problem with that was he was exhausted. He wasn’t sure how long he could keep his feet moving, his legs pumping, his body in motion. Eventually, the en masse was going to catch up to him if he didn’t find somewhere he could hide. All he needed was a secure location to lay up in while he rested. Maybe catch a twenty-minute power nap. It was the SEAL secret weapon, a twenty-minute power nap. That was all he needed.
 
   But he was running through a pitch dark tunnel hewn from the rock the island was made of, his glowing blue suit his only illumination, with several thousand very large beetles on his ass. A nap wasn’t in the picture at that moment.
 
   So Shane kept going. He dug deep, he pulled up every last ounce of energy he had and kept going. No choice, really. Feet, legs, motion. Feet, legs, motion. Go, go, go.
 
   He was concentrating so hard on willing his body to go that extra few meters, to not give up, to push through the intense cramps that were building in his thighs, that he almost missed the sliver of darkness in the wall of the tunnel. But the beetles were gaining and Shane took a risk and looked back over his shoulder to see how close they were. That was how he caught sight of the sliver of darkness. A sliver that said there was a break in the wall.
 
   He had half a second to make a decision. If he kept going, then he may miss an opportunity to get out of the tunnel and into somewhere that would let him have those minutes of rest. But, if he slowed down, the beetles would be all over him and he’d end up at the bottom of a beetle pile again except he wouldn’t have any energy left and the beetles would end up squishing him until he could no longer breathe.
 
   It was a shitty dilemma.
 
   But it sorted itself out as Shane’s left foot caught on a slight rise in the floor of the tunnel, sending him sprawling onto his hands and knees. He skidded for a couple of feet and miraculously managed not to go head over heels tumbling down the tunnel.
 
   His decision had been made for him. Shane scrambled back to his feet and hurried towards the dark gap of mystery. He took off his pack and M4 and held them to his sides as he entered the gap. 
 
   It was just wide enough for him to squeeze into. Into. That was key. He didn’t squeeze through the gap since it seemed to go on forever. All he could do was squeeze into it and keep going, walking sideways as he was sandwiched between the rock.
 
   Shane had enough room that he could swivel his helmeted head on his neck. That was good since it allowed him to see when the beetles reached the gap and came for him. It was bad because it allowed him to see when the beetles reached the gap and came for him. They filled the gap fast. In seconds, he had hundreds of beetles pressing up against his left side, their mandibles trying to grip his body, but finding no purchase because of the suit.
 
   “Fuck off!” Shane yelled, but he knew it made no difference. The beetles couldn’t understand him, and with the way the suit was built, they probably couldn’t even hear him. Still, it felt good to shout, to let off steam, to do something other than flee. “Fucking fuck off!”
 
   Their weight grew, and he felt like he was making more progress by being shoved along by the beetles than he was by his own moving, sidestepping legs. Shane knew that inadvertent assist would end the second he broke free of the gap in the tunnel. If he broke free of the gap in the tunnel.
 
   Then it happened. He was stumbling, falling, arms pinwheeling, legs flailing, body in open air. He had broken free of the gap. The fall was short, only about three feet, and Shane found himself once again on his hands and knees. He braced for the imminent swarming of the beetles all over his body. 
 
   But they never came.
 
   Shane looked back at the gap he’d fallen out of and saw a couple beetles here and there crawling about, but the main swarm stayed back. That was puzzling.
 
   Shane stood up, found his pack and M4, strapped them to his back again, and backed slowly away from the gap he’d come through. His eye was locked onto the black gap, waiting for a thousand beetles to come pouring out at him. He waited and waited, but no swarm. Just a couple beetles here and there exploring the edges of the gap then tucking back into the darkness.
 
   “Okay,” Shane muttered. “Maybe wishes do come true.”
 
   He turned in a slow circle, but the glow from his suit barely penetrated the space he was in. He looked left, right, and up. Nothing to see. No features or dimensions. Whatever space he was in was large. Very large. 
 
   The hair on the back of his neck stood up. Quite a feat since that hair was sticky with sweat and held tight to his body by the collar that joined the helmet to the suit. Still, it stood up and Shane whipped back around to stare at the gap he’d come through. They were coming. He knew they were. His gut told him the beetles were just building up their numbers so they could overwhelm him in one big swoop.
 
   Shane braced his legs and tensed his entire body, ready for the attack. 
 
   A beetle appeared at the edge of the gap and he narrowed his eye at it, positive it was only a scout, a hint of what was to come.
 
   Then the beetle was gone.
 
   It hadn’t fled back into the gap, it was just gone. Blink and gone.
 
   Shane took a step towards the gap. Not the brightest move, but the disappearance of the beetle didn’t make sense. His eye had been locked on it. The bug had been a foot away from the edge, nowhere close enough to just pop back out of sight without him noticing. He’d gotten pretty good at tracking the movement of the beetles. He would have seen it leave.
 
   So where did it go?
 
   A second beetle appeared and Shane moved closer. He wanted to have a clear view if the damn bug pulled the same disappearing act. It crawled across the rocky surface for a couple seconds, then it was gone.
 
   But that time, Shane had seen what had happened to it. He leapt back, spun around, and yanked his M4 free from his back. The carbine was all bent up, but Shane was pretty sure it would still work. It was mainly the buttstock assembly that was screwed up. He pulled a pin free and disengaged the buttstock assembly from the lower receiver. 
 
   It wasn’t a safe thing to do with an M4. The kickback from firing would drive the buttstock assembly rod that connected to the lower receiver right into him. He’d have to handle the carbine like a large machine pistol. Grip the handle tight and hold the barrel up front, hoping he could control it enough for some semblance of accuracy.
 
   Shane watched the darkness. What he’d seen had come from above, he knew that. It was a long, thin leg that had grabbed the beetles, plucking them one at a time off the rock wall. It had been light grey, almost close to white and if he hadn’t been watching closely, he wouldn’t have seen it at all.
 
   “Come on, come on,” Shane said, not liking being made to wait. “Where are you, new bug?”
 
   He was certain it was a new bug. Had to be. The leg had been so thin, almost threadlike, and he didn’t know of anything except for an insect that would have a leg that thin. Of course, he didn’t know of any insect that had a leg that long or large. But the impossibility of size was irrelevant. He was trapped on a Ballantine island. Of course shit was going to be impossibly large. That’s how Ballantine islands rolled.
 
   Shane began to walk forward, heading deeper into the darkness and away from the gap behind him. If it wouldn’t come to him, then he’d go to it. He was already up shit creek without a paddle, canoe, life vest, or even a stitch of clothing. Might as well get things over with and find out what beetle-snagging bug lurked in the dark.
 
   Racking the slide, Shane lifted his messed up M4 and hoped it fired when he needed it to. He kept moving, taking cautious step after cautious step. At least he wasn’t running anymore. The cramps had lessened somewhat, but not completely. He was dehydrated and he knew he’d be in pain until he got some fluids in him.
 
   Except he ended up losing fluids, not gaining them, as he took three more steps and finally came to the far wall of the space. A little bit of pee trickled out of him and his suit filled with the sharp smell of urine. Not that he cared. He was too busy trying not to panic.
 
   There, on the wall, was the unmistakable patterned webbing of a spider. Almost perfectly round, the web was a zig-zag of about thirty feet in diameter. Hanging from the web were dozens of empty beetle shells with hundreds more piled on the ground beneath. 
 
   “Nope,” was all Shane could say as he watched the web begin to quiver. “Nope, nope, nope.”
 
   The quivering grew stronger and the owner of the web appeared. Ten feet across at its abdomen, the spider was a glossy black that was broken by a narrow stripe of yellow across its back.
 
   Shane wanted to open fire. He really wanted to open fire. But for the first time in a very, very long time, his body was frozen in fear. Not very SEAL of him, but there it was. He was terrified that if he even twitched his trigger finger, the spider would be on him in seconds.
 
   He was fairly certain it was watching him. Of course it was. He was dressed in a glowing blue suit. He was the main attraction in what had to have been a pretty dreary life for a spider stuck in a cave in a tunnel, underground with nothing to occupy itself with except the constant snacking on stray beetles that happened by. Now it had something else to snack on and break up the monotony of the beetle buffet.
 
   Shane had to do something. He knew that. He couldn’t stand there forever, waiting for the spider to make its move. Once the thing did that, it would probably be too late for Shane to make his own move.
 
   He tensed his finger and prepared to squeeze. The spider tensed its legs and looked like it was preparing to leap from the web.
 
   It was a race of tension.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Darren was far from an expert on ornithology. His field was marine biology. Especially when it came to whales and all members in the cetacean family. But, while birds weren’t totally outside his realm of study, since he knew quite a lot about marine species, he had zero clue what species he was looking at as he and Kinsey slowly set Thorne’s stretcher down on the ground.
 
   Whatever they were, there were a lot of them and they had he and Kinsey completely surrounded. He double-checked once the stretcher was out of his hands and he could turn in a very slow, very non-threatening circle to take in what they were up against.
 
   “‘Ren? Talk to me,” Kinsey whispered. 
 
   A couple of the birds echoed her words exactly, even down to the tone of voice and inflection. It was like hearing multiple recordings played back at the same time, each slightly off in timing to give a fractured echo effect.
 
   “Maybe crows?” Darren guessed. “I don’t know.”
 
   “Maybe crows? I don’t know,” several birds said.
 
   They looked like crows, but were too big. They were bigger than even the largest raven Darren had ever seen. But he knew they weren’t ravens. Their beaks were all wrong. They had the narrow beaks of crows, not the wide beaks of ravens.
 
   Crows. Had to be crows. Crows on steroids. A lot of steroids.
 
   “What do you want?” Darren asked.
 
   “Seriously?” Kinsey exclaimed. “You’re going to talk to them?”
 
   “Seriously?”
 
   “What do you want?”
 
   “Seriously, what do you want?”
 
   “Going to talk to them? Seriously?”
 
   The mocking Ballantine had warned them about was in full effect. The birds didn’t shut up even when Darren and Kinsey went quiet. The winged beasts were obviously enjoying themselves, letting out cackle-like caws in between the mocking words.
 
   “Shut up!” Kinsey yelled.
 
   “Shut up!” the birds responded as one. 
 
   Then they went silent. 
 
   The largest of the birds, easily three feet tall, flew down from the branch it had been sitting on, and hopped close to Kinsey.
 
   “Shut. Up,” the bird said. “Shut. Up.”
 
   “Don’t move,” Darren warned. “Stay still. It’s challenging you.”
 
   “Ya think?” Kinsey growled. “It may not be human, but I speak fluent asshole. I know a challenge when I see one.”
 
   “Shut. Up,” the large bird hissed. “Seriously.”
 
   It flew back up to its branch and cawed loudly. The tree was instantly filled to the top by the other birds, weighing it down so much that it almost bent to the ground. The birds seemed to love the precarious tension that created, hopping back and forth between each other so the tree never stopped bouncing up and down.
 
   The movements looked random, but Darren kept his focus on the main bird, the leader, and it became apparent that the birds weren’t just hopping around on the tree like it was their personal trampoline. They were shifting positions, cycling through different groups, conversing with each other in short, sharp grunts and quiet caws.
 
   “They’re having a meeting,” Darren said. Something about crow behavior slammed into his brain. “Oh, shit.”
 
   “Shut. Up,” the flock insisted.
 
   “‘Ren? What is it?” Kinsey asked.
 
   Darren shook his head and hissed at her to be quiet.
 
   The flock hissed at her as well. Some of the birds even left the meeting and flew a couple of dive bombing runs over Kinsey’s head. She ducked down, but didn’t cry out or yell at the birds. Darren frowned at her, worried, but she nodded that she was going to be cool.
 
   The meeting came to an end and the lead bird left the tree, flying to land a meter in front of Darren. The other birds left the tree simultaneously, sending the tree springing back upright. Except for one bird. It stayed and was catapulted high into the sky. It cackled and laughed the entire way and several of the other birds cawed at it in obvious admonishment. The lead bird ignored the noise behind it and cocked its head at Darren.
 
   “Jury,” the lead bird said. 
 
   Darren shook his head. “I don’t understand,” he replied.
 
   But he did understand. The tidbit of crow behavior he’d remembered was that the birds were known to hold actual trials. They would line up as juries and decide the fate of a crow that had broken the flock’s rules. 
 
   No…not flock. Murder.
 
   A murder of crows. That was what a group of them was called. Why? Because when the jury was in and a verdict was handed down, most often than not, it was a death sentence on the offending crow. 
 
   Except this murder of crows hadn’t convened to decide the fate of one of their own, but of Darren and Kinsey.
 
   “Die,” the lead bird said. It was a very clear word and there was no misunderstanding. “Die.”
 
   “Darren,” Kinsey said quietly.
 
   Darren’s brain calculated how fast it would take him and Kinsey to draw their M4s and open fire. They should have already had the carbines at the ready, but they’d been distracted by carrying Thorne’s stretcher and then the appearance of a flock of giant crows.
 
   Murder.
 
   There was no way to outrun the crows. Even if he and Kinsey could make it back to the pool and dive in instead of rushing forward towards the beach, there was Thorne. They’d have to leave him. Then what? The crows would hand down their punishment on the old man? 
 
   Didn’t matter. The chain of events was decided for them. For Darren and Kinsey as well as for the crows.
 
   “FUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUCK!” Gunnar screamed as he and the trail board came flying over the edge of the cliff, only a couple meters from where the waterfall tumbled down into the pool. 
 
   Darren couldn’t help himself. He had to turn and look. There was his best friend, arms flailing, legs kicking, with some sort of funky skateboard just below him falling all the way into the pool just like Darren, Kinsey, and Thorne had done an hour before.
 
   Darren may have been stunned by Gunnar’s appearance, as were the crows as they gaped with their beaks wide open at the falling and screaming human, but Kinsey didn’t let the opportunity slip by. She pulled her M4 free, racked the slide, and opened fire, shredding six crows into guts and feathers before any of the others even knew what was happening.
 
   Then all hell broke loose as the swarm of blowflies that had followed Gunnar caught sight of Darren, Kinsey, the crows, and especially the fresh guts and blood splattered everywhere. As one, the swarm dove from the top of the cliff straight at them all.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter Ten: You Can Check In, But You Can’t Check Out
 
    
 
   The birds went for the blowflies. The blowflies went for the birds.
 
   Darren and Kinsey went for the pool with Darren diving back in to fetch Gunnar who had just hit the surface and was still falling down into the depths of the crystal clear water. Kinsey took a knee and covered them as she swept the M4 back and forth, ready to fire if either the swarm of blowflies or the murder of crows came at them.
 
   Neither came for them. They were too engrossed in attacking each other. The blowflies swarming over the huge crows and the huge crows gobbling up as many blowflies as their beaks could hold and throats could swallow. It was a buzzing, cawing, flying mass of black wings, tiny and large.
 
   Darren broke the surface with Gunnar in tow and swam over to the edge of the pool. 
 
   “Come on, Gun,” Kinsey snapped. “Get your ass out of the water. We need to go.”
 
   “Yeah, okay, Kins, don’t mind the fact I just fell like fifty feet into ice cold water,” Gunnar gasped as he scrambled up onto the ground. 
 
   “How do you think we got down here?” Kinsey snapped. “Pussy.”
 
   “Good to see you too,” Gunnar said as he stood up then bent over and coughed half a gallon of water from his lungs. “Fuck me.”
 
   “No time for almost drowning,” Darren said and patted Gunnar on the back. “We have to get Vincent to the beach and meet Lucy and Ballantine.”
 
