
        
            
                
            
        

     
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

FOX GOES FISSION
 

By Ron Leming
 
 
 
 
 
 Spider Lake was...Spider Lake. It could be no more and no less than what it was.
 It was surrounded by ill-manicured parkland, the state's attempted vision of an acquiescent wilderness: fenced in, marred with jumbles of picnic tables, trash cans, fire barrels and portable toilets. Groomed with willows, cottonwoods, creosotes, and cedars, it was a deceptive expanse of water hiding in the core, squatting like a fat hob, hushed and waiting.
 It could unquestionably be said that the lake was seldom looked upon by human eyes. But other eyes watched. There were legends about Spider Lake. Legends told only in whispers. It was a profane place, they said. A noxious spawn of two evil rivers that had taken altogether too many lives over the decades. It should be destroyed, they said.
 The state, once enthused with ambitions for tourists and fishermen, had attempted several times to develop the lake, to clean it up. After the first few bodies floated putridly to the surface, no one was willing to work the lake. "To hell with it," they said. "Let it sit." And there was no way to drain it. It was already as low as it could go.
 It was illusive on the surface. Tranquil, still, overgrown with reeds and choked with hyacinth, bursting with visions of fish uncaught, depths unexplored, and curious treasures undiscovered. Only Spirits and the Great Catfish knew where the bottom might be. And underneath ... underneath there were things. Lake sharks and water boggles, rats, and squirming, writhing things that you only caught out of the corner of your eye as they moved away. And worse that you wouldn't see. Until it was too late. And afterwards, always afterwards, they would reappear in nightmares of the lake.
 William Fox's thoughts were focused on the ever-present obsession of his life. The lake. He'd grown up around the lake. Like most of the children of the area, he had been terrified of it. But he had, unlike the rest, loved it as well.
 He had studied hard in the reservation school and even harder later on in forestry college. He had learned his trade well. And, though they expected it from him, when he'd asked to be the ranger who cared for Spider Lake, what he heard most often was, "That's a job only a crazy Indian would want."
Well, be damned if he hadn't been just the crazy Indian to want it. Now he was stuck with it.
 He wanted to do his job, to take pride in his job. But no one came to the park. And no one, no one, came near the lake. There were no jolly campers to remind to clean up after themselves or to tell, jokingly, not to feed the bears. There were no children to watch and guard and teach about Mother Earth. Worst of all, there were no fishermen. He couldn't check licenses and limits. He had no one to ask, "How're they biting?" There were no welcoming campfires smelling of frying fish, no cordial bottles of Jack Daniels, no good company to talk bullshit and fish stories with. No one screwed with Spider Lake. They knew. They knew.
 Now and then lost tourists would stop by mistake or out of a misplaced curiosity. They'd ease out of their big cars, stretching and yawning. Then their mouths opened wider and stayed open as they caught sight of the lake, heaving and rippling, its surface steaming and windblown. They would realize, unexpectedly, that there was no wind, and they would look closer.
 They would begin to hear the wails and cries coming from the ancient raft that floated out in the middle of the lake. A few who were more responsive might see strange shadows oozing above the water.
 Later, safe at home, they might tell their friends about the "eerie lake we found on a side road into the backwoods. The damned place musta been haunted." They might even laugh. But they would never forget.
 Fox walked the lake. He walked every day and every night. He walked the lake because someone had to. It had to be watched and guarded, and the guardian might as well be him. He genuinely loved Spider Lake. Despite the people it had destroyed. Despite the lives it had taken. Despite the loss of his wife and child. Despite the pestilent malevolence that steeped and simmered in its depths. Despite all that, he loved it.
 He loved the jagged, raw smear it made through the center of the white man's tame little world. He loved its unfettered wildness, its autonomy, its tumultuous lust for life. Only the Spirits and an Indian could love Spider Lake.
 It was sacred. At least to Fox and his people. It was Manitou-possessed, hot shit, magic damn voodoo bullshit. And if other people couldn't grasp that, Fox figured they could just piss off and die. Who'd ever understood Indians anyway?
 He was the guardian of the lake. Men and women of his tribe had always been the guardians. The state, not comprehending, but knowing no one else would have the courage to do the job, always sent someone from the reservation to forestry college and gave them the job. If they asked for it. And they always asked.
 Now his door opened onto the lake. Fox and his hound, Baskerville, sat on the wrinkled front porch of the cabin. He had built the structure himself feeling that "a damned lake like that should have a damned ranger's cabin." And it was.