   “Yeah, I heard the new plan,” Gunnar said. “Good idea since the trail board is at the bottom of that pool and wouldn’t be much help anymore.”
 
   “Trail board?” Kinsey asked and shook her head. “Fucking elves. I swear they invent shit just to make our lives absurd. A trail board? Seriously?”
 
   “Seriously?” a crow echoed as it flew down close to Kinsey’s head.
 
   It became an explosion of blood and feathers as Kinsey put a couple rounds into its body.
 
   “Yeah!” Kinsey shouted. “Seriously!”
 
   “Knock that off!” Darren barked. “We don’t need to draw their attention!”
 
   “Whatever,” Kinsey said and hurried over to the stretcher where her father still lay unconscious. “Gun? Do your thing.”
 
   “At the beach,” Gunnar said. He looked up at the sky, past the swarming birds and flies, and at the clouds that lazily floated by. “It’s going to be dark soon and I don’t know how long it’ll take us to get there. We need to move. I’ll assess Vincent when we reach Lucy and Ballantine.”
 
   Kinsey looked like she was going to argue, but several sharp caws above changed her mind. She angled her M4 towards the approaching birds and the crows quickly veered off, flying back into the anonymous mass of fighting birds and flies.
 
   “Then let’s do this shit,” Kinsey said. “You want me to carry or cover?”
 
   “How you feeling, Gun?” Darren asked. “Up for carrying a stretcher?”
 
   “I feel like hammered shit,” Gunnar said. “I’m exhausted and need to sleep for a month. But I suspect that’s how you both feel, so since I’m not nearly as good a shot as Kinsey, I’ll take an end of the stretcher while she covers us.”
 
   “Cover it is,” Kinsey said and moved into position as Darren and Gunnar picked up Thorne.
 
   The commander tensed, grunted and shook his head, then quieted down and his body relaxed.
 
   “Is he still breathing?” Kinsey asked, looking over her shoulder at the stretcher as she walked backwards, her M4 aimed at the aerial battle above. “Gun? Is my dad still breathing?”
 
   “He’s breathing,” Gunnar acknowledged. “I can see his chest moving. But it’s not strong.”
 
   “Then double time it,” Kinsey snapped. “Get a move on and let’s get the fuck to the beach.”
 
   “You know where we’re going?” Gunnar asked Darren, ignoring Kinsey’s gruffness.
 
   “This way,” Darren said and walked into the jungle.
 
   “I had some killer glasses before I took a swim,” Gunnar said. “They had a map of the island and everything. I could’ve told you how far the beach was from here.”
 
   “Less talk, more walk,” Kinsey said.
 
   “Sweet Jesus, Kins,” Gunnar sighed. “Do you know how much you sound like your father right now?”
 
   Kinsey didn’t respond. She kept her eyes on the birds and blowflies until they were all the way in the jungle and she could no longer see the pool or what was fighting above it. As soon as she lost sight of the pool, she turned around and hurried past Darren, Gunnar, and the stretcher to take point.
 
   “They might still come for us,” Darren said.
 
   “I think we’ll hear them coming,” Kinsey replied. “The flies aren’t silent and those birds sure as hell aren’t silent. They talk more than my cousins.”
 
   “Talk?” Gunnar asked.
 
   “Crows,” Darren replied.
 
   “Those are pretty big crows,” Gunnar said.
 
   “Ballantine,” Kinsey said as if that answered everything. Which it pretty much did.
 
   Although, Ballantine wanted to add his own thoughts on the subject. 
 
   “Not my design,” Ballantine said over the com. “The birds, the beetles, the blowflies, none of it. Just want to state that again for the record.”
 
   “What about the snakes?” Gunnar asked.
 
   “Snakes? I don’t remember there being any snakes,” Ballantine said. “Those are new. How big were they?”
 
   “I only saw the one, but it was big,” Gunnar said. “Although, come to think of it, it wasn’t Ballantine big, just nature big. Maybe that wasn’t your fault.”
 
   “None of this is my fault,” Ballantine said. “Okay, I’ll cop to the beetles, but they were created for a different island. I never wanted them here. I crossed this island off the viable list a long time ago. It was supposed to be purged, along with the person that had betrayed me, but apparently that order never went through. I sort of dropped the ball.”
 
   “Ya think?” Kinsey snapped. “And apparently, your lack of oversight has resulted in my cousin being lost and my father having a heart attack.”
 
   “I can’t be blamed for the heart attack,” Ballantine said, but not over the com. He suddenly appeared before them, stepping out from between two palms. “Come on. Beach is this way. You were a lot closer than you knew.”
 
   The plant life thinned quickly and they broke through to a white sand beach and the sun glaring at them. It took a second for their eyes to adjust, and once they did, they saw what waited on the beach.
 
   It wasn’t just Lucy sitting in the Zodiac, but there was another boat, a small craft that had obviously come from Nivia’s yacht. It was easy to tell from the expensive woodwork. The expensive woodwork that had been gnawed and chewed by hungry beetles.
 
   That wasn’t all. There were a couple of skeletons picked clean, their bones bleaching in the sun, but not yet that perfect white. They still held the yellow of fresh death and there were scraps of clothes flitting about the sand close by, looking like they weren’t sure if it was time to leave the bodies they had formerly covered or if they were still on duty.
 
   “We should bring the other boat,” Darren said. “Let’s get Vincent secured then we’ll shove the boat into the water and check it.”
 
   “And if it doesn’t work?” Kinsey asked. “We don’t have time to dick around, ‘Ren.”
 
   “Resources are low, ‘Sey,” Darren replied. “We need it.”
 
   “He’s right,” Ballantine said. “Get Commander Thorne on the Zodiac and Gunnar and Lucy can take him back pronto.”
 
   “Pronto is good,” Kinsey said.
 
   “If the boat doesn’t work, then we’ll call for you to return,” Ballantine said to Lucy as Darren and Gunnar set the stretcher into the Zodiac and started strapping it down. “We may need some more weapons, if you do come back.”
 
   “We’ll need all the weapons when we go get Shane,” Kinsey said. 
 
   “I’m on the com,” Lucy said. “Keep me posted.”
 
   “Will do,” Darren said as he helped push the Zodiac from the beach and into the water. 
 
   Once it had floated out enough, Lucy started up the motor, yanked the handle to the left, and turned the raft around so it could speed off out of the cove, leaving Darren, Kinsey, and Ballantine alone with the beached boat.
 
   “Let’s see what it can do,” Darren said and grabbed the bow, ready to shove the boat into the surf. 
 
   Ballantine went to help him while Kinsey leapt into the boat. She gave a short yelp when she nearly stepped on a bare to the bone skeleton. 
 
   “Shit!” she cried. “Got another body!”
 
   “That must be Tessie,” Ballantine said, helping Darren rock the bow of the boat to create a trench in the sand, making it easier to slide back into the surf. “Nivia gave me an extensive breakdown of events. Tessie was her sister-in-law. Or common law. Something. Not quite sure of the relationship dynamics.”
 
   “I doubt that,” Kinsey said. “You are always aware of the relationship dynamics with the people around you. So don’t even try to pretend.”
 
   “Pretend? Me?” Ballantine laughed. “Kinsey Thorne, I’m offended.”
 
   “No, you’re not,” Kinsey said as she turned the key, but didn’t start the motor. “Battery is still working. The boat has electricity.”
 
   The sound of breaking branches, crashing leaves, and angry caws echoed out over the beach. Ballantine looked at Darren then at Kinsey.
 
   “Friends of yours?” Ballantine asked.
 
   “Ha ha,” Darren said.
 
   “We should hurry,” Ballantine stated. “If you’ve survived them once, then they will doubtfully let you survive again.”
 
   “Won’t they just follow us?” Kinsey asked, making sure her M4 was within a quick grab. “They’re birds, Ballantine. They can fly.”
 
   “I doubt they’ll leave the island,” Ballantine said. “These birds are particularly territorial. That’s why you went on trial.”
 
   “So you knew they’d do that?” Darren asked, the boat almost all the way back in the water. He put his shoulder against it and pushed with his legs. It slid free and began to float away. “There! Come on!”
 
   He grabbed onto the boat and swung himself up onto the bow then leaned over and grabbed Ballantine’s hand as the man chased after into the surf. Ballantine was up next to Darren when the crows broke from the trees and came flying at them all.
 
   “Take the wheel!” Kinsey shouted as she started the engine then moved out of the way so she could get a shot off with her M4.
 
   Darren didn’t argue, just slid down into the pilot’s seat, taking the wheel and whipping it around as he pushed the throttle forward. Ballantine was nearly thrown clear of the boat, but he managed to scramble down to a seat as Darren sent them rocketing out of the cove.
 
   The crows were out over the water and swooping down at them, large beaks, large claws, angry eyes.
 
   Kinsey took out four more, then her M4 clicked empty.
 
   “Shit!” she cried.
 
   “Here!” Darren yelled as he yanked a magazine free from his belt and tossed it to her.
 
   Kinsey caught it easily, even with the boat bouncing up and down over the waves. She ejected the spent one, inserted the full one, slapped the bottom to make sure it was seated fully, racked the slide, then opened fire. 
 
   Four more crows exploded in the air before the rest turned around and headed back to the safety and cover of the trees. Once Kinsey was sure the crows weren’t coming back, she slung the M4 and sat down next to Ballantine, exhaling a sigh that carried more weariness than any young woman should have to carry.
 
   “We will formulate a plan,” Ballantine said. “I already lost Mike. His death is on me. I admit that.”
 
   “Tell that to my father,” Kinsey said. “When he wakes up.”
 
   “He’ll wake up, do not worry,” Ballantine said. “He has Gunnar and Nivia working on him. Apparently, she is a professional nurse. That is a handy skill set to have on the ship now.”
 
   “She won’t be able to stay with us,” Darren said. “We’ll have to drop her off somewhere.”
 
   Ballantine didn’t respond.
 
   “Ballantine?” Darren said, glancing over at the man for a quick second before turning his attention back out to the water in front of the boat. “Ballantine, she can’t stay with us.”
 
   “I am not sure she has much of a choice in the matter,” Ballantine said. “She knows too much about us.”
 
   “Pull your covert head out of your spy ass,” Kinsey said. “We aren’t going to keep her prisoner.”
 
   “No, we are not, that I agree with,” Ballantine said. “I will give her a choice. What she chooses dictates her fate.”
 
   “What the fuck?” Kinsey snapped. “So if she chooses to go home, you’ll kill her?”
 
   “It is not that cut and dry,” Ballantine said. “There will be nuanced negotiations, I am certain. But in the end, she will have to choose to stay with us and be free or leave us and risk whatever must be done to ensure our safety.”
 
   “You are a sick bastard,” Kinsey said.
 
   “What would you propose, Ms. Thorne?” Ballantine asked. “We head to the nearest port and just wave goodbye?”
 
   “Yes,” Kinsey said. But her voice betrayed her doubt in her own response.
 
   “Yes, of course,” Ballantine said and nodded. “We expose ourselves to the world by just steaming our oh so unrecognizable ship into any old port with the hope that the place is not covered by surveillance.”
 
   “We find a small port,” Kinsey said. “One out of the way that won’t have modern security.”
 
   “Is this port on Mars?” Ballantine asked. “Because that is the only place where a port of that description exists. One does not exist on this planet.”
 
   “Satellites,” Darren said, bringing the boat around a curve in the island. They were getting close to their harbor and the B3. “Kinsey, every satellite Ballantine’s enemies have at their disposal will be watching the ports. Especially the ones that have low tech and little surveillance. We’ve probably ruined the trade for half of the world’s smugglers.”
 
   “I never thought of that,” Ballantine said. “How rude of me to do that to hard-working smugglers.”
 
   “We can’t kill her,” Kinsey said. “I won’t let that happen.”
 
   “Regardless of your convictions, Ms. Thorne, our new friend’s choices are very limited,” Ballantine replied. “Ours even more limited than hers. But we’re getting ahead of ourselves. This is not something we need to worry about until after we have left this island.”
 
   “After we get Shane back,” Kinsey said.
 
   “Precisely,” Ballantine replied. He pointed at the harbor as Darren brought the boat around one last curve. “Here we are. I advise you grab some food and get thoroughly hydrated while I bring up the limited schematics I have of this island.”
 
   “You do have schematics?” Kinsey asked. “Real ones this time?”
 
   “Of course,” Ballantine said. “They should be fairly accurate now that I know for certain which island we are on.”
 
   “Murder Island,” Kinsey said. “That’s what fucking island we’re on.”
 
   “Well put,” Ballantine chuckled. “Well put.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Shane stayed put. He didn’t dare move, didn’t dare breathe, didn’t even dare to twitch his taint. He stayed right where he was and played dead.
 
   It was easier than it sounded since he was covered in spider guts and pinned to the ground by the corpse of the spider that the guts had belonged to. 
 
   Why stay put? Why play dead?
 
   Shane had erroneously assumed that the spider he had first met was the only spider in the area. Big mistake.
 
   As soon as he had pulled the trigger on his M4, which shot like a wild, bucking bronco, Shane had realized how big of a mistake he’d made. The spider in front of him had leapt and he was luckily a skilled enough shooter to rip the thing wide open, sending steaming, yellow-black guts exploding all over him, before it could reach him with its barbed front legs and very long, sharp mandibles. The moment his M4 stopped barking lead, he heard the hissing from above.
 
   It wasn’t hissing from the spider that was about to collide with him, obviously, which told Shane, in that split second before impact, that he had more company. It was a spider family affair and stood to reason the others, however many there were, weren’t going to be so happy that he’d just mutilated brother, or sister, with a dozen bullets.
 
   So, Shane stayed put.
 
   While the spider corpse was surprisingly light for its size, there was a smell that came from the oozing innards that threatened to give Shane away. It was a stench that he’d only experienced when coming across kill pits filled with rotting corpses. The spider had only been dead for a few minutes, yet it stank like it had been sitting in the hot sun for a week while stray dogs crapped all around it.
 
   Not pleasant. Made breathing difficult. Or at least made measured, stealthy breathing difficult. Which was the kind of breathing he needed to do if he was going to stay hidden from the Family Arachnid.
 
   There was a skittering close by and Shane held his breath. He tried to let his body go slack, but the spider corpse on him was balanced just right, and he was afraid if he didn’t keep his muscles tensed, then it would shift and that would draw unwanted attention.
 
   Something crawled by his head, a brief brush of hairy legs then gone. It took all of Shane’s willpower not to shudder at the thing’s touch, even with the helmet on. More skittering and several other somethings crawled past him. 
 
   Then they were on him. A dozen or so. With the little light his goo-covered suit put out, Shane could see that the somethings were only as big as cats. But there were a lot of them. 
 
   Babies.
 
   The damn spider had babies. Shane had killed a mother spider and her little spiderlings were crawling onto the corpse. He felt awful. He felt guilty. Yes, they were spiders. Huge spiders, sure. And he was defending himself. But he didn’t want to rob them of their mother. That was just unfortunate.
 
   The awful feeling went away when he quickly realized what the babies were doing. At first, he thought they were mourning, crawling across the mother spider corpse to comfort themselves. Nope. They were having a snack. It was a funeral and wake all in one. They’d skipped the casserole part of the wake, but kept the stuff your face full of food because of grief part.
 
   Lovely.
 
   A chunk of mama splattered onto Shane’s helmet and he winced. He didn’t want to, but it was spider guts and had surprised him. Another big mistake.
 
   The babies stopped feeding. They froze in place. Then as one they turned their many eyes onto Shane. They inched forward, still as one, paused, inched a little more, paused again.
 