 It was two stories tall, half wikiup, half lodge. It had been constructed around some primeval trees that, by all rights, should have been extinct long ago. Its skin and bones were strung together from loose boards and roughly carved logs he had scavenged from the lake itself. The structure had sagged over the years, with the result that it now seemed to smile at Spider Lake. It leered like a misplaced lover, corpulent and bloated with age, smeared with too much mascara and experience. Only a fool wouldn't have perceived that the lake and the cabin suited each other perfectly.
 But it was Fox's home. And it was beginning to look like a good night for fishing. He had dubbed the activity 'fission' because of the nature of the lake. Someone had to do it, and he was the only someone who could. Or had reason to.
 Even in the most well-behaved, normal streams and lakes, fishing was more than a matter of just catching fish. And Spider Lake was too far from well-behaved or normal to even apply the concept to it. But there were still a few, a very few ancient, infinitely great-great-grandfather catfish with needle-like teeth and fingers of razored fin. They were covered with moss and sandpaper scales and their eyes were laden with venomous wisdom. Immense, deranged, and corrupt, only the dark knew what they held captive or what they consumed. No flesh could possibly survive the predator-filled trip to the bottom. No ordinary line would hold them. No common rod and reel could haul them in. Only two-hundred pound test line and deep-sea gear with a twenty-pound weight at one end and a hundred-sixty-pound fool at the other could even try. And only time and the lake stood between them.
 Fox went into the cabin to gather his gear. The interior looked like a Stuckey's Korean-Indian souvenir stand. There were belts and bracelets, silver jewelry, blankets, five television sets in various stages of age and disrepair, and shelves upon shelves of piled-up books.
 He stepped to a blanket-covered alcove and started pulling out his equipment: .22 pistol, ammunition and holster; razor-sharp hatchet and scabbard; chum box filled with ripened rat and toad and squirrel parts; steel bait cage; rod and reel; tackle box; and a huge bowie knife. He piled it all by the door and moved upstairs to dress in his sturdiest rawhides. Then he was prepared.
 He and Baskerville ambled out the front door as if only going for a routine walk. The fogged, full, red moon bleached the lake with a fungoid, yellow-orange luminescence. The first thing to do was to catch bait.
 Fox knew the site. The hidden mounds near the tangled corners of the lake where the blasted, moldering trees still grew, faintly glowing and strangled with parasites. A place where you didn't dig for worms—you shot them when they slithered out of the ground and went for your legs.
 Baskerville flatly refused to ever enter the area. Fox went in alone. He shot four or five fat ones, then a worm larger than he had ever seen before went for his face. He put his arms over his eyes and stumbled backward, fighting for balance. This was not a healthy place to sit down.
 When it reared up like a cobra and started gurgling at him, he aimed carefully and shot it. Then he went to it and began cautiously pulling it out of the ground. He could never be certain which end he had shot. They were insidiously clever. 
 He abhorred the way the worms came up, reluctantly, with buried sucking and tearing noises, as if they were a smaller segment of a massive organism, suddenly maimed and separated.
 It was a reliable five pounds and he stuffed it into the bait cage with the others and then rejoined Baskerville. Whistling to mislead the lake, he sought to appear nonchalant as they strolled the quarter-mile to his spot, stopping only once along the way to take a stick of dynamite from the tool shed.
 His spot. It was the only location he would ever dare to fish the lake from. It was a fifteen-foot strip of rubble-strewn sand and stone, cupped in the crumbling palm of a craggy twenty-foot-high cliff. He had carved crude steps into the cliff face and, once, he had been demented enough to build a short dock out of wood from the ruined mansion that stood on the cliff above. The construction had cost him a finger, a bloody chunk of his ass, and his wife and daughter.
 Yet the dock still stood, taunting him. It was corroded by mold and shrouded with fungi, but it was a spot to stand. A spot to stand and scream out at Spider Lake and sink a hook into its moldering entrails. A place to endure and rip out the great catfish that prowled the depths, that lay mute and murky in the heart of the lake. A spot to rip them out, bloody and screaming and fighting.
 Because when Spider Lake screamed, it screamed nightmares and visions. When Spider Lake screamed, it relinquished a soul it had seized — it gave up a life. And if he was going to be a damned ranger, if he was to be the guardian, he would be guardian over something, even if it was only dragging souls out of that bloated bitch of a lake ...out of the profane, clutching thing that Spider Lake was.
 He was, by the grace of the Spirits, a fisherman.