   Shane’s hand, hidden under the mama corpse and a layer of gooey guts, still held the M4. The thing had zero accuracy, but Shane doubted he needed accuracy at close range. Maybe if he killed only a couple of them the rest would retreat and go hide their furry, eight-legged bodies in some other part of the underground hellscape Shane was trapped in. Wouldn’t that be nice.
 
   They inched closer, all perched on the corpse, eyes looking down at Shane’s helmeted head and shoulders which were all that were visible. Shane began to wonder if he could get the M4 free in time to defend himself. The mama corpse wasn’t heavy, but now it had several babies standing on it. He was fast, but probably not beat a brood of spiders fast. One of them was bound to get him before he could start firing. The beetles’ mandibles may not have been able to get through his suit, but he wasn’t so sure about huge spider fangs.
 
   He willed himself to be as still as the corpse he was covered by.
 
   After a couple minutes, the spiders went back to eating their mother, liquefying solid parts so they could suck them up with apparent, and quite noisy, relish.
 
   Shane stayed put.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Gunnar came into the conference room with the good news. Everyone sighed with relief.
 
   “Thorne’s a badass,” Lake said. “I knew he’d pull through.”
 
   “From what I can tell, it was a minor heart attack,” Gunnar said. “It wouldn’t have been so severe and hard on him if there weren’t other circumstances.”
 
   “Like running from a giant swarm of blowflies,” Darren said.
 
   “Like Mike dying and then Shane being lost,” Gunnar said.
 
   “Right,” Darren said.
 
   “I know you are all compartmentalizing things, shoving grief and worry aside in order to stay in combat mode,” Gunnar said. “But don’t think that it all isn’t affecting you. It is.”
 
   “I know,” Darren replied. Gunnar gave him a look. “I do! Knock it off, Gun.”
 
   “We are all feeling it,” Kinsey said. “But we do still have a job to do.”
 
   “Yes, about that,” Ballantine said and swiped at the table so that the screen appeared. “This is our island. While Kinsey has so accurately called it Murder Island, it actually has a name.”
 
   “Don’t care,” Kinsey said. “It’s Murder Island, it will always be Murder Island, and anyone that doesn’t think it should be called Murder Island can go spend a day naked in the middle of it and see what they think then.”
 
   “I’m good with Murder Island,” Lucy said.
 
   “Regardless of what it is named,” Ballantine continued, “there are many things on the island that can, and will, try to kill all of us. The fact that we haven’t been attacked in this harbor tells me that things have fallen completely apart and what we are dealing with are the remnants.”
 
   “You call that crazy crap remnants?” Darren asked. “Jesus.”
 
   “What the hell is up with that computer voice?” Kinsey asked. “Is there someone else on the island or not?”
 
   “No,” Ballantine said. “Like I said before, there was an automated protocol in place. It has stayed in place, which is good since it helps prevent any of the altered species from being removed and spread out to the rest of the world.”
 
   “Removed? Who the hell would be stupid enough to do that?” Darren asked.
 
   “Most of humanity,” Lucy answered.
 
   “Very true,” Ballantine said. “But, ignoring humanity’s idiocy for a moment, let me explain briefly how the island is set up.”
 
   He swiped at the screen and the schematic of the island’s surface was replaced by the iconic image of the DVD of The Lion King.
 
   “I give you, the circle of life,” Ballantine said, smiling. The smile faltered. “What? No? Alright.”
 
   He swiped away the cover and brought up images of the various species that were on the island.
 
   “Each species has a mortal enemy to help keep them in check,” Ballantine said. “The beetles eat the blowflies, the beetles are then hunted and eaten by the birds. There are spiders to eat the birds—”
 
   “I’m sorry, did you say spiders to eat the birds?” Darren asked. “Those huge crows we met?”
 
   “Yes,” Ballantine said.
 
   “How fucking big are these spiders?” Darren asked.
 
   “Big enough to eat those birds,” Ballantine said. “I can’t say for sure how big the spiders are now, since I am positive these files are outdated and the creatures have certainly bred themselves larger over the years.”
 
   “You and your size,” Kinsey said. “Overcompensate much?”
 
   Ballantine ignored her. 
 
   “Here is what we are dealing with in order to rescue Mr. Reynolds,” Ballantine said. He paused and looked at the faces in the conference room. “I assume that is still the plan, yes? To risk all of your lives in order to save one man? The odds of all of you coming back are very slim. As of this moment, there are only three of you.”
 
   “I’ll go,” Lake said.
 
   “I’ll go too,” Popeye added. 
 
   “No, we need both of you here working on the ship,” Ballantine said. “That is non-negotiable.”
 
   “I bet I could negotiate it with my Desert Eagle,” Lake said.
 
   “It’s cool, Marty,” Darren said. “Ballantine is right. We need you here on the ship with Popeye and Cougher. If we don’t have a working ship to come back to, then there’s no reason for a rescue.”
 
   “I will go,” Ronald said from the doorway. “I apologize for eavesdropping, as I was not invited to this meeting, but I do believe I could be of service. I am not one for using weapons such as the firearms the team is used to wielding, but my superior strength, agility, and size should be of great help in this mission.”
 
   “Can’t argue with that,” Darren said. “But this is a combat mission, not just a rescue; we expect to have to engage some crazy creatures.”
 
   “Darren, I am considered by most of the world to be one of those crazy creatures,” Ronald said.
 
   “You could get hurt,” Kinsey said. “You aren’t trained like us.”
 
   “No, I am not formally trained the way you have been, but I do know how to fight,” Ronald said. “All gigantopithecuses know how to fight. It is part of our genetic makeup as well as our childhood upbringing. When you are a creature as hunted as we are, albeit by mostly morons and delusional individuals, you must learn to defend yourself.”
 
   “I am going to object,” Ballantine said. “But I won’t veto the idea.”
 
   “You could no more veto my personal choice as I could veto yours,” Ronald said as he stepped fully into the conference room to address everyone. “Or anyone else’s, for that matter. If I decide to go, then the decision is done. It is simply a matter of the team accepting my offer. I would never force myself on a team that has been working together for as long as Grendel has. Darren is the team leader, so it is up to him whether I go or not.”
 
   “As long as you understand the risks,” Darren reiterated. “There are going to be a lot.”
 
   “I understand,” Ronald nodded.
 
   “Then welcome to the mission,” Darren said. “I’m not going to say welcome to the team, since this is a one and done situation. Once back on the ship, you’re a scientist again, not muscle.”
 
   “Of course,” Ronald said. “I wouldn’t have it any other way.”
 
   “I am still going to object,” Ballantine said. “Strictly because of that scientific brain of yours. I can’t risk losing that.”
 
   “Objection noted, rejected, and held highly suspect considering the selfish wording,” Ronald said. “Why is it only you that would be losing my brain? I would be losing it, as well as the rest of the crew.”
 
   “I believe you know what I mean, Ronald,” Ballantine said.
 
   “Perhaps,” Ronald said. “Perhaps not.”
 
   “Off topic,” Kinsey snapped. “Shane. He’s the topic. How do we get him?”
 
   “You will enter here,” Ballantine said, pointing at the spot on the schematic that everyone was very familiar with.
 
   “You’re joking,” Lucy said.
 
   “Come off it, Ballantine,” Darren said. “Now you’re just being a dick.”
 
   “Hardly,” Ballantine said. “I know no one wants to revisit where Mike perished, but it is the most expedient way to get to where I believe you will find Shane. If he is still alive.”
 
   “He’s still alive,” Max said as he joined the group.
 
   “How’s Darby?” Kinsey asked.
 
   Max shrugged. “Better? I don’t know.”
 
   “How do you know Shane is still alive?” Darren asked.
 
   “I just know,” Max replied, tapping at his head. “It’s a brother thing.”
 
   “You guys ain’t twins,” Popeye said. “Only twins have that.”
 
   “Bullshit,” Max replied. “Shane isn’t dead. He’s surviving. He’ll be there when we get there.”
 
   “We? Whoa, dude, you’re not coming,” Darren said. “Not with that leg.”
 
   Max flexed his leg and showed them his calf. 
 
   “I got it braced up and Ingrid has some serious super glue stuff jammed in the wound,” Max said. “I won’t bleed out while we’re on the op. I’m not as fast as usual, but I can keep up and more than hold my own.”
 
   “Ingrid should have passed the super glue by me,” Gunnar said. “I’m the doctor on this ship, not her.”
 
   “You doctored me up fine,” Max said. “This was structural integrity. Engineering. I needed a quick fix and she gave it to me.”
 
   “Yes, but is the glue toxic?” Gunnar asked. “It could make you sick.”
 
   “Bad Chinese food can make me sick,” Max said. “Doesn’t mean I don’t love me some dim sum.”
 
   “That’s a shit argument,” Gunnar replied.
 
   “Makes me want Chinese food,” Lake said. “And a cold beer.”
 
   Everyone sighed. Cold beer was missed by all.
 
   “So we agree that I’m going?” Max asked. “I am still part of Grendel. I have more right than Ronald. No offense.”
 
   “None taken,” Ronald said.
 
   “Fine, dude, you can come,” Darren said. “But you keep your head on the op, not on what could be happening to your brother.”
 
   “Got it,” Max said. He scratched at the scarring across his neck. “Yeah, um, one other thing.”
 
   “What would that be, Mr. Reynolds?” Ballantine asked.
 
   Max squinted at everyone then let out a long whistle of air.
 
   “Oh, for fuck’s sake, just say it!” Kinsey snapped.
 
   “Chill, Sis, chill,” Max replied, holding out his palms. “This isn’t easy. You all are gonna think I’m crazy, which I am for even asking this, but we need every hand on deck, right? We’re down Uncle Vinny and Shane on the team. And Mike. We need at least one more person to make this op work.”
 
   “One more would be ideal, I would venture,” Ballantine replied. “But all personnel are accounted for. Unless you plan to ask one of the elves or perhaps Boris, but I would consider that unwise.”
 
   “No, none of the nerds,” Max said then smiled at Ronald. “No offense.”
 
   “None taken,” Ronald said. “I do not believe anyone has called me a nerd before. I do not fit the stereotype.”
 
   “Right, yeah, so we need one more person and I know where we can find that person,” Max said. “But there’s a risk.”
 
   “Risk is what we do,” Darren said. “Who is it and what’s the risk?”
 
   Max gave everyone a sly smile.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Darby was sitting cross-legged on top of the cage, a magazine in one hand and a sad-looking frozen waffle in the other. She glanced up as the hatch to the specimen bay opened. Four people walked in. She knew their faces, knew she should also have names to go with the faces, but the only name she knew among them was one.
 
   “Max,” she said and flapped the frozen waffle at him. “Do I have to get back in the cage?”
 
   “Do you want to get back in the cage?” Max asked.
 
   “No,” Darby replied. She set the magazine down and turned her body to face the others. “Who am I?”
 
   “Darby,” Ballantine said.
 
   “Wrong,” Darby said and looked at Kinsey. “Who am I?”
 
   “Fuck if I know, girl,” Kinsey said. “If Ballantine says you are Darby, then he’s probably lying. It’s Ballantine after all.”
 
   Darby gave her a crooked smile and nodded.
 
   “Must we always paint me as the liar?” Ballantine asked. “I am considerably more truthful than I am deceitful. That’s just a fact.”
 
   “It’s the persona you’ve cultivated,” Darren said.
 
   “Who am I?” Darby asked him.
 
   “I don’t know,” Darren said. “I’ve known you as Darby, but you’re the only one that can say who you really are.”
 
   “Who do you want to be?” Kinsey asked.
 
   Darby looked at Max and he nodded.
 
   “I want to be a free person,” Darby said. She slammed a fist down on the cage and everyone but Max jumped, even Ballantine. “Not from the cage, but from up here.”
 
   She tapped her forehead.
 
   “I want to be free from the emptiness,” Darby continued. “I want to be free from the hole in my mind.”
 
   “Okay, then be free,” Kinsey said. “Just stop trying to kill all of us.”
 
   “I wasn’t trying to kill you,” Darby said. “If I was trying to kill you, you’d be dead. I just wanted to know who I am. None of you know.”
 
   Everyone looked at Ballantine.
 
   “What?” he asked, trying to look innocent, but failing so miserably that it was comical. “You think I know who she is? You would be sadly mistaken.”
 
   “You know,” Darby said.
 
   “Doesn’t matter right now,” Max said. “We need your help.”
 
   “Why?” Darby said.
 
   “Because Vincent is sick and Shane is missing,” Darren said. “We need another person on the team so we can go find Shane.”
 
   “Vincent,” Darby said and shook her head. “Do I know that name?”
 
   “My father,” Kinsey said. “Commander Thorne. He’s in charge of Team Grendel.”
 
   Darby perked up and her hands clenched into fists. Her lips drew back from her teeth and her eyes narrowed.
 
   “Grendel,” she said. “I know that name. I like that name. Why do I like that name?”
 
   “It’s our SpecOps team,” Max said. “We go on missions to strange and exotic locations so we can kill giant monsters. Usually sharks, but we took care of those guys. Now we kill whatever is trying to kill us.”
 
   “I like that,” Darby said
 
   “I knew you would,” Max said. “You want to come along and help find my brother?”
 
   “Shane?” Darby asked.
 
   “Shane,” Max nodded.
 
   “He as ugly as you?” Darby asked.
 
   “I like to think he’s uglier,” Max replied and smiled. “But it’s a coin flip. He only has one eye.”
 
   “A shooter with one eye?” Darby asked and laughed. “Funny.”
 
   “I think so,” Max said. “Are you coming or what?”
 
   “You need me?” she asked.
 
   “We need you,” Max replied.
 
   “No,” Darby said and shook her head. ‘“Do you need me?”
 
   “I need you more than you know,” Max said, catching her meaning. “Bad.”
 
   “Bad,” Darby said and nodded. “Darby.”
 
   “Yes, that’s your name,” Ballantine said. “Very good.”
 
   “Fuck off, Ballantine,” Kinsey said. “She’s not a trained monkey.”
 
   Darby hopped to her feet and jumped the distance between the cage and the deck. Everyone but Max took a few steps back.
 
   “She does that,” Max said. “Clear mind makes for one jacked-up body. It’s why I want her to come along. She’s faster and stronger than she was when she knew her name.”
 
   “Darby,” Darby said and held out a hand. Max took it and gave it a squeeze. “I’ll be Darby for the op. When we get back, I want to know who I really am.”
 
   Eyes on Ballantine.
 
   “You’ll tell me,” Darby stated.
 
   “Darby, listen, I’m not going to make any promises I can’t keep,” Ballantine said.
 
   “When has that stopped you?” Kinsey asked.
 
   “I am serious,” Ballantine said. “I know you as Darby.”
 
   “You knew me before,” Darby said. “Don’t lie.”
 
   “I’m not lying,” Ballantine said. “But, if a promise is what it will take to get you to help, then I promise to tell you all I know when we return. Will that suffice?”
 
   “It will,” Darby said and nodded. “We need guns.”
 
   “We aren’t leaving tonight,” Darren said. “We need to wait for the sun to come up.”
 
   “Beetles?” Max asked.
 
   “Beetles,” Darren replied. “Popeye should have the ship sealed. Everyone should eat and get some sleep. We’re leaving at dawn.”
 
   “I could eat,” Darby said and pulled at Max as she walked to the hatch. “Are there more of those powdered eggs?”
 
   “I love you,” Max said.
 
   “You love Darby,” Darby replied.
 
   “Same thing,” Max said as they left.
 