 He hadn't stood on that dock in over a year. Not since Cheyenne and Autumn had been taken by the lake. He hadn't had the heart or the courage to go back and fish for their souls. Their remnants. The occupation of soul fishing was done by feel and, in the case of Spider Lake, with a savage, intuitive cognizance of all that lived and died and rose again to endure within it.
 Spider Lake twisted lives and souls and turned them against any invaders to its world. Invaders who, winnowed down over the years to Fox, tried to wrest from its damp clutches what belonged to It.
 He scrambled down the cliff onto the sand. Baskerville, who was, perhaps, more sage than his human comrade, remained above, watching.
 Fox settled on a damp, moss covered rock and studied the lake. It was best to be wary. The water rippled. Steamy fog rose torpidly, viscous tendrils of mist caressing the dock. The twisted mass of a lone oak clung suspended between the lake and the cliff. Its gnarled roots held fast to land and water so that it appeared as if its branches grew down and its roots up.
 The tree had stood, once, before what Fox had been told was a storybook mansion filled with lace and dolls and lunacy. But the lake had slowly, steadily, vengefully, eaten its way to the doorway, and the tree had toppled. The lake, content perhaps, had receded, forsaking the cliff, the beach, the bones of the mansion, and the twisted heart of the tree that connected them. Shunned even by the moss that strangled everything near the lake, the tree survived, a continual reminder of all that Spider Lake could be and was.
 He stood up after a time and stepped slowly out onto the dock. He jumped up and down, then rocked side to side, testing the footing. The dock was stable, no matter how crumbling, how rounded and shifting it might appear. He set his equipment down and walked back to the beach to get the now-rusty cages he had abandoned near the cliff over a year ago and brought them to his chair.
 He needed the chair because Spider Lake was not a place to dangle feet in the water or to fish unsupported. The cages because the things wrested from the lake took a long time to die and, even dead, were queer and dangerous. Spider Lake lived. And it died hard. And it was all Spider Lake. All of it.
 He crinkled his nose at the foul smell of the water, the fetor of things still alive but rotting. A splashing and snapping beneath the dock told him there were creatures sensing the blood, the life, above. Lake sharks. Nothing to fret about. They could strip the meat from a carcass, but they couldn't touch him on the dock. The dock was magic. Voodoo. Built with wood from the mansion above, it was protected by the ghost of the lady in white. To a point. The spot remained remarkably peculiar. Like the rest of the lake it was twisted — but in its own unique way and, somehow, in direct opposition to the soul of the lake.
 Fox saw the lady often. She appeared doll-like and pallid, long years dead. He had seen her standing on the dock, glaring at the lake with red, burning eyes, arms outstretched as if her presence could drive away the nightmares and malignant darkness. Fox had watched her, felt her spirit. He sensed in her the same love of the lake he himself felt, the same tearing melancholy.
 Her legend was well known. The lady who loved the lake and had, unwisely, allowed herself to love the wrong man. His betrayal of her, her rejection and loathing of him, his twisting of the lake to his own ends, their eternal struggle, he a casualty of the lake, she a captive of the mansion.
 Her wretched soul had been standing, night after night, year after year, decade after decade, untouched and unabsorbed by the lake. Fox knew, somehow, that she was, or would be if she could, the rightful heart of the lake. She had been evicted and ravaged by its depravity, but she still fought. And Fox fought with her.
 A few hundred yards away, over the water, a scum-covered raft floated in hyacinth. It had been there, always. There was also a rowboat that sometimes floated near it. Both had existed far longer than any wood had a right to survive in Spider Lake. Sometimes the raft was barren. At other times it was filled with visions of rat-mangled corpses, wailing and twitching and beckoning for rescue, even while being devoured.
 The raft was silent, and the rowboat nowhere in view. Still, Fox knew it was best to keep an eye out, lest one of them creep up on him while he was unaware.
 His hands trembled as he held the dense, greasy bulk of one of the worms up to the red moon and whispered a few hushed prayers to the Spirits. Then he impaled it on a large treble hook. He set it down and turned to the chum box to begin chucking blood-drenched chunks of rats and squirrels and toads into the lake. That would take care of the surface pests for a while.
 He watched the water seethe and churn until he spotted a smooth open spot in the hyacinth. He rapidly lit and threw the stick of sweating dynamite into the hole and watched as the water geysered up. That would stun some of the lower predators long enough, at least, for his bait to descend to the bottom. As for hauling his catch up, well, nobody but a crazy Indian would mess with anything that could be caught on the bottom.
 He glanced over his shoulder. The lady was standing behind him, moonlight gleaming through her as she scrutinized the lake.