   Darren, Kinsey, and Ballantine stayed right where they were. Kinsey looked at Ballantine. Darren looked at Ballantine. Ballantine looked from one to the other.
 
   “What?” he asked.
 
   “You made a promise,” Kinsey said. “You better keep it.”
 
   “I will,” Ballantine said. “I will tell her, and all of you, every last detail I know about her.” He sighed and clapped his hands together. “But none of you are going to like what I have to say.”
 
   He left them standing there.
 
   “We should find Dana and let her in on this,” Kinsey said. “She can help hold him to that promise.”
 
   “Where is Dana?” Darren asked. “I haven’t seen her since we got back aboard.”


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter Eleven: Murder Island
 
    
 
   The Zodiacs hit the beach as the first rays of the sunrise crested the island. 
 
   The beetles had been gone for an hour, obviously sensing the approaching dawn. They flew off the B3, leaving behind their droppings and marks of attempted entry. Once gone, the team had loaded the rafts and set out.
 
   Darren piloted one raft while Lucy piloted the second. They sent the Zodiacs straight up onto the sand, killing the motors just as they left the water. Everyone was out and setting up, grabbing gear, hauling equipment towards the shell of the building where Mike had met his fate underneath.
 
   Crates, boxes, duffel bags, Grendel was ready for whatever the island could throw at them. They had more than enough ammunition, plenty of weapons, although completely conventional since Carlos refused to give them anything experimental. He was pissed Thorne had lost the potato cannon, but that wasn’t why he’d held back. The elves just didn’t have anything left.
 
   Kinsey strapped a .45 to each hip and made sure she had plenty of extra magazines, six for each pistol. She double-checked she had a combat knife and at least four grenades.
 
   “You need help with your gear?” she asked Darby as the woman stood by one of the concrete block walls, watching everyone hustle about. Kinsey picked up an M4 and strapped it to her back then found several magazines that she stuffed into every available pocket on her pants as well as the vest she wore. “You feeling like small arms or large? I’m going with both.”
 
   Darby shook her head. “I don’t know. What do I use?”
 
   “You can kill with a broken pencil,” Max said, coming up to both of them, his .300 WinMag sniper rifle tucked into the crook of his arm. He had a .45 on his right hip and a combat knife on each thigh, but that was it. “But I’d say you should go for—Hey!”
 
   Darby plucked the large rifle from Max’s grip and hefted it. She balanced it between her hands then handed it back.
 
   “I want that,” she said and gave him a look that said she was willing to argue over it. 
 
   Max didn’t want that argument.
 
   “Well, you can’t have this one,” Max said and held up a finger as a cloud formed on Darby’s features. “But, hold on, I think I have a solution to your wanting. Stay there.”
 
   He rushed off and Darby looked at Kinsey. Kinsey shrugged and tried not to look extremely uncomfortable around the unstable woman. Max was back in a flash with a second sniper rifle in his hands.
 
   “Shane’s .338. Carlos finally got the ammo made,” Max said, handing the large rifle to Darby. “He won’t mind. I mean, he will mind because he doesn’t let me use his .338, but he’s not going to argue with you about it. He knows better.”
 
   Darby weighed the rifle in her hands then brought it up to her shoulder and sighted through the scope.
 
   “Overkill in tight quarters,” Darby said. “Hard to use when up close.”
 
   “It has its limits,” Max said, patting his own rifle. “But in the right hands, it’s the best tool for the job.”
 
   “I need something else,” Darby said. Max reached for the .338, but Darby kept her grip. “In addition.”
 
   “Here,” Kinsey said and plucked one of her .45s from its holster. “How about this?”
 
   Darby took the .45 and looked it over then handed it back. “Not right.”
 
   “You could always try one of Lake’s Desert Eagles,” Lucy said, joining the conversation, an M4 in her hand and her .50 caliber rifle strapped to her back. It looked heavy, but Lucy wasn’t exactly petite, so it fit just right. “I snagged two. They’re in the crate over there.”
 
   “A Desert Eagle?” Kinsey asked. “That’s not gonna fit in your hand.”
 
   “We’ll see,” Darby said, walked to the crate and set the .338 down next to it. She popped open the crate, pulled out one of the huge pistols, gripped it tight, sighted down the top, checked the action, spun it about on her finger, then reached into the crate, grabbed out a magazine, slapped it in, and racked the slide. “Yes.”
 
   Then she picked up the sniper rifle and gave Max a huge grin.
 
   “Jesus,” Max said. “Can you make me love you more?”
 
   “I don’t know,” Darby said as she came back over. “I’ll try. You seem to be good at it.”
 
   She looked a little lost, holding the huge pistol in one hand and the rifle in the other.
 
   “Here,” Darren said, handing Max a large holster. “Help a woman out.”
 
   Max strapped the holster to Darby’s waist and she slid the pistol into it.
 
   “I should take lead,” Ronald said. “My vision is excellent in the dark.”
 
   “Except you don’t have a weapon,” Darren said.
 
   Ronald held up his hands, showing everyone the sharp nails on each hairy finger.
 
   “Not good enough,” Darren said. “When the beetles come for us, we’ll need be able to fire without you in the way. You’re too big to take point, you’ll block us.”
 
   “Ah, that is a good point,” Ronald said. “Then I will take the rear and crush anything that decides to sneak up on us. My hearing is better than my sight. I will know if something attempts to flank us.”
 
   “What somethings are we expecting down there other than the beetles?” Lucy asked. “Snakes? Lizards? Spiders? What else was there?”
 
   “Who fucking knows,” Kinsey said. “Ballantine was only guessing. This island was supposed to be a scorched rock. He’s almost as clueless as we are.”
 
   “If it attacks, we kill it,” Darby said. “Knowing what it is will not help. Attack, kill.”
 
   “It’s the simple pleasures in life that make it all worth it,” Max said. “Attack, kill.”
 
   “Works for me,” Darren said. “Attack, kill.”
 
   “Attack, kill,” everyone said together.
 
   Except Ronald. “Is that a thing we say? I am not versed on the proper phrasing for an operation like this.”
 
   “Attack, kill,” Max said and reached up to pat Ronald on the shoulder. “Just remember those two words.”
 
   “I shall,” Ronald said.
 
   Darren walked over to the trapdoor and knelt by it. It slid aside as Kinsey worked the switches. The smell of burnt flesh, human and beetle, immediately filled the air. Darren coughed a couple of times then peered down into the hole.
 
   “This is going to suck,” Darren said. “I won’t lie to any of you. It’s not pretty.”
 
   “NVGs,” Lucy said and opened another crate. She tossed the goggles to everyone then picked up a pair for herself. “Ready?”
 
   “I’ve got point,” Darren said as he placed the NVGs on his head, but didn’t pull them down over his eyes. “Max, you’re behind me with Lucy. Darby behind you then Kinsey and Ronald following. It could get tight in there, so watch your fire. Also, make sure you have a target. Do not go blasting shadows.”
 
   “We’re pros, ‘Ren,” Kinsey said. “We got this.”
 
   “I know,” Darren said. “But we have no idea what we’re up against, so pay attention and be sure when you pull that trigger.”
 
   “Aye aye,” Kinsey said.
 
   “Ready?” Darren asked. They all nodded. “Good. Let’s go.”
 
   He swung his legs over the side of the hole then was quickly lost from sight. 
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   The smell was a hundred times worse down in the tunnel. It was cloying, sticky, clinging to everyone’s noses. Rotten and burnt, mixed together in equal parts, neither refusing to give the other ground, both standing out in equal measures, assaulting the air like they had an instant grudge against anyone that dared to breathe.
 
   “Fuck,” Darby said.
 
   That summed it up for the whole team.
 
   Darren pulled his NVGs down over his eyes and flicked them on. There was a tiny hum as they powered up. “Check your equipment.”
 
   Everyone pulled their goggles down, except Ronald, who did not need one. The humming increased then died as the pairs of goggles warmed up. Five pairs of glowing green eyes turned and looked down the tunnel.
 
   “Jesus,” Kinsey said, surveying the area. “Mike didn’t deserve to die down in a hole like this.”
 
   “He didn’t deserve to die at all,” Darren said. “But we don’t get to pick where we meet our end, not in this job.”
 
   “I’m thinking of retiring,” Max said. “Seriously. Maybe getting plastic surgery, assuming a new identity, find a fine piece of land, and just grow weed the rest of my life.”
 
   “Then you won’t be able to kill,” Darby said.
 
   “Yeah, that’s true,” Max said. “But killing is overrated. I’m sure I’ll get to take some pot shots at poachers now and again. That’ll keep me happy.”
 
   “Pot shots,” Darby said and laughed.
 
   “What?” Max asked. Then he got it. “Pot shots. Weed. Pot. Nice. You’re getting your sense of humor back.”
 
   “I think she’s taking on your sense of humor,” Kinsey said. “Which isn’t the best idea.”
 
   “I’ll retire too,” Darby said. “As soon as I find out who I am.”
 
   “Deal,” Max said. “We leave this hell and retire together.”
 
   “First things first,” Darren said, “we have to find Shane.”
 
   “Duh, Ditcher,” Max replied.
 
   “Duh, Ditcher,” Darby echoed.
 
   Darren sighed.
 
   “We move,” Darren said and turned to face the rest of the tunnel.
 
   It was slow going.
 
   Not because they encountered any beetles, those had vacated the area, but because the grenades that had been tossed down into the space had done serious structural damage. The floor was cracked and buckled, the ceiling caved in in places, and the walls looking like they’d fall over and bury everyone at any second.
 
   Ronald proved his worth at the first cave in.
 
   “Thanks,” Darren said as the huge creature set a child-sized hunk of rock to the side, making a wide enough hole for everyone to crawl through. “Maybe you should get out of the lab more often.”
 
   “Maybe I should,” Ronald said. “But not too often. I enjoy the physical activity, but I am afraid my mind may get bored.”
 
   “Bored?” Max laughed. “Ronny, bud, you just stick around. It’s never boring when Team Grendel is involved.”
 
   His words quickly proved true.
 
   Two more cave-ins later and everyone froze in place. No one dared make a sound. No one dared move a muscle. Breaths were held until the thing had disappeared through a crack in the rock wall.
 
   “Forty feet?” Max whispered.
 
   “At least,” Kinsey whispered back. 
 
   “Ronald?” Darren asked.
 
   “It was a python,” Ronald said. “I could not tell the species, but it may have originated from the Reticulate variety. If that is the case, then we would do well to stay clear of it and any others like it. Reticulated pythons are not known for a pleasant disposition.”
 
   “Snakes have dispositions?” Max asked.
 
   “Ballantine does,” Kinsey replied.
 
   “Nice,” Max chuckled.
 
   There was a scraping sound close by and Max’s chuckle died. 
 
   Darren motioned for them to keep moving. They eased by the crack in the wall where the huge snake had disappeared into. Weapons covered the crack, but the snake didn’t come out at them. It must have had better things to do.
 
   No more cave-ins, but the tunnel did narrow, making it impossible for the team to move any other way than single file. They’d been progressing that way by default, but with the walls so close to shoulders, it meant that Darren was their defense and the rest had to hold their fire or risk shooting him. There was no wiggle room. No space to shoot around him. Their effectiveness as a team was seriously limited.
 
   It didn’t slow them. They continued on until they came to a T in the tunnel.
 
   “Left or right?” Darren asked.
 
   “Left,” Lucy said. “If Ballantine’s schematics are correct. We go left and should come to a main corridor that will lead us directly to the center of the island and the spaces under that trailer.”
 
   “Left it is,” Darren said.
 
   About fifty meters later, they came to the main corridor. Again, they froze in place. No huge snake, but something just as bad.
 
   The corridor was much larger than the tunnels they’d just traversed. Wide enough for three team members to walk shoulder to shoulder with plenty of room to move and fight without touching the walls. Which was good since the walls, and ceiling, and floor, were covered in beetles. A foot thick on every surface.
 
   It may have been daylight outside, but the insects were not using the time to rest. They wove in and out, crawling over and around each other in a never-ending blanket of undulating shells and clicking mandibles. Their legs made scraping noises that had to be a close second to fingernails on a chalkboard.
 
   Darren pointed at the floor and shrugged. There was nowhere to walk without crushing beetles. A few were spilling out of the corridor and milling about the team’s boots. Ronald bent and picked one up, easily gripping it in his huge hand so that the mandibles couldn’t pinch him. He studied it then took it in both hands and snapped it open, letting guts spill down his wrists.
 
   He gently moved everyone out of his way and stepped to the front. He tossed the two halves of the beetle into the corridor. Where the halves landed, the other beetles parted. They didn’t give the broken body parts much space, but they didn’t attempt to crawl over them either.
 
   “Interesting,” Ronald said aloud.
 
   The noise was like a rumbling explosion in the corridor. Beetles instantly were drawn to it and the walls, ceiling, and floor began to move towards the team.
 
   “Dude,” Max hissed, ready to open fire.
 
   “Hold, Max,” Ronald said as he reached down and grabbed a beetle in each hand. 
 
   He crushed them and smeared the guts all over himself then stepped right into the swarming insects. Some beetles crawled across his feet, but he quickly smeared guts there and they retreated. He took a couple more steps and the beetles parted for him. Some weren’t quite fast enough, and were smashed under Ronald’s huge, bare feet, but the majority avoided him like the plague.
 
   “Do it, now,” Darren ordered as the beetles came at the team. “Now!”
 
   He stomped a couple and bent down to grab up the gunk, rubbing it across his boots, up his legs, and over his chest as more beetles came at him. They inspected his boots then moved on, heading for the rest of the team.
 
   More beetles were crushed, cracked, opened up, and smeared all over. The smell was overpowering, but there was nothing to be done about that. Five humans and a gigantopithecus covered in beetle guts proceeded down the corridor, parting the beetles like they were a chitinous Red Sea.
 
   Not that there weren’t hiccups.
 
   “Dammit!” Max snapped as a beetle fell from the ceiling and onto his shoulder. Its mandibles sank into his shirt, but he plucked it free before it could pierce his skin. He smashed the insect into the heel of his boot then used the crushed body to reapply guts to his shoulders. “I hate these things. We’re getting a contract with Orkin wherever we end up retiring.”
 
   Darby didn’t respond, just kept walking, her body tense and meaning business.
 
   They made it to the end of the corridor and found themselves staring at a vault door. The thing was huge.
 
   “This wasn’t in Ballantine’s schematics,” Lucy said. “Not good.”
 
   “We have explosives,” Kinsey said.
 
   “No, we don’t,” Darren said. “Grenades, yeah, but I didn’t bring any C4 or that other plastic stuff the elves made.”
 
   “I thought you were bringing that,” Kinsey snapped.
 
   “Why? This door wasn’t on the schematics and we decided no packs on this op,” Darren said. “We knew we’d need to run our asses off at some point and packs would have weighed us down. We talked about this, ‘Sey.”
 
   “I hate to give Ditcher his due, but he’s right,” Max said. “We talked about this.”
 
   “Then what? We go back?” Kinsey grumbled.
 
   “No, we can find a way through,” Darren said. “There has to be.”
 
   “May I make a suggestion?” Ronald asked from behind the group. “I know you are the experts in missions like this, but there might be an easier solution than using explosives.”
 
   “Explosives we don’t have,” Kinsey said.
 
   “Yes, precisely,” Ronald nodded. 
 
   “What do you have in mind?” Darren asked.
 
   “Let me show you,” Ronald said. “It is merely a theory, but theories are meant to be tested.”
 
   He walked up to the vault door, grabbed the spokes of the wheel in the center, and heaved to the left.
 
   “I believe the term is lefty loosey, righty tighty, yes?” Ronald asked. “Left it is.”
 
   The wheel spun for a couple of seconds then came to an immediate halt, stopping dead. There was an audible click and Ronald pulled on the vault door. It swung open. It didn’t move easily, having probably been closed for a very long time, but in the hands of a gigantopithecus, a couple rusty hinges weren’t an issue.
 
   Ronald stood by the open vault door and looked towards the team.
 
   “Is using explosives and blowing things up how you always handle obstacles?” he asked.
 
   “Yeah,” Kinsey said.
 
   “Pretty much,” Max agreed.
 
   “That sounds good,” Darby said.
 
   “Goddammit,” Darren said and walked up to the open door. He gave Ronald a pat on the arm. “Thanks.”
 
   “My pleasure,” Ronald said. “I will go back to the rear.”
 
   Darren nodded, looked over his shoulder at the others as they got back into position, then motioned for them to move forward.
 
   The second he stepped over the vault door’s threshold, he was gone. Snatched up into the darkness without warning.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Shane heard the shouts. 
 
   Hard not to when all he’d been hearing for the last twelve hours were the sounds of oversized baby spiders munching away on the corpse of their mother. The sound of human voices was unmistakable at that point.
 
   Not that Shane could do a damn thing about it. Yes, the corpse on him was considerably lighter due to the ingesting of half its contents by the spider brood. Didn’t matter, though. Shane knew if he moved, he’d be set upon in seconds. 
 
   Which was the other part he couldn’t do a damn thing about. He flat out couldn’t have moved if he wanted to. He’d been in the same position, literally, for twelve hours. His legs, arms, entire body were dead asleep. He wasn’t sure if he could turn his neck even if he wanted. 
 
   All of his years of sniper training had come into play. He’d once spent four days in a hide in Afghanistan that wasn’t much bigger than his own body. He’d at least gotten to shift and move slightly to keep his body awake. Being under the massive spider corpse had put that time to shame. Mainly because he got to pee then. Under the spider, he couldn’t even do that.
 
   Not in the suit. He’d be swimming in piss and smelling it for hours. He just couldn’t do that to himself.
 
   So there were several layers of relief when he heard the shouting. The relief was tempered quickly when he heard the gunshots. But, if it was Grendel coming to get him, gunshots were expected. They just meant that it wasn’t going to be an easy snatch and grab.
 
   Shane began to wiggle his fingers and toes. Time to wake up.
 
   The pain as sleeping nerves came back to life was excruciating.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   The pain was excruciating. Darren dropped his M4 as he was yanked up to the ceiling, but he kept his wits, pulled his .45, and fired into the thing that had him gripped by the shoulder. Hot, steamy something splattered all over him and he found himself falling fast.
 
   Luckily, his fall was broken by Ronald, the last one through the vault door. The gigantopithecus barely grunted as Darren collided with him.
 
   “You are bleeding,” Ronald said, his nostrils flaring. “And there is a toxin in the wound. Let me take care of that.”
 
   He tore open Darren’s shirt and squeezed the puncture marks. Yellow venom oozed out.
 
   “Front pockets,” Darren said, trying not to cry out as Ronald continued to squeeze Darren’s puckered flesh together. 
 
   Ronald reached into Darren’s pockets, removed the field dressing and clump of medical putty that Moshi had developed for the team, and quickly applied both. He shoved the medical putty into the punctures then taped the field dressing over that, making sure it was tight. Ronald lifted Darren to his feet and handed him his M4.
 
   “Not good as new, but no longer toxic,” Ronald said.  
 
   He didn’t stay to chat. Instead, he reached out and snagged a spider out of the air as it leapt at Darren. Ronald smashed it against the wall next to the vault door opening, sending spider guts exploding everywhere.
 
   “Not as pungent as the beetles, but certainly not pleasant,” he said.
 
   “Agreed,” Darren replied, opening fire on a large spider coming down from the ceiling, its body suspended by a thick coil of web. The spider burst open like a disgusting piñata. “Yeah, They still stink.”
 
   “Agreed,” Ronald said and smiled a massive fanged smile before diving into the fight fully. Darren joined him, M4 up and barking quick bursts. 
 
   The team was surrounded on three sides and above by very large spiders. Most were maybe slightly bigger than small dogs, but a couple here and there were easily as big as sheep. For anyone else, it may have been a mind-numbing, petrifying experience. But for Grendel, it was just another day at work.
 
   “More coming!” Kinsey yelled as she emptied her M4 and let it fall away on its strap as she pulled her two .45s and opened fire with those. “The corridor is full of them!”
 
   “Press forward!” Darren ordered. “They are in our way!”
 
   “Got it!” Kinsey said.
 
   “We’ll clear some room!” Max yelled as he took a knee and settled his elbow on his leg to steady his rifle. He popped off six shots, one after the other, and four of the larger spiders dropped. “Bam, motherfuckers! Bam!”
 
   Darby took a knee next to him. She looked at his posture then shook her head and fell onto her belly, flipping down the mini-tripod at the front of Shane’s .338. She steadied her aim and emptied the magazine in the same time it took to let out one, slow breath. The remaining large spiders dropped. 
 
   She rolled onto her back, letting the sniper rifle fall away from her hands, and pulled her Desert Eagle. Gripping it in both hands, she opened fire on the smaller spiders that were crawling across the ceiling, ready to fall onto Grendel. 
 
   Her aim was perfect. Each shot vaporized a spider, sending guts raining down on the team. No one cared. They were busy working.
 
   “Nice shooting,” Max said, slapping a fresh magazine into his rifle then grabbing the .338 and doing the same. “You missed one, though.”
 
   Darby aimed her huge pistol up without even looking, her goggles watching Max the whole time. She fired and two spiders fell, both landing on top of her. She brushed them aside without flinching and got to her feet.
 
   “We move,” she said.
 
   “Works for me,” Max replied.
 
   Ahead a few feet, Lucy had a spider pinned to the wall with her combat knife. She tried to get her rifle up and the barrel against the thing to finish it, but it was wriggling around too much and kept swatting the barrel to the side with its flailing legs.
 
   Kinsey pressed a pistol against the body and fired, popping it like a disgusting balloon. 
 
   “Thanks,” Lucy said.
 
   “No problem,” Kinsey replied.
 
   “Duck,” Lucy said.
 
   Kinsey frowned and ducked as spider guts exploded around her. She looked up and saw the remnants of two spiders dripping down the wall. Lucy lowered her rifle.
 
   “Two with one shot,” Lucy said.
 
   “With a rifle that size, you should have gotten three or four,” Kinsey said with a smile.
 
   “I know, right?” Lucy laughed.
 
   The spiders had lessened considerably and were being picked off one by one by Darby and Max as they slowly walked down the corridor, rifles to shoulders.
 
   “They’re going to feel that tomorrow,” Lucy said. “Me too. There’s a reason snipers stay in one spot when shooting. The recoil’s a bitch.”
 
   “Come on,” Darren said. “We’ve got about half a click to cover before we get to the tunnels under the trailer.”
 
   Grendel moved, finishing off the last of the spiders and breaking into a slow jog to cover the distance they needed to cover as fast as possible.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   The shooting slowed then stopped. Shane assumed that meant Grendel had taken care of business and killed whatever they needed to kill. He sure as fuck wasn’t going to entertain the thought that Grendel had lost the fight. Not an option.
 
   Neither was staying where he was. 
 
   Some of the spiders had left when the fighting had broken out, but many stayed, still feeding off the remains of their dearly departed mother. Maybe half the number as before.
 
   The odds weren’t great, and Shane was far from being in the shape needed to start brawling a bunch of eight-legged freaks, but he knew there was no way Grendel would find him where he was. He’d barely found the space himself.
 
   Also, Grendel was about to be occupied. There had been a reason he’d squeezed his ass through the crack in the wall. There had been several hundred reasons. It was about to be a beetle swarm out there, and realistically, Grendel was about to walk right by him.
 
   Time to make his move and see what he could do.
 
   He really hoped the suit would hold up against the spider fangs. It held up against beetle mandibles, but spiders weren’t the same thing. Only one way to find out.
 
   Shane began to move.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Darren felt funky. He wiped at his brow and his hand came away covered in sweat.
 
   “Shit,” he muttered.
 
   “Darren?” Ronald asked. “Are you feeling okay?”
 
   “No,” Darren said. “I think some of that spider venom got into my system.”
 
   “I tried to squeeze as much out as possible,” Ronald said. “I probably did not get it all. Unfortunate.”
 
   “Yeah,” Darren said. He doubled over and barely got his goggles yanked off his head before he started vomiting.
 
   “‘Ren!” Kinsey called. “‘Ren, what is it?”
 
   “He suffered a spider bite,” Ronald said. “I patched it, but some of the venom is still working its way through his system. I am unsure what will happen.”
 
   “Carry him,” Kinsey ordered. She hurried to Darren and stripped him of his gear keeping what she could carry, tossing the rest. “Your job is to keep him alive, got it?”
 
   “I cannot guarantee that I will be successful,” Ronald said. “The venom will do what it will do.”
 
   “You keep him alive,” Kinsey snapped, jabbing a finger into Ronald’s midsection. “Hear me?”
 
   “I will do what I can,” Ronald said and nodded, tossing Darren up over his shoulder like he only weighed as much as a beach towel. “Lead the way. I can keep up.”
 
   “We’ve got more beetles coming!” Max announced. “A lot more!”
 
   All goggled eyes fell on the approaching mass of black carapaces. Max was right, there were a lot more beetles coming at them.
 
   “Do we still stink enough to keep them off us?” Lucy asked.
 
   “After that shower in spider guts? Probably not,” Kinsey replied. 
 
   “Grenades,” Darren whispered.
 
   “We’ll bring the ceiling down on us,” Kinsey said.
 
   “No,” Darren said. “They’ll block it.”
 
   “How?” Kinsey asked.
 
   Darren muttered something then passed out.
 
   “Ah, yes, good idea,” Ronald said. “Slick the grenades with your blood so the beetles will mass over it. Their bodies should keep the blast from destroying the tunnel’s structural integrity.”
 
   “Using our blood is a good idea?” Max asked. “How is that?”
 
   “Like this,” Darby said and quickly snatched a grenade from Kinsey’s belt plus a knife.
 
   She slashed her arm, smeared blood all over the grenade, pulled the pin, and tossed it as far as she could into the mass of beetles coming at them. It was instantly lost from sight as a four-foot high pile of beetles formed over the grenade.
 
   The explosion was a dull thud and beetle guts went everywhere. Everywhere.
 
   Max stumbled back as several pounds of shell and gunk slammed into him. The wave of dead beetles slammed into everyone else with just as much force. Kinsey was knocked back, same with Lucy. Darby, being the closest, was sent sprawling on her ass. 
 
   “One more,” she said and held out an open palm.
 
   Kinsey didn’t hesitate. She handed Darby another grenade, which was quickly slathered in blood and tossed into the still moving, although lessened, mass of beetles.
 
   Everyone was prepared for the results that time. They crouched down, arms over heads, and let the explosion of beetle yuck wash over them. They were up and firing before the last parts had even settled, sending as many beetles as they could to Hell. 
 
   There were a lot to send to Hell.
 
   “Keep pressing!” Kinsey shouted over the rifle fire. She’d put her pistols away and was using the M4 again, keeping it swinging back and forth, strafing what was left of the beetles with hot lead. “Don’t let up!”
 
   They obliterated most of the beetles, but there was no way to destroy the entire mass of them. There were just too many. Max, Darby, and Lucy occupied themselves with stomping and smashing the bugs that were left, conserving ammunition for the return trip out once they found Shane. 
 
   Kinsey rushed forward to a second vault door, one that looked like it had been blasted. She hurried over the threshold, firing at the beetles that came for her. She’d gone several meters before she realized there was no Shane. There was also no way out except up and she peered into the darkness, her goggles seeing nothing but metal.
 
   “Shane!” she yelled. “Can you hear me? Shane! Are you up there?”
 
   “Unauthorized access denied,” the computer voice said, but it was muted and fuzzy. “Detainment protocol initiated.”
 
   Kinsey realized that she was standing directly under the trailer. The computer voice was above her and coming from inside. The speakers down by her only cracked and hissed. 
 
   “Shane! Are you up there?” Kinsey yelled. “Shane!”
 
   “Detainment protocol initiated,” said the far off computer voice. “Unauthorized access denied.”
 
   Kinsey shook her head. What the hell was the detainment protocol? Was Shane stuck up in the trailer? Or had he been moved?
 
   “I guess this is one way to get through the door,” Ronald said, as he stepped over the threshold and joined Kinsey. He followed Kinsey’s line of sight and looked up, Darren still draped over his shoulder. “Is Shane up there?”
 
   “I don’t know,” Kinsey said. 
 
   “Hmmm,” Ronald said then set Darren down. “I am not abandoning him. Merely freeing myself for a hard climb.”
 
   He leapt at the stainless steel wall and buried his claws into the metal. He paused as he tested his grip then climbed the rest of the way up to the metal ceiling. 
 
   “What the hell are you going to do now?” Kinsey asked.
 
   Ronald responded by punching one fist up through the metal. He pulled it out, shook off a good amount of blood, then punched again. And again. He kept punching until he could bend the steel back and climb up through the hole.
 
   He was lost from sight for a while then his head appeared in the hole. He frowned down at Kinsey and shook his head.
 
   “Empty,” Ronald said. “Windows and doors are sealed. No way out. I believe Shane is below. There is a hinge mechanism to this floor. I spotted it climbing through.”
 
   “Shit,” Kinsey said. “Where is he?”
 
   She looked back at the team and frowned.
 
   “Hey!” she shouted. “Where’s Darby?”
 
   Max spun about, expecting to see her right next to him, but she was gone.
 
   “Dammit, Max!” Kinsey yelled.
 
   “How is this my fault?” Max asked.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Shane made his move. It was a stumbling, flailing move as parts of him came awake after so many hours of being asleep, but it was still a move.
 
   His fist slammed into a spider and it burst all over his hand and arm. He had never been more thankful for the stupid glowing blue suit. 
 
   Three spiders leapt onto his back and he rushed backwards, smashing them against the far wall. They popped like giant zits and Shane spun about to make sure they were dead. They were.
 
   Four more spiders came at him from above, but he saw their movement in time to dive and roll out of the way. What he didn’t have time to do was get out of the way of the webs they sent flying from their butts. Or assumed it was from their butts. Shane wasn’t quite sure where spider webs came from.
 
   What he did know was that spider webs were thick and sticky, and he was quickly tripped up and sent sprawling across the ground. He tried to get back up, but more web was sent at him and his legs became hopelessly tangled. He was down, no doubt about it.
 
   Shane had tried to make his move, to fight his way free, but he just wasn’t up to it. As he lay there, with more and more web being flung across his body, he told himself that if he’d been at full strength, and his body not half asleep, he would have totally kicked some spider ass. That’s what he told himself.
 
   He wanted to roll over so he could see them come for him, but his arms were stuck to the ground, caked over with spider webs. Not that rolling over would have mattered. His helmet was quickly enveloped in webbing and everything went dark.
 
   Shane knew the suit was strong, but he didn’t have too much faith in that strength lasting. He’d seen the size of the spiders’ fangs. A continued attack from those would weaken some spot in the suit eventually, if they didn’t just outright puncture it. That was just him being realistic. His time was limited.
 