 The fog congealed and began to cling. Racing against time, Fox picked up his rod. The hole was twenty yards out. No big deal for a normal rod, but a substantial task for deep-sea gear carrying twenty-five pounds of weight and bait.
 His was no common rod. He had sanded it down and sharpened the tip and reinforced its length with reed strips torn from the lake until it had the snap and crack of a bullwhip and could manage anything up to a thousand pounds. It was more lethal weapon than fishing pole.
 He slipped the lock, set the drag, hefted the rod over his shoulder, and snapped it forward. Twenty-five pounds of bait, weight, and hook lofted up and over the water, straining his arms and shoulders to the utmost. The line flew until he snapped his wrists and stopped the gear over the hole, where it dropped and sank with no bubbles.
 He watched the line zigzag, felt tugs and jerks as the bait was hit on the way down by things even the dynamite couldn't paralyze. But they wouldn't get his bait. Not this time.
 The line went slack when the bait and hook hit the bottom. The water stood eerily hushed and still as he took in the line just enough to secure it and raise the bait off the bottom. Then he locked the reel and sat down in the chair to wait.
 He had salvaged the chair from the remains of a battered houseboat that had risen up out of the lake for a few days and then been sucked down again. Scum-coated, gnawed, and bitten, the chair had been ambitiously equipped by some quixotic fisherman with a seat belt and a tube for rod butts like the ones used in deep-sea fishing, where interminable battles and unwieldy fish were the routines one hoped for.
 The slime-encrusted houseboat hadn't been the worst. It had the stench of rotting flesh, and he'd thought he heard a crackling voice from within the cabin. He'd had to watch his fingers to preserve them from the rats that lived in the hyacinth and scrambled up onto the boat to snap at his hands and legs while he'd unbolted the chair from the deck. That hadn't been so bad. No. The worst had been the puny black-and-white kitten that slashed manically at the rats, yowling and shrieking as its insubstantial claws passed through their bodies with no effect. That had frightened him from the boat with no more than the chair and a few cuts and bites.
 He had bolted the chair to the dock. It was a small thing, but anything salvaged from the lake was a victory.
 He looked to the top of the cliff where the hound lay watching him. Baskerville would no more set foot on the beach than he would deliberately step into a horde of blood-starved fleas and ticks. Fox's ancestors would have, and often had, called the lake a mad place. A portion of the Land of Dark Stars. It was a place where the corners of the worlds met, where a Shaman could seek battle visions. It was a conflict so sublimely ancient that only Fox, the lady, and the lake cared.
 The line jerked and the water bubbled around it. A nibble. Then a yank. The line went wild, shrilling from the reel. He readjusted the drag and hauled up on the rod to set the hook.
 Spider Lake bellowed in fury. Above him, oak branches snapped and severed, raining down onto the ground, too far from his chair to reach him.
 The thrashing beneath the dock grew more frenzied and deranged. He set the butt of the rod into the tube holder between his legs. He wrapped one arm round the rod, holding it, and used the other hand to unsnap the scabbard on his hip and remove the hatchet.
 White sucking tentacles twisted onto the dock, leaving slime trails wherever they touched, reeking of bottomless, weed-swathed nightmares. He chopped and hacked at them as best he could while still controlling the jerking rod. Severed, the tentacles putrefied and sizzled away through the cracks in the planking.
 There was a continual strain on the line now. The pressure of a catfish which, fairly hooked, was merely swimming slowly, testing, scheming how best to carry on the fight.
 Bones stirred and came together, hoisting themselves up and out of the water. Bone fingers scraped at the dock and grinning, flesh-stripped skulls leered at him. They stretched out their arms and pointed at Fox, shaking and dancing, bones clattering, teeth chattering.
 Fox seized his .22 and shot them, shattering their skulls just as he had done over a year ago when....
 Their hands scrabbled at the wood even as they fell apart, bone by bone, and dissolved into ashen, steaming lumps on the slick dock.
 The line jerked, hard. He reached down to secure the seat belt that was supposed to hold him stable in the chair. He began to reel the line in. Hyacinth swelled and shifted over the lake, soon choking and surrounding the dock, slithering up and over the wood until it looked like Fox was floating on a sea of loathsome vegetation.
 The air popped and crackled, glowing with St. Elmo's fire. Then everything was still. Fox almost relaxed. Almost.
 The rod slammed down. Had it not been for the seat belt, he would have been yanked out of the chair into the water. The dock creaked and snapped.
 Fox screamed at the lake, tugging with all his might at the twisting rod. It pulled back at him, pulled until it seemed the very bolts holding the chair would snap and shear away. It pulled at him until he howled in madness. The only thing left in his mind was the battle to rend the heart of the lake.
 His wife rose drenched and filthy from the water.

 So it was her soul he had hooked and was now fighting for.

 Mud sheared off like lifeless skin and she stood there, pink and dripping, holding her arms open to him. Enticing.

 It isn't real, he told himself. It can't be real.

 Cheyenne was dead. Consumed, torn into tiny mouthfuls by the lake. But there she was, in front of him. Her raven hair shone in the moonlight like spun darkness. She was naked and perfect, nipples erect, lips moist and pouting, eyes pleading He could discern her scent clearly. She called his name faintly and he nearly let go of the pole.
 Until he saw the wet, tenebrous network of delicate lines that spiderwebbed her body. Until he saw her flesh shudder and burst apart into a ravenous swarm of glistening, creeping, beetle-like insects that began eating their way through the hyacinth toward him.
 He tried to scream.
 He wanted to scream.
 Only strangled gurgles came from his throat as he clawed at the seat belt, pushing frantically at the dock with his feet.
Let go! Let go!
 He pounded at the buckle as the insects neared. He could hear the gristly chewing as they ate their way forward. His rod dipped down into the water and, when the seat belt abruptly let go, the sudden pull nearly tipped him headfirst into the lake and the swarm.
 Recovering his balance, Fox turned around and began struggling through the hyacinth covering the back of the dock, his rod held over his shoulder like a rope. He could hear crunching and crackling and feel bites as his boots dug into the rank vegetation.
 The drag on the line increased and, suddenly, he was anchored, his progress halted a foot short of the beach.
 He hauled at the rod. The muscles in his back and shoulders stood out like whipcords. Bones popped with the exertion, but he could go no further. Nor would he relinquish his catch to the lake. Not unless it slaughtered him.
 He looked up and gasped. The lady stood right in front of him, watching, urging. Tentatively, softly, she reached out her hand and tried to drag him toward her. He could feel her nails digging into his shoulder, penetrating, and he was able to inch his way off the dock. He gained strength and footing when he touched the shore and, aided by the lady, he made his way up the beach to the blasted oak.
 He wrapped an arm and a leg around a root and settled the butt of the rod in a crotch where rotted wood and worms had left a deep hollow. Then he tore at the reel, pulling up and reeling in, over and over until his muscles were torn, tangled knots and the rod felt like molten lead.
 The water below the tree was foaming with blood and small snapping mouths. Their noxious gases fouled the air with a miasma of sulphur and decay. The hyacinth, as far as he could see it, was quivering, filled with enraged red eyes all focused on him.
 And still he pulled and reeled, making an inch here, a foot there, losing three and regaining one. Always drawing his catch closer.
 Then, in a blink, the lake was dead quiet, the line slack.
 He could hear a faint roaring, more frightening for its muffled quiet. It grew closer and closer until the water exploded and a gray-green behemoth catfish with three-foot whiskers and seemingly longer teeth erupted from the lake.
 It flew directly into the tree, snapping branches and cleaving flesh. Its teeth and eyes sought Fox. It punched him in the chest with its broad, blunt nose, knocking him out of the tree before it could slam its jaws shut around him.
 Fox stood up and whirled around to face it. It was snared in the oak, speared by the branches. The treble hook had pulled through its jaw until it held to bone. Moss and gray worms drooped like saliva from its mouth. The drab ancient body was spotted with moss and leeches and scarred from innumerable battles. It squirmed and struggled in the tree as it watched him. Above, Baskerville howled.
 Now was the worst time. While it watched him.
 The lady stood by the tree and studied the fish. Then, as if proclaiming it of no further interest she nodded her head and vanished.
 On my own, huh? Well, who cares? He had caught the fish fair and square. He had beaten the lake.
 He walked over to the catfish. Its eyes followed him, knowing. He hated that, hated what he had to do as he used the sharpened tip of the rod to gouge out its mesmerizing eyes.
 As he dropped the bloodstained rod, the fish gave a great, heart-rending heave and tore itself from the tree, leaving a trail of intestine and roe behind. Its dorsal fin caught Fox's shoulder, slashing it.
 Then the catfish lay still, half in the lake, half out. Its sides were still throbbing, gills wide open, choking and gasping at the strangling air. All the fight had gone out of it, as if contact with the sand was more than it could bear.
 Got your ass now, Fox thought. That's one more for me.
 But Spider Lake did not give its dead up so effortlessly.
 The air was permeated with a gagging stench as corpses of the lake's long-dead victim’s rose from the hyacinth veil covering the water. They tugged at the catfish and bit at the line.
 "Damn you," Fox howled, "That's mine!"
 The dead glared at him and began crawling up the sand, mouths drooling and gnashing, knees and hands leaving pale gobbets of flesh immediately snapped up and swallowed by the rats scurrying between their legs.
 No. As he looked more closely, he could see that the rats were coming from within the corpses, causing the putrescent bodies to writhe and bubble as the rodents ate their way through.
 Fox pulled out his hatchet. The dead began wailing and pleading as he hacked at them. He chopped off hands and heads, which fell bloodlessly to the sand. The heads lay there. eyes staring up at him, mouths quivering and making plaintive mewing sounds that tore deeply at his heart.
 He struck mindlessly, again and again. They kept coming, almost as if they wanted to be destroyed. He hacked at a body that tried to sink its black teeth into his leg, turned, and was poised for another attack when....
 He looked down into his daughter's eyes.
 She was cut and bruised and there were rats inside of her that made her jump and shiver and bulge.
 And when she called out to him, when she called, "Daddy?" and he saw the blood-soaked snout poke out of her mouth and sniff....
 When he saw that, saw the beady red eyes studying him, he sank the hatchet into her head down to the neck.