   He felt a heavy pressure, then his body began to rock back and forth. It was slightly confusing why the spiders would go to so much trouble to incapacitate him just to shake him all over. But what the hell did he know about spider psychology?
 
   The rocking continued then he was jerked to the side roughly. 
 
   There was a sound. A hacking sound? Hard to tell through the helmet.
 
   Then all movement ceased. Shane prepared for the worst, ready to have a dozen spider fangs pierce his suit then his flesh. They’d found the weak point, he was sure of it.
 
   Instead, the web was cut free from his helmet’s visor and he was surprised to be staring at the goggled face of Darby. She worked at his helmet and undid the collar, pulling it off and tossing it aside.
 
   “You are Shane,” she said. 
 
   “Yep, that’s me,” Shane said. “Uh, good to see you, Darby. Are you still crazy? You aren’t going to kill me now, are you?”
 
   “I’m not stable,” Darby replied. “But I’m not going to kill you.”
 
   “Well, that’s good news,” Shane said.
 
   With the helmet off, he could clearly hear yelling from out in the tunnel.
 
   “Uh, did you sneak off to find me?” Shane asked.
 
   “I saw a crack,” Darby said. “I followed the crack.”
 
   “Yeah, I did the same thing,” Shane said as Darby cut away the webbing from his legs. He stood and stretched then smiled. “Thanks.”
 
   “You’re welcome,” Darby said then pulled off her goggles and looked Shane square in the face. There was still enough glow from his suit for her eyes to be seen. “Who am I?”
 
   “My hero?” Shane replied, trying not to look like he was gonna freak out.
 
   Darby shrugged. “Not the answer I wanted, but I will accept it for now. Come on.”
 
   “You got it,” Shane said.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   The reunion was short. Everyone was glad to see Shane alive, but everyone was also worried about Darren who was not looking the best.
 
   “We must hurry,” Ronald said. “I can smell the toxin doing damage to him.”
 
   “We’ll hurry,” Kinsey said.
 
   They had to fight their way through the swarm of beetles closest to the trapdoor, killing most of them with the grenade technique, but also by using up the last of their ammunition.
 
   It was fortunate that they had more supplies up in the shell of a building above. They would need them.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Max stared at the huge birds that were swooping down at the B3. “Are you fucking kidding me?”
 
   There was no one on deck, but the crows were definitely doing damage. Their claws were grabbing up any and all loose equipment, tossing it overboard into the harbor. Their beaks were working at hatches, trying to get into cracks, bending back any exposed, weak metal.
 
   “Son of a bitch,” Max snarled. “What is wrong with this island?”
 
   He took a knee and steadied his rifle. He got off three shots, dropping three crows, before the birds noticed the team on the beach and turned their attention that way. As one, they lifted into the air and raced back towards the island.
 
   “I’ll need that,” Shane said, gently taking the .338 from Darby’s grip. She didn’t resist at all and even stepped back out of his way. “Thanks.”
 
   “Lucy!” Max called.
 
   “On it!” Lucy cried as she set up next to the Reynolds brothers. “I have one extra mag, that’s it!”
 
   “Same!” Max said.
 
   “Make the shots count, people!” Shane yelled.
 
   The noise was deafening. Between the cawing of the oncoming crows and the loud reports from the large rifles, it was close to earsplitting on that beach.
 
   But bird after bird fell, only a couple getting close enough to do any harm, but both were taken down quickly by Kinsey and Darby.
 
   The water, the sand, the decrepit dock, all were covered in blood and feathers. Broken crow bodies littered the harbor from waves to beach.
 
   “There,” Max said. “Can we leave now?”
 
   Team Grendel hopped into the Zodiacs and raced back to the B3.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter Twelve: Ship Of Fools
 
    
 
   Ballantine sat in the conference room, an angry woman seated across from him. He’d made sure there was nothing that could be thrown, not even an extra chair. Ballantine had learned from experience that it was better to be safe than sorry.
 
   “So, I’m your prisoner?” Nivia snarled. “You know I helped save Vincent Thorne’s life! This is what I get? I’m a prisoner!”
 
   “You are not a prisoner,” Ballantine responded. “It’s just that I can’t take you into port anytime soon. Not until I have a couple more pieces in place.”
 
   “Pieces? Like what, chess? This is all some game to you,” she spat. “I’ve been watching how you deal with your people. I’ve seen how they act around you. You use fear. You use misdirection. You use emotional weakness to exploit everyone and get them to do what you want.”
 
   “Do I?” Ballantine asked. “Interesting theory.”
 
   “It’s not a theory,” Nivia said. “It’s true. I live in a world where psychopaths are considered the pinnacles of society. Billionaires lauded for their success that don’t have a shred of humanity in them. That’s how they made those billions. Total disregard for others. You’re exactly the same.”
 
   “I wouldn’t say I’m exactly the same,” Ballantine said. “I care more than I show.”
 
   “Good for you,” Nivia said and gave him a slow, golf clap. “Maybe you’ll get the Peace Prize this year.”
 
   “Oh, I doubt that,” Ballantine chuckled. “I’m not one for peace.”
 
   Nivia stared at him for a while then shook her head.
 
   “You are something else,” she said. “Something completely else.”
 
   “I have been told that,” Ballantine said.
 
   “Can I at least get word to my family about what’s happened?” Nivia asked.
 
   “Out of the question,” Ballantine said. “Your yacht will be reported missing in a couple of weeks and then the search will begin. No one will ever come to this island to find the skeletons, I’ll make sure of that, so you’ll be presumed to be lost at sea. Once I have what I need in place, we will drop you off at a port and you can tell whatever story you want to tell.”
 
   “Really?” Nivia scoffed. “What will I tell? That beetles ate my family and friends and I was rescued by a group of criminals? That should go over just fine.”
 
   “Which is why I’m not worried about you telling that story,” Ballantine said. “And we aren’t criminals. Not in the sense you mean.”
 
   “You sure as hell aren’t heroes, either,” Nivia said. She stood up and pointed at the door. “Can I leave or do I need an armed escort?”
 
   “What? Of course you can leave,” Ballantine said. “I can’t stress enough that you are not a prisoner. You just can’t leave the ship until I say so. There is a difference.”
 
   “Not from where I’m standing,” Nivia said and stormed out of the conference room.
 
   “Well, wasn’t that just lovely,” Ballantine said. “Who else can I piss off today?”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Lake double checked the fuel gauge and wrinkled his brow.
 
   “That’s not going to get us very far,” he said as Darren sat slumped against the far wall. “I doubt we’ll get to the closest port, let alone a port of our choosing.”
 
   “We go as far as we can then deal with the fuel situation,” Darren said. “At least we have enough to get away from that fucking island.”
 
   Darren’s arm was in a sling and his entire shirtless torso was wrapped in massive bandages. There was a brown stain up by his shoulder, right where the spider had bitten him, but it was from the heavy poultice Ronald had made and applied, not just from the oozing pus that continued to leak from the bite. Although, the pus did contribute to the stain. As well as the smell. Between poultice and pus, Darren wasn’t too fun to be around.
 
   Lake nodded his head back over his shoulder.
 
   “That fucking island is now a dot on the horizon,” Lake said. “You should go out on deck and wave goodbye to it while you can still see it.”
 
   “I’ll pass, Marty,” Darren said. “I’m good right here.”
 
   “Hurts that much to move, eh?” Lake asked.
 
   “You have no idea,” Darren said. “Whatever was in that venom is like some fucked up neurotoxin. Parts of me feel like they are on fire for no reason. Staying in one place and remaining as still as possible is all that helps.”
 
   “Go lie down, man,” Lake said. “I can handle everything up here. We’ve got nothing but open ocean for days.”
 
   “I’ve been lying down for days,” Darren said. “I’m good.”
 
   “Okay, but if you fall over and start dying, don’t expect me to help,” Lake said. “You stink, man. I don’t want to get any of you on me.”
 
   “Thanks, pal,” Darren chuckled. He lowered his voice. “So…are all the beers really gone or do you have a stash up here somewhere?”
 
   “You’re not that sick for me to answer that,” Lake said.
 
   “So you do have beers stashed,” Darren said.
 
   “Get off my bridge,” Lake replied.
 
   “Don’t make me tell the Reynolds,” Darren said. “They’ll tear this bridge apart, especially since they haven’t had weed in forever.”
 
   “You wouldn’t dare,” Lake said. 
 
   “Try me,” Darren laughed.
 
   “Dammit, Chambers,” Lake snapped. He pointed at the fire extinguisher.
 
   “What?” Darren asked. “In there? How?”
 
   “Go see,” Lake said.
 
   Darren gave him a weak grin.
 
   “Ha! You don’t want to get up,” Lake said. “Guess you’ll never find out.”
 
   Darren put his finger to his ear. “Max? Shane? You guys on the com?”
 
   “Asshole,” Lake said and got up. He reached over and grabbed the fire extinguisher then unscrewed the bottom. Two cans of beer fell out. “These are it. You now owe me your life.”
 
   “Pretty sure I already owe you my life,” Darren said.
 
   Lake tossed him a beer and Darren automatically caught it then gasped.
 
   “You deserve all the pain that caused,” Lake said.
 
   “It’s worth it,” Darren replied through gritted teeth. He cracked open the beer and downed half in one swallow. “So worth it.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “How’s the old man today?” Kinsey asked as she walked into the infirmary.
 
   “Feeling even older,” Thorne said. He was laid up in a hospital bed with an IV and all kinds of wires attached to his body. “It’s this damn place. Gunnar won’t let me go back to my quarters.”
 
   “No, I won’t,” Gunnar said. “You’ve already had two more minor heart attacks since you’ve been in here. Not to mention I have to keep that arm of yours draining at all times.”
 
   Thorne looked down at the bandages wrapping his arm and the three tubes that were sticking out and wound down to a plastic bag that caught the yellowish liquid that seeped from where the blowflies had bitten him. 
 
   It wouldn’t have been so bad except that Gunnar and Nivia had been so worried about his heart that they hadn’t noticed where the blowflies had laid a good amount of eggs. Not until the skin began to crawl with maggots. At least the maggots meant that the wounds couldn’t go necrotic. 
 
   Not that Thorne gave two shits about necrotic tissue or about secondary heart attacks.
 
   “If I don’t get out of here soon, I’m going to drain you,” Thorne said.
 
   “Hey, Gun, are we still on for tonight?” Kinsey asked, ignoring her father’s complaints. “For Mike’s service?”
 
   Gunnar visibly stiffened, his shoulders becoming tense bunches of muscle under his shirt.
 
   “We need to say something,” Kinsey continued. “We can’t just pretend like it didn’t happen. You were the one that gave us that speech.”
 
   “I know,” Gunnar said. “But we don’t even have a body.”
 
   “We say a few words and that’s it,” Kinsey said. “We won’t dwell, we won’t get all sappy, we’ll just acknowledge who he was, what he meant to us, and how he was a part of our team and our crew.”
 
   “He deserves that,” Thorne said. 
 
   “You just want to get out of that bed,” Gunnar said and sighed. “Fine. Tonight at sunset we’ll say a few words.”
 
   “Good,” Kinsey said. “It’ll help with the pain.”
 
   “You think that’s true?” Gunnar asked. “Really, Kins, do you think that’s true?”
 
   “It can’t hurt,” Kinsey said.
 
   “Yeah, it can,” Gunnar countered.
 
   “Yeah, it can,” Kinsey agreed. “But it’s a hurt we have to have to get through it all.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “You okay?” Max asked, lying next to Darby, their bodies naked and covered in sweat. “You went quiet.”
 
   “I came,” Darby said. “Quiet is good.”
 
   Max laughed and squeezed her hand then intertwined her fingers with his. He kissed each finger and pressed both of their hands to his chest.
 
   “I’m not taking advantage of you, am I?” Max asked. “You aren’t exactly who you used to be. I don’t want to force you to do something just because you feel that’s how you find out who you are.”
 
   “Who am I?” Darby said, but it was a whisper and more to the room than to Max. “No, you aren’t taking advantage of me. I remember you. I remember us. Sort of. It’s like a fog with the details, but the emotions are there. That’s probably why I tried to kill you at first. All that emotion. I’m good now. We’re good now.”
 
   “It’ll be like falling in love all over again,” Max said.
 
   “Yes,” Darby said and rolled over on top of him. “And other stuff all over again.”
 
   “Jesus, you may actually kill me after all,” Max said. “And it will be a glorious death.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “Everyone is on deck,” Dana said as she stuck her head into the conference room. Her eyes were wary, but clear. “You coming?”
 
   “I am,” Ballantine said. He stood, stretched, and sauntered over to her, giving her a quick kiss on the cheek.
 
   “What the hell was that for?” Dana asked. “One second you want to kill me and send me falling into a chute and now you’re kissing me?”
 
   “We worked that out, didn’t we?” Ballantine asked, holding her shoulders and looking her square in the face. “Didn’t we?”
 
   “We did,” Dana said, rubbing the back of her head. “This is your show. You call the shots. If I get in the way, then you kill me. I keep my mouth shut or you kill me. That simple.”
 
   “That simple,” Ballantine said. “Glad you see the light.”
 
   “You are crazier than I ever thought,” Dana said. “I’ll never be afraid of you enough not to tell you that. You are insane.”
 
   “I’m way past insane, my dear,” Ballantine said and looped his arm through hers. “You promise to be good or do I have to do something more permanent?”
 
   “You have no idea how sick you actually are,” Dana glared. Her eyes burned with hatred then cleared and she shook her head. “But I’m not going to be your victim, Ballantine. I made a promise, I’m going to keep it. But if this is ever all over, I will pay you what you are owed.”
 
   “I look forward to that,” Ballantine said as if he hadn’t just been threatened by a woman he’d knocked cold only a day before. “Come on. It will be nice to say goodbye.”
 
   They made their way down to the main deck, pretending like everything was just fine, and joined everyone waiting. A few eyes turned their way, but most were looking out at the remnants of the pink, orange, and gold sunset far out on the horizon.
 
   Gunnar stood before the group and cleared his throat once Ballantine and Dana were with them.
 
   “Mike and I were an on-again, off-again thing,” Gunnar said. “I thought we were off again forever until we got a call from him all those many, many months ago.”
 
   “Years,” Darren said, standing in front with Kinsey. It looked like Kinsey was leaning on him, but he was putting almost all of his weight on Kinsey just to stay standing.
 
   “Years?” Gunnar mused. “Man, we’ve been on this damn boat way too long.”
 
   There were some groans, some laughs, and some grumbles, but all agreed that that statement was the truth.
 
   “It doesn’t matter what Mike and I had between us,” Gunnar continued. “What matters is what he meant to this crew and to Team Grendel. Mike had been a SEAL, a hero that lost his legs then lost his way. He fought hard to get back to hero status and he made it. His death proved it without a doubt and we’re here this evening to honor that. I’m not going to say any more words. I don’t have any. Plus, I’m going to start crying very soon, so words will be useless. What I ask is we all take a minute to think about Mike. To think about what kind of man he was and what he meant to each and every one of us.”
 
   Some hung their heads, some continued watching the last sliver of sunset as it faded, faded, was gone. Everyone thought of Mike.
 
   When the dusky blue sky began to darken into night, folks began to split off and get back to their tasks. Everyone had plenty of work to do. They were far from safe and duty always called.
 
   Finally, it was only Gunnar, Darren, and Kinsey left on deck. They stood together and stared out over the dark waters. They didn’t speak, just stood there, close. Three friends for life sharing a moment.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   The knock was light, but distinctive.
 