 She stood up and tottered unsteadily to the water. The axe handle protruded from her mouth. Fox called out to her.

 "Autumn?"

 She turned and looked back at him, her eyes glowing red. The ruins of her mouth moved and bit the wooden handle in half. She spit out the blade and the split halves of her head roiled together. Her flesh healed. She laughed and fell backward into the water, instantly consumed by those who waited below, leaving Fox alone and crying on the sand.
 It was over.
 The beach was silent and barren. It glowed silver-white in the now lucid moonlight. Fox looked back toward the water and wiped the tears from his eyes. Where the catfish had been lay his wife's pale body, torn by branches, tangled in line. Her once angelic face had been butchered by the treble hook. The bloody tail of the worm fell from her lips and stagnant, scummy water gushed from her throat. As he watched, she gasped, died, and was at peace.
 Finally.
 He wrapped his arms tenderly around her slight remains and picked her up, smearing himself with her watery blood. He hoisted her over his shoulder and made his way up the stone steps to the top of the cliff. Baskerville was nowhere to be seen, but the lady was standing there, observing him.
 For the first time he felt convinced that the ghost of the lady in white saw him, recognized him. She glided over to where he stood with Cheyenne's body cradled in his arms. She pressed her hands into the back of his wife's battered head. She twisted and pulled. The body shifted, convulsed, then was still. Fox craned his neck to look down. His wife's body was now whole and untouched, clean and redeemed from the lake.
 He looked up to thank the lady, but she was gone. Still, for a moment, he thought he saw the trembling outlines of a bleak, storybook mansion. Then that, too, drifted into the night and was gone.
 He buried Cheyenne behind the cabin after chanting ancient songs over her body and dressing her in the soft white ghost-dance dress she had loved. He planted an oak tree over her grave. There would be no marker. Fox knew where she lay. And he knew, somehow, that she would be protected and preserved should the influence of the lake ever reach this far. She would be guarded.
 But there were still remnants in the lake. Still souls so deep down and rotted that they would spend forever stalking the darkness beneath Spider Lake. Souls so hidden and corrupt that they glistened and shimmered with the evil of the waters.
 And soon, very soon...he promised Autumn...the blood - red moon would be full. The spirits would walk, and it would be a good night for fishing.
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The ocean's stink killed Bishop's appetite, winning out like it always did when he visited the docks. He found a sun-bleached bench overlooking the harbor and sat down, throwing away his half-eaten taco.
"Damn things," he muttered towards the taco at his feet, still partially wrapped in its greasy paper. Further inland, he thought, I can plow through a dozen of them, but here, on this lonely Mexican seaport that might as well not even exist, my stomach disagrees. Additional proof of what he already knew. He hated the ocean. He hated its smell. As far as Bishop was concerned, the ocean was just a big, salty whore. An unending, unforgiving wet bitch that leaves her oppressive scent on everyone and everything she meets. The only thing he hated worse than the sea was his boss, for giving him this damn assignment.
He scanned the horizon, carefully inhaling the same air most people considered 'fresh', but it stabbed at his sensitive intestines, causing all kinds of chemical commotion. The assignment should have taken days, not weeks, but he could not return to the States until he found his quarry. He searched every harbor and seaport along the Mexican shoreline, starting in Ensenada and working his way south. He spent far too much time in seedy taverns talking to smelly fishermen, never once getting a solid tip. 
His Spanish was terrible. His slick, big city style never mixed well with the crowds he encountered. One night in Mazatlan he was hit from behind and knocked out cold. He barely escaped with his life from a tavern in La Paz after mentioning the name of the boat he was looking for. The only thing that kept those guys from getting him was his .45.
"Get lost!" He barked at a sea gull. The filthy bird cocked its head and screamed at him. It wanted the taco by his feet. Bishop noticed two more large gulls swooping down after the bird screamed, as if on cue.
"Calling in back up, eh?" Bishop said. 
The birds smelled like the sea. He could see the disease oozing from their beady, aggressive eyes. Ocean vermin, he thought as he looked them over. Scavengers with wings. The leader bird danced closer to Bishop and screeched again, demanding the taco. 
"Here," Bishop said, wanting the birds to leave him alone, "knock yourselves out, you greedy bastards." He kicked the taco over the dock. All three birds took off after the treat, fighting and screaming. One of them snatched the taco out of the water and flew away with the other two hounding it until they disappeared in the bleeding sun.
Half a pack of smokes later, Bishop was ready to give up. Time to move on to the next town, he figured, the next dock on the list. The only thing that helped take his mind off his hatred for all things nautical was the fact that Baja sunsets were the most beautiful he'd ever seen. This one was no less spectacular. The sun's crimson death bath on the big blue horizon threw awesome streaks across the sky like glowing tentacles, and for one odd moment, Bishop thought time stood still and he was nothing more than a dab of paint on some cosmic artist's canvas.
When he turned and saw the old fishing vessel he’d been hunting slowing cruising into the harbor he was almost convinced he was dreaming.
The boat was something to behold. It resembled the old black and white photograph his boss gave him, yet in person it seemed to carry an undeniable aura with it, some nagging presence imperceptible to the naked eye. At once it appeared unsafe and monstrous. At a second glance it seemed proud and strong, the most seaworthy craft ever to sail the blue. 
The ancient trawler cruised at a dull speed, barely a sound except for the sluicing of the calm, glassy water parting at its bow. Bishop could hear faint creaks and groans the vessel made as he watched it maneuver around a yacht and a smaller boat, aiming for the empty space at the far end of the dock. 
The sunset mutated into twilight, a succession of orange, red, and purple. Slowly, Bishop rose to his feet and began walking along the dock, pacing the boat. He kept his eyes glued to it, unable to see who was at the helm through the grimy cabin windows. He noticed a few bizarre symbols either carved or painted on the side of the hull, and Bishop finally confirmed the boat's name as it turned into its space and came to a stop.
"Chum Bucket," he whispered, reading the name aloud. He looked toward the sky and folded his hands in a mock prayer. "Thank you," he said, "somebody up there likes me." The first part of his assignment was completed, now came the second.
 