   “Yes?” Ballantine called, sitting in a chair in the corner of his quarters. He had a paperback in hand and set it down as the door opened. “Oh, of course. Is it that time?”
 
   Darby stepped inside and closed the door behind her.
 
   “It is. Dana said you made her a deal. I am here to collect,” Darby replied. She took a deep breath. “Who am I?”
 
   “I don’t know,” Ballantine said and gestured to a chair across from the small table he sat at. “But I will tell you what I do know. You probably won’t like it, you probably won’t believe it, and you will probably want to kill me afterwards. But I knew this day would come. Dana warned me it would come even way back then. I ignored her sage advice. I usually do ignore sage advice.”
 
   “Tell me what you know,” Darby said and sat down. “Tell me all of it.”
 
   “All of it? Very well,” Ballantine said. “Get comfortable. This will take a while.”
 
   Ballantine began and it did take a while. They talked until the sun came up. When Ballantine finished, Darby didn’t say a word, just stood up, gave him a small nod, and left. 
 
   Ballantine watched her go, and once the door was shut behind her, he slumped heavily in his chair. He was still alive. Darby had every reason and right to kill him where he sat, but she didn’t. 
 
   That was good, because he had way too much work to do to be killed in his quarters. 
 
   Ballantine stood, stretched, and walked to a cupboard on the wall. He opened the cupboard, shoved aside the junk inside, and popped open a panel behind it. He pulled out the phone handset that was tucked inside the panel, pressed the only button on it, and waited.
 
   “Pullman Heating and Cooling, how may I help you?” a friendly voice asked.
 
   “It’s me,” Ballantine said. Despite his fatigue and weariness, he couldn’t help but smile at the sharp intake of breath. “Tell them I’m coming home. It’s time we end this.”
 
   He hung up before he got an answer. 
 
   Ballantine felt a million pounds lighter.
 
   He quickly stripped and slid into his cot, ready for some much-needed sleep. 
 
   There was a lot of work to do and he needed to have a clear head when he started.
 
    
 
   The End
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   September 14, 2017    Drillship Global Kulik, Chukchi Sea, Arctic Ocean–
 
   For good or bad, the world runs on oil. Almost since that fateful day in 1859 when Colonel Edwin Drake sank the first oil well in Titusville, Pennsylvania, countries have fought over it. Men die for it. Intrepid explorers battle jungle insects, endure swamp-borne fevers, brave desert heat, and ply the frozen seas and tundras for crude oil. Until solar, wind, and other alternative power sources become reliable and affordable, oil will remain king. Even then, the world will still need oil. 
 
   Just over fifty percent of crude oil is refined into gasoline, diesel, jet fuel, or lubricating oil. The remainder becomes chemicals, plastic, ink, insecticide, dentures, and denture adhesive. The tires on our vehicles and the asphalt upon which they ride come from crude oil. Environmentalists decry the rape and pillage of the earth’s resources and global warming through carbon emissions while using resources derived from oil. Greenpeace ships run on oil. Oil is essential in the manufacture of the Zodiac boats they use to blockade whaling ships. 
 
   Emotions run high on both sides of the subject of oil—how we get it, where we get it, and who pays the ultimate cost for it. For good or bad, the world runs on oil. Companies comb the ends of the earth in search of the black liquid that lubricates bearings and powers engines. For that reason, Global Standard Petroleum had come to the Chukchi Sea, 230,000 square miles of frigid, mostly frozen water north of the Bering Sea.
 
   * * * *
 
   Asa Iverson snubbed out his cigarette on the icy railing as if trying to brand the steel with a red-hot ember. He focused all his frustration on the butt; then, with grease-stained fingers, he flicked the crushed butt into the sea thirty feet below. The wind grabbed the still-smoking wad and sent it tumbling along the side of the ship until the churning waves snatched it from the air and swallowed it. The same bitter wind bit into his chaffed cheeks and cracked lips. He pulled the hood of his parka over his head and stepped away from the railing.
 
   “God damned cold is killing me,” he bitched.
 
   “No one said it would be easy,” his companion, engineer Mick Robbins, replied in a deep basso profundo voice muffled by the fur-lined parka hood pulled so tightly together that only his eyes remained visible through the narrow slit.  
 
   “Easy enough for you to say,” Asa replied. “Two more weeks and you’ll be in the South Pacific—sunny days, warm breezes, cold beer, and hot native women, while I’ll still be stuck here freezing my nuts off.” Asa grabbed his crotch with his gloved right hand to emphasize his point.
 
    Robbins shrugged, a gesture almost lost within the confines of the heavy parka. “Oil is oil. It’s no easier to find on the bottom of the Pacific Ocean than it is here in the Chukchi Sea.”
 
   Asa cracked a grin and wished he hadn’t. It was too cold to smile. “Yeah, but in Micronesia, your dick doesn’t freeze off when you piss over the railing.”
 
   Robbins’ chuckle erupted from deep in his chest, loud and spontaneous, like the man himself. “There is that. Why not contact Global’s HR rep again? Maybe the paperwork got lost or fouled up.”
 
   “Two months!” Asa growled. He felt as if he was choking on Global red tape. Every e-mail he had sent had elicited a request for further information or returned with another form to fill out. “Two months I’ve been hammering them for a transfer to the Global Challenger, and I’ve heard nothing. It’s beginning to suck big time.”
 
   “Look, you’re a master mechanic. I’m sure your transfer will come through soon.”
 
   “Not soon enough.” His body shuddered as another cold chill racked his body. “God, it’s cold.”
 
   “Come on. I’ll buy you a coffee in the galley. You can dunk your nut sack in it until they’re nice and toasty.”
 
   Asa shook his head. He needed something warm to fight the chill, but in his stomach, not on his balls. “Mmm. Sounds lovely, Mick, but I can’t. I’ve got too much to do. The aft port thruster is acting up. Can’t you feel the rig wobble between waves?”
 
   “In a ten-foot swell?” Robbins questioned. “My sea legs aren’t that developed. You’re the mechanic. Me? I’m just an overpaid paper shuffler.”
 
   Asa opened the hatch into the superstructure, relishing the gust of warm air hitting his face. The ship breeze carried the familiar odor of lubricating oil, drilling mud, and sweat. Four months aboard ship had made them a part of everyday life. However, the aroma of baking bread from the ship’s galley a deck below cleaved through the less appealing smells like an icebreaker through an ice floe, enticing his nostrils with its heady, yeasty fragrance. His stomach rumbled a complaint. His body had burned off the meager calories from his quick breakfast of coffee and a sweet roll in fighting the intense cold. In spite of his enormous appetite and the excellent quality of food aboard the ship, he had lost seven pounds. For a moment, he reconsidered; then, the ship lurched to port, reminding him the thruster required his attention.
 
   The seven-hundred-fifty-foot-long drillship Global Kulik remained in position above the test well site using eight static anchor lines and six thrusters spaced along the keel—two large aft thrusters and four retractable thrusters amidships. The waterjet thrusters used streaming GPS data and onboard computers to compensate for the effects of wind, waves, and current, but sudden swells were more difficult to control. A weak thruster suddenly failing could place undue strain on the flexible riser pipe through which the drill reached the seabed one-hundred-fifty feet below.
 
   “Sorry. Gotta go,” he said to Robbins and hurried down the stairs ahead of him.
 
   “Yeah, later,” Robbins called after him
 
   Along the maze of corridors, necessary because of the moon pool directly beneath the drilling derrick comprising the center of the ship, he passed the cramped crew’s quarters housing the twenty-year-old drillship’s sixty-five-man drilling section in four-bunk cabins. As a maintenance mechanic, he shared a tiny cabin with another mechanic, but it beat listening to the snores and smelling the farts of four others. Space aboard ship was at a premium, sometimes requiring hot bunking, when two men shared the same berth on different shifts. With a drilling crew of forty roughnecks, twenty-five drillers and crane operators, twenty scientists and medical personnel, forty technical and supervisory staff, a catering staff of fifteen, and thirty roustabouts, stewards, and cleaning crew, the corridors and passageways were usually as crowded as the inside of a mall at Christmas. A few off-shift personnel sat in the lounge watching television or playing cards. The company tried to provide various modes of entertainment for the crew, but after four long months at sea, boredom had set in.
 
   The drillship now bored its twenty-seventh test hole, running in a straight line from the shallows of Hanna Shoals to the north, to their present position one-hundred-eighty nautical miles north of Point Hope, Alaska, and two-hundred-fifty miles west of Barrow. The twenty-six previous holes had all been dry. A few had been promising, but so far, they had not discovered a pool of oil large enough to be profitable. Number twenty-seven would be different. Asa could feel it in his bones. Seismographic readings indicated a series of fluid-filled caverns less than a thousand feet below the sea bottom. The engineers predicted a rich mixture of oil and natural gas that could supply the world’s oil needs for decades. Asa had grown weary of dry holes. Any bit of good news offered hope.
 
   He passed through the mudroom with its six large pumps sending chemical slurry through hoses down into the borehole to prevent a blowback from gas pressure. He waved at the roustabouts dumping fifty-pound bags of chemical into the mixing hoppers, conversation being impossible in the noisy compartment. Each man wore sound-dampening headphones. Asa preferred the more comfortable lightweight inserts he wore in his ears or kept on a cord around his neck. His milieu, the thruster control room, was much quieter than the mudroom pumps or the engine room.        
 
   Stu Macklin, the Dynamic Positioning Officer in charge of keeping the ship on station, saw him enter the control room and waved him over to the main panel. As usual, potato chip crumbs littered the top of the panel from an empty bag sitting beside a Styrofoam cup of coffee. Asa cringed. Each time he saw Macklin with an open cup of coffee near the panel, he expected a short circuit that would shut down all the thrusters, sending the Kulik into a tailspin, but the Senior DPO didn’t seem to mind, and Asa didn’t believe in making waves. Macklin pointed to the readings displaying data on the aft port thruster and frowned.
 
   “I know, I know,” Asa said. “I’ll fix it.”
 
   “The output pressure has fallen by thirty percent,” Macklin replied; then, wiped a potato chip crumb from his beard. “Maybe it sucked up some trash from the drill rig. You know how those drillers can be.” Macklin’s frown turned to a grimace. His constant harping to the Tool Pusher about the drill crew tossing trash over the side of the ship had made him no friends among the roughnecks or of the Safety Officer.
 
   “I might as well check it out now, while I have the time. The way the sea’s picking up, we can’t afford to lose it.”
 
   Macklin nodded. “Good idea. Do you need help?” he asked.
 
   Asa grinned and held out his hands. “Hey, I’m the best, right? If I can’t fix it, it can’t be fixed.”
 
   “Yeah, I keep forgetting, although you remind me often enough. Get on it. If this hole doesn’t pan out, we might be moving again, maybe even shut down for the winter.”
 
   Asa sighed. “So much for lucky hole number twenty-seven.”
 
   Asa wanted oil. Every worker on an oil rig did, but if the Global Kulik shut down operations for the winter and returned to port, it might improve his chances at a slot on the Global Challenger. It looked as if he might be joining Robbins in the Pacific after all.
 
   Every cold-ass cloud has a warm silver lining.
 
   Passing through the port engine room, one of two engine rooms on the ship, he spared the twin 10,000-horsepower Cummins diesel engines a wary glance, feeling like Jack of Jack and the Beanstalk fame, sneaking between sleeping giants on his way to steal the Golden Goose. He had helped the other mechanics tune the engines to peak efficiency, but he preferred working on the smaller engines. It allowed him a little privacy and solitude on the crowded ship. The now quiescent engines, in conjunction with the steel-reinforced bow, endowed the ship with the attributes of an icebreaker, capable of plowing through the thinning ice pack during spring break up, allowing the drillship an early jump on good weather and its competitors. However, with winter fast approaching, the pack ice would soon close in around them, growing thicker every day. The drillship could not withstand the relentless pressure of miles of sea ice. The season would be over until spring thaw, and unless number twenty-seven panned out, Global might give up on Chukchi oil altogether.
 
   The thruster sat in its own little compartment one level below the engine room. The forty-one-inch intake for the 1500-horsepower waterjet thruster was located on the ship’s keel. A diverter on the water exhaust pipes channeled flow through either the twenty-nine-inch stern nozzle or the port nozzle. Asa detected something amiss as soon as he stepped into the compartment. The steady high-pitched hum of the impeller had taken on the warbling tone of a drunken contralto. The pressure gauges read too low on the exhaust lines, but the intake pressure needle edged into the red danger zone. Before shutting down the engine, he radioed Macklin to compensate with the other thrusters. He then pulled the access panel to check the impeller, expecting to see shards of metal from a worn impeller. Instead, he found a wad of what looked like stringy, pale gray feces–baby poop.
 
   Hoping some wandering walrus had not taken a dump beside the intake; he scraped the stinking muck from the impeller and examined it with his screwdriver and a flashlight; then, took a cautious sniff. The strong, unpleasant odor did not smell like what he thought walrus shit would smell like. 
 
   At first, he thought it might be algae. A few years earlier, a ship had encountered a massive algal raft floating in the sea, and it seemed the logical conclusion. However, on closer inspection, he decided the stuff looked more like pulped Kombu, but unlike any kelp that he had ever seen in a bowl of dashi, one of his favorite Asian dishes. He decided to take a sample to the biology lab. It would give him a good excuse to see Ilsa Thorin, the biologist working on her doctorate aboard the Kulik. 
 
   On shore, Ilsa’s moderate attractiveness would not make her stand out in a crowd, but aboard the Kulik with a dearth of women and over one-hundred-eighty males, she reigned as the Queen of Sheba. Her mousy appearance gave lie to the myth that all Swedish women were buxom blondes. She was too skinny for Asa’s taste, but of the fifteen women on the drillship, she topped his list.  
 
   He replaced the access panel and powered up the thruster, watching the gauges until satisfied it worked properly. The gauges remained steady and the hum of the drive shaft maintained an even note.
 
   “Singing like a soprano,” he said aloud. He radioed Macklin. “Port thruster’s back on line. You can add it to the mix.”
 
   Reluctant to go back outside in the cold to complete the next task on his daily list, replacing a winch motor bearing on the starboard crane amidships, he sat back to enjoy another cigarette where he wouldn’t freeze his ass off. Pall Mall Reds that cost him $5.33 per pack in his hometown of New Orleans, cost $9.80 in Anchorage, almost enough to make him quit smoking. At thirty-one, he had smoked two packs a day since sixteen years of age, and his body suffered the consequences. Climbing the eleven flights of stairs from the engine room to the bridge winded him. The last time he had visited the bridge to repair a faulty weather seal on a window, he had stood outside in the corridor for two minutes catching his breath.      
 
   The throb of the thruster and the soothing smoke filling his lungs slowly worked their magic on him, easing the tensions of the day. Maybe Robbins was right. He would try HR one more time. If the Kulik rolled snake eyes on hole twenty-seven, his chances of transfer to the Pacific were good. After half an hour, he figured he had milked the job for all the leisure time he could and decided to get moving before he fell asleep. He remembered the strange substance he had scraped from the filter, placed it in the cellophane wrapper from his cigarette pack, and took it with him.
 
   The labs and infirmary in the superstructure took up most of deck eight. The black-and-white linoleum tiled floor always looked as if the cleaning crew had just mopped it, and the air smelled of disinfectant and alcohol. He had no idea of the function of most of the hi-tech equipment in the various lab compartments, but since he didn’t work on it, it didn’t concern him. He found Ilsa sitting behind a microscope in the biology lab, amid a clutter of specimen bottles filled with seawater. She had swept her long, reddish-blonde hair into a tightly braided ponytail that draped over her right shoulder. Her thick glasses, not needed for viewing the slides, lay on the table beside her. When she looked up at his approach, he noticed the twin furrows above her too-thin nose and the intense look of concentration in her jade green eyes. He laid his prize on the desk before her like a cat presenting a dead mouse to its master.
 
   “What’s this, Mr. Iverson?” she asked, somewhat irritated at his interruption of her analysis.
 
   Asa shook his head and offered her his best smile. “Asa, please. Mister sounds too formal.” So far, their relationship had been no more than an occasional exchange of pleasantries in the cafeteria or a game of chess in the ship’s lounge, but he hoped for something more. “I hoped you could tell me. I found it gumming up the works in the port thruster.” 
 
   She sighed, but took a fresh slide from a box, and with a pair of tweezers, dropped a sample of the substance on the slide, before placing it beneath the lens. After almost two minutes, he began to think she had forgotten about him; then, she glanced up at him with a puzzled expression.
 
   She cocked her head to one side and asked, “Where did you find this?”
 
   “It was clogging the intake on the aft port thruster. What is it?”
 
   She took another glance through the microscope. “I’m not sure.”
 
   Her uncertainty surprised him. Ilsa had never been afraid to express her opinion on matters, even at the cost of drawing hard looks from her fellow scientists. “Please tell me it’s not walrus shit.”
 
   She frowned at him. “No, but it is definitely organic. It looks like kelp, but of a variety that I’ve never seen before, at least not living. It looks,” she paused and frowned, “ancient. If I’m right, this genus of kelp hasn’t been around for at least fifteen million years.”
 
   Asa swallowed hard to keep from choking. “Fifteen million …”
 
   “Years, yes,” she finished, “since the later part of the Middle-Miocene Epoch.”
 
   “That’s crazy,” burst out of his mouth before he could catch himself. 
 
   To his surprise, she nodded in agreement. “It would be, except I’ve been examining seawater samples collected over the last two days.”
 
   “And,” he prompted when she fell silent.
 
   “I’ve identified living phytoplankton and crab larvae thought extinct for twenty million years.”
 
   “That’s …” he almost said crazy again, but caught himself. He stared at her, trying to judge if she was attempting to pull his leg. She had never displayed an active sense of humor, but her remark sounded like the punch line of a joke. Her face betrayed no telltale signs of amusement. In fact, she looked frightened. He did not doubt her findings—she would not have been aboard the drillship if she weren’t a competent biologist. Global Petroleum only hired the best. Still, he had to ask. “Are you sure?”
 
   She sighed. “Of course, I’ll send samples to the biology department at the Alaska Pacific University for verification, but, yes, I’m fairly confident of my identification.”
 
   He had never studied archaeology or kept abreast of marine biology discoveries, but for some reason, the idea of viable twenty-million-year-old crabs frightened him. “Why?” he asked.
 
   “Do you mean why the new, previously believed extinct species? It’s possible they came up through the drill hole when the drill struck a cavity. Clark in the chemistry lab took gas bubble samples. He found a mixture of oxygen, nitrogen, carbon dioxide, and methane with traces of hydrogen sulfide. The kelp has a symbiotic relationship with sulfur-eating bacteria. That’s how it can survive without sunlight.” She smiled. “I think we’ve discovered an underwater biome, one that has survived since the Cenozoic Era, the Middle-Miocene Epoch, perhaps the Pliocene. This could make my career.”
 
   He was glad someone on the Kulik was happy, but he hated to burst her bubble. “You’d better work fast. If this hole is dry, we may pack up and go home in a week or less.”
 
   Her pale complexion paled even further. “We can’t. This is … this is a tremendous find.”
 
   “Maybe so, but it won’t pay the bills, Ilsa. Global Petroleum isn’t in the noble benefactor business. They want oil.”
 
   She rose from her seat. “I must speak to the captain. Maybe he—”
 
   The entire cabin rose and fell like a rollercoaster car, leaving his stomach hanging somewhere halfway up his esophagus. Ilsa staggered into his arms. He grabbed her and held on tight, as both of them slammed into the wall. He turned to take the brunt of the impact. Her chair rolled across the room and crashed into the wall beside them with enough force to crack the wooden paneling. Glassware and laptops slid from her desk and lab tables and crashed to the floor amid a blossoming of glass fragments. Books spilled from shelves, pelting his body. The room danced for several seconds before settling again. Alarm bells began sounding throughout the ship. Ilsa stared at him stricken with horror. His stomach twisted itself into a hard knot.
 
   “That’s no thruster malfunction,” he said.
 
   “Rogue wave,” Ilsa suggested.
 
   He shook his head. “In the Arctic? Not likely.”
 
   The room righted itself but continued to shudder. He released Ilsa and stuck his head out the door to peer down the passageway. One of the staff raced down the passageway. Asa yelled at him. “Hey! What’s happening?”
 
   The man barely glanced over his shoulder as he disappeared down the stairs. In a voice rife with panic, he yelled back, “We struck an air-filled pocket with the drill. The seafloor is collapsing beneath the ship.”
 
   The tight knot in Asa’s stomach began to crawl back up his throat, threatening to squeeze the air from his lungs. His heart shuddered and skipped two beats before reasserting itself. A sudden volume of gas bubbles in the water could spell disaster. The 55,000-ton drillship could float on water, but not on air. 
 
   He turned to Ilsa. “We have to get to a lifeboat. Grab your coat, anything warm.” She stood and stared at him in confusion. “Move!” he yelled to snap her out of her stupor. To his relief, she took her heavy coat, a hat, and gloves from the coat rack. She glanced around the room, almost in tears at the disarray, before joining him. He had left his parka in the thruster control room, too far below decks to go after. He grabbed a voluminous bright red parka from the coat rack. 
 
   “That’s Anderson’s parka,” Ilsa said.
 
   That explained the large size. Jason Anderson was one of the biggest men on the ship, most of it his rotund belly. “If we see him, I’ll give it back to him.”
 
   He grabbed Ilsa’s hand and started down the passageway toward the stairs, lurching into the walls as the ship twisted and rolled from side to side. He worried that too much torque could snap the anchor chains. The thrusters alone could not hold the ship steady. He thought about the drill crew. Any roughnecks or drillers on the derrick and not harnessed in would have been flung into the freezing water or onto the steel deck below. If the ship rolled too far onto its side, the weight of the derrick would topple the ship.
 
   On the way down the stairs, the abandon ship signal began to wail, seven long blasts on the air horn. He and Ilsa burst out of the hatch on the deck main level and stepped into chaos. Men bolted from open hatches and from beneath the two-hundred-foot drill tower, racing toward the four lifeboat stations in the bow, where the ships’ crew worked to winch them over the side and into the heaving sea. Ninety-foot-long joints of twelve-inch-diameter drill pipe shaken loose from the vertical pipe rack. Asa watched in mute horror as a fifteen-foot-long section of metal bracing from the collapsing derrick fell on top of one hapless worker, crushing him beneath tons of twisted steel. Ilsa screamed and froze.
 
   As the ship shook itself to pieces around them, he dragged her toward the only lifeboat already over the side of the ship, one on the forward starboard side, straight through the hail of falling debris. He trusted to luck. He took a deep breath and didn’t look up or slow down in their headlong rush to reach salvation. If they stopped, they would die. If the derrick collapsed, they would have no time to avoid it. It would ensnare them in its miles of steel cable and sweep them into the depths of the sea.
 
   The top-heavy drillship had become more unstable in the roiling sea. Sulfur hydroxide rose from bubbles breaking the surface around the ship, churning the water for five-hundred feet in all directions into a cauldron. A thick, swirling mist reeking of rotten eggs floated just above the surface, as warm water from the underwater caverns mixed with the frigid waters of the Chukchi Sea. Asa also recognized the stench as the sweet odor of dichloromethane, used as a degreaser. It occurred naturally when methane from decaying organic material mixed with chlorine under heat. If Ilsa were right, the cavern contained lots of algae and kelp. 
 
   The ship’s bow slid sideways several yards, as if yanked by a giant, invisible hand. The deck tilted ten degrees to starboard. The portside lifeboats careened wildly, bright orange-and- white pendulums crashing into their cranes and shattering their fiberglass hulls like cracking an egg. Ilsa fell, pulling Asa down to the deck on top of her, a position that at any other time he would have found pleasant. Now it only slowed them down. They slid across the sloping deck toward the railing, sections of which the crew had removed to lower the lifeboats. The yawning gap loomed directly in front of them. Ilsa screamed as she slid over the side, her eyes wide with fright. Asa made a frantic grab at a steel hawser with his free hand, as the other clung desperately to Ilsa. He managed to grasp the cable but felt it go slack in his hand as he continued to slide. Just as his legs dropped over the side, the cable snapped taut. The pressure on his right arm became unbearable, as Ilsa and his combined weights threatened to pull his arm from his shoulder.
 
   Ilsa dangled below him, staring up at him and pleading with her eyes. His gaze fell to the sea below them, a churning frigid beast waiting to suck the heat from their bodies and devour them whole. Ignoring the wrenching pain in his shoulder, Asa summoned all his strength and slowly pulled Ilsa back up the side of the ship.
 
   “Find a foothold,” he yelled down at her over the din of screeching metal and men’s screams. “Anywhere to brace your feet.”
 
   He felt her scramble until she found purchase on a weld between hull plates. “Okay,” she said. Her voice quavered on the verge of tears, but she retained her wits, trusting him to save her. Asa hoped she had not misplaced her faith in him. He was determined to save them both.
 
   “Okay, now climb up my arm.” She glanced back down at the sea below her and hesitated. “Hurry,” he urged. He didn’t know how much longer he could retain his grip in his rapidly numbing left hand.
 
   Using the weld for traction, she climbed up his arm. The ship heaved back to port, aiding their frantic struggle to re-board the ship. As soon as she sprawled safely on the deck, Asa released her, shaking his numb arm to restart the circulation. He pulled himself farther away from the edge. Afraid to stand because of the tremors coursing through the ship like mini-earthquakes, they crawled across the deck toward the lifeboat, his dislocated right arm dragging uselessly behind him.    
 
   Despite their heroic efforts, they did not make it. The ship gave up the struggle to remain upright. The flexible riser pipe, stretched beyond its endurance, snapped at the moon pool. The tensioner cables parted with the gunshot crack of a volley from a firing squad. Like a Macy’s Thanksgiving balloon that had lost its tether, the drillship floated free, bobbing wildly on the churning water. The massive Global Kulik groaned out its death dirge, and like a whale in Sea World showing off for the spectators, rolled over onto its belly, catapulting him and Ilsa through the air like a pair well-tossed jai-alai balls. One dizzying moment they were flying, and then struggling in the frigid water the next. The shock of the near-freezing water numbed the pain produced from striking the surface. He remembered watching the hulk of the ship falling relentlessly toward them, and then the giant wave that separated him from Ilsa as the ship landed less than ten yards away, but little else.
 
   The heavy borrowed coat became a shroud trying to drag him to the bottom. He shed it like a molting lobster, fighting through the folds of cloth to reach the surface. The cold water seared his exposed flesh like a fire, as he frantically searched the heaving sea for Ilsa. He saw a dozen men drifting away from the rapidly sinking ship but no sign of Ilsa. The sea had taken her, as it soon would take him.
 
   He spotted a bright yellow neoprene equipment box floating fifteen yards away, his only hope of survival. With his injured arm, he could not swim, but he kicked his legs to move his body toward it. Using only his good left arm, it took all his strength and willpower to scramble atop the box. It was too small. Every movement threatened to overturn the wobbly makeshift life raft. He curled into fetal position to keep his extremities out of the water and to steady the raft. Surprisingly, he heard no screams, no cries for help. The eerie silence after four months of constant background throbbing frightened him almost as much as the ship’s sinking. He checked to make sure his earplugs weren’t in and discovered them still dangling around his neck. The silence was real and disconcerting.
 
   Asa held out little hope for rescue. He didn’t know if the captain had time to radio a distress call or if any ships were in the immediate vicinity. The regular supply ship would not arrive for another day. He could expect no rescue from his fellow shipmates. None of the four lifeboats had gotten away. All had gone to the bottom with the ship. The few minutes warning would not have been enough for the crew sleeping below decks or the engine room crew to reach topside. If he had not found the kelp and taken it to Ilsa … In the end, it would not matter. He would die of hypothermia, a slower death than drowning but just as permanent. Already, he could feel his mind shutting down from the extreme cold. He tried to do simple math problems, recall the steps necessary to break down a carburetor, but his mind would not focus. His arms and legs grew numb, as his blood pooled in his body’s center to conserve heat. 
 
   Twenty minutes after the sinking, his strength almost gone, his body shivering out its last heat from his muscles, Asa saw a gray shape like a submarine’s sail break the surface. He tried to wave his good left arm to hail it, but could not move. As the gray silhouette drew nearer, he decided the shape too odd, triangular, rather than oblong, to be a conning tower, and a second, smaller sail seemed to move side to side behind it.  
 
   Slowly, the entire bulk of the object surfaced. It was not a submarine or rescue craft of any kind. At first, he thought his failing mind had conjured the unbelievable hallucination, a gray ghost Grim Reaper to take him away. He stared numbly at the largest shark he had ever seen, that he had ever imagined. He estimated its length at over a hundred-eighty feet. The pale gray dorsal fin he had mistaken for the conning tower of a submarine protruded twenty-five feet into the air. The shark glided like a silent nightmare toward several bodies floating on the surface. Asa watched in horror, as the shark swallowed three bodies in one massive gulp. That the creature’s eyes were dead, pupil-less white orbs only made the shark appear more ghostly. Sightless, it detected the corpses with its keen sense of smell. 
 
   Its meal finished, it turned and began circling him in a leisurely fashion. He willed his heart to stop beating, fearing the shark could hear its frantic hammering through the equipment box. He waited for the creature to eat him, almost welcoming the end to his current frozen misery. At least the entire crew of the Global Kulik would be together again.  
 
   To his surprise, the shark turned away and disappeared beneath the surface, leaving hardly a ripple. Had he imagined it? A few minutes later, the sound of a helicopter approaching him broke the stillness. He looked up and saw the white underbelly of a U.S. Coast Guard Sikorsky MH-60T Jayhawk helicopter hovering twenty feet above him. The whoosh of the rotors sounded like a voice speaking to him, but he could not make out the words. He tried to cry out for help with his frozen larynx and only produced a weak squeak. He watched with frozen tears, as a diver dropped from the open door and splashed into the sea beside him. He tried to help the diver fasten a harness around his chest and shoulders, but his arms and hands were too numb to work. He lay like a corpse and allowed the diver to buckle him in. He slid into the water, choking on a mouthful of icy water. 
 
   Then, he was flying again, rising in the air towards the helicopter. Helping hands drew him inside, unharnessed him, and laid him on a stretcher. He could not speak to thank them. 
 
   “He’s barely alive,” one of them said.
 
   “Grab a heat pack and put it under his arms,” the other replied. “He’ll make it.”
 
   They hovered while they recovered the diver; then, wrapped both of them in warm blankets.  
 
   Asa glanced back down at the sea below him, but saw no sign of the drillship, Ilsa, or the giant shark he might have imagined with his fevered mind. In fact, the sea showed no sign of human involvement, except for the floating yellow equipment box fading out of sight as the helicopter turned southeast toward the Alaskan coast. The Chukchi Sea had erased all traces of man’s attempt to subdue it, as easily as wiping a chalkboard.
 
   But he was alive.
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