 
Bishop glanced around the lazy harbor. Except for a group of men at the opposite end of the docks drinking beer and bragging about the day's catch, there was no one else around but the gulls. He turned back to face the Chum Bucket and finally saw the old man emerge. Bishop ran his hand on the inside of his windbreaker and rested it on the butt of his gun for a second. The cool metal put a sneer in his fake smile.
"Need a hand?" He asked the old man, who was attempting to tie off by himself while the Chum Bucket's engine coughed in neutral. The boss said he'd be alone, but Bishop was still surprised an old timer could operate a 45 ft. fishing vessel all by himself. The sneer on his face waned as the smell hit him. The boat and old man together reeked like a decomposing carcass.
"A hand?" The old man said without looking up from his knotting, "sure. And a couple legs, arms, and a torso would be appreciated, too."
Bishop's laugh came out like a grunt. He wanted to gag. The smell was hammering him in the face repeatedly, each blow more sickening than before. The old man matched the other photo the boss had given him, which also made Bishop hesitate. Didn't the boss say that picture was from 1959? The guy looked exactly the same. Must be the scurvy, Bishop reckoned, makes an old fool live forever.
The man finished tying off, then climbed back aboard the boat and turned off the engine. The battered vessel sputtered and coughed, and its wheezy breath finally gargled to a stop.
"She's a beauty," Bishop called towards the old man after he went below. "How old is she?"
"Over the century mark," came the reply, and the old man followed it out. Bishop examined him as the first evening star blinked overhead. 
The fisherman looked like something straight out of the Old Testament. He wore an unbuttoned white short-sleeved shirt, exposing a sagging chest with an assortment of scars and grey hair. He was awfully skinny, and Bishop felt the guy could use a huge plate of pasta. His legs resembled sticks with a thin layer of meat wrapped around them, his arms like long ropes with sinewy knots for muscles. The most interesting feature was his face, which Bishop thought resembled a sunken-eyed, spindly Ben Franklin with grainy white stubble. His forehead was infected with skin cancers, his long, white hair ended in dreadlocked tangles and hung like a dirty mop.
"Wow," Bishop said, "How many engine's she been through?"
"Just one, the original." The old man patted the boat's hull. The Chum Bucket groaned when he did, like a horse begging for a bullet.
Bishop wanted to argue that there was no way in hell that boat was still running on its original engine, but he let it go. He wasn't here to argue with the weirdo.
"Been out all day, have ya?"
The old man squinted his salty blue eyes at Bishop, looking the younger man up and down. Bishop didn't like the way the old bastard grinned at him.
"Been out for two weeks."
Bishop almost told him he smelled like it. "Well then, maybe you'd let me buy you a stiff one," he offered.
The old man's smile widened. "Now you're talkin' my language, buddy. Name's Beryl. Samson Beryl, but most folks call me Sam."
"Nice to meet you Sam, I'm Bishop. Most folks call me Bishop."
Sam nodded, the thin smile never leaving his cracked lips.
They went to a cantina Sam liked a little further inland on a hardly-traveled dirt road littered with stray chickens. Sam settled into a dark booth away from the bar after Bishop ordered a round of beers and two shots of 100 proof Mezcal for Sam. The old man drained both shots in a row and chased them with a swallow of beer. Bishop sipped his own beer while they made small talk about fishing, drinking, and Mexico. 
He could still smell the rotting stink of the ocean on Sam, and it slowly began to ebb at his nerves. He had the guy. He knew where the boat was, he should call his boss and demand a plane ticket so he could get the hell out of this piss-poor country. What a multi-millionaire wanted with this old coot and his behemoth of a boat, Bishop could not even guess.
He continued to buy Sam drink after drink, shot after shot.
"What's wrong?" Sam eventually slurred at him. "You haven't touched your beer."
"I am in need of your services," Bishop said, "I understand you're the best fisherman who ever sailed the Pacific."
"That's right."

"You know the best spots, have a knack for pulling in monsters."

"Yep, Marlin, white sharks and the like, you bet."

"When's the last time you took a party out?"

Sam rolled his eyes back in thought. "It's been awhile," he reasoned. "Mostly fish for food these days, what I can't eat I sell."
"Can you take a party out this weekend?"
"Who?"
"Just me and some buddies of mine from the States who've been cooped up in offices too long." Sam eyeballed Bishop, said "sure, I don't see why not. I'll need the money up front of course, to cover fuel and chum."
"No problem, how much for a party of four?"

"That's five hundred a head, four-fifty if they got their own gear."

"Jesus, Sam. How much chum do we need?"

Sam leaned back in his chair. His weather-worn face seemed to unfold in front of Bishop as he smiled a yellow-toothed grin.

 "How do you think I earned my reputation? Chumming is the most important aspect to how I fish. You wanna haul up a big boy outta his murky depths, you gotta entice him with a free meal."
"You're the expert," Bishop concluded, signaling for the bill. He counted out ten hundred dollar bills and handed them to Sam. Sam looked at the American money with indifference. "Here's half now, I'll give you the rest and a hefty tip tomorrow afternoon. Shall we meet at the boat? Same dock?"
"Sure," Sam said, suddenly sober. "Chum Bucket ain't going nowhere."
Bishop decided to make sure of that after he excused himself and left Sam, who went back to more heavy drinking. Bishop made the phone call on his way back to the docks. His boss praised him up and down, and immediately started kissing his ass, which helped take his mind off the ocean’s pervasive smell.
"Don't let him out of your sight," the boss urged, "go on the fishing trip as planned. We'll have a beacon on one of the guys so we can intercept you when you get out a ways. I'll even let you ride back with me in my chopper. Whatever you do, Bishop, I need the old man alive."
"What's so important about Beryl and that rusty boat? Does he know about sunken treasure? Submerged airplanes loaded with contraband? What?"
"It's a long story, Bishop. Aeons long. But yeah, let's just say the old man knows where something is. Something that several outside parties and I want a piece of."
With that, the boss cut him short and Bishop folded his cell phone and slipped it back in his pocket. He fingered the .45 for a second, checking the magazine out of habit. The waning moon made for a dark night, but as he neared the docks the stars grew bright in the black sky. One constellation shined brighter than the rest. Bishop lit a cigarette and spent a few minutes trying to figure out which one it was, for as a kid he was into stupid junk like astronomy. It wasn't Taurus or Orion, or any of the others he knew by sight. When the smoke played out he snuffed it on the dock and gave up, reminding himself to look it up later.
The Chum Bucket sat in the harbor like a tired warrior. Bishop's face grew into a permanent scowl from the smell. The hulking vessel still groaned and creaked like a sleeping giant as it rested. Bishop cased the dock all around the boat, knowing the best way to prevent Sam from fleeing would mean he'd have to board the Chum Bucket and hide until morning. The others would arrive in fifteen hours for the fake fishing trip. Fifteen hours, he thought, holding his nose shut. Piece of cake.
Once on board, the stench socked him in the gut. The Chum Bucket let him know he was trespassing; every move he made was accompanied by a sound as he searched the main deck and cabin before going below. It smelled too strong down below where the bunk beds were, so he came back up to the stern. Next to a rusty shark cage he saw the chum tank, and dry-heaved uncontrollably.
Footsteps came from the dock. It was Sam, staggering back to his boat. Bishop cursed under his breath and crept down the steps and hid in the darkest bunk. Sam hummed some old song, complete with a strange dialect Bishop could not recognize. He figured Sam was so tossed he was slurring different songs together, making it sound like a unique language.
"Ahh, there's my sweetheart," Sam said, patting the Chum Bucket's hull before he climbed aboard. To Bishop's favor, Sam did not go below, but fell asleep on the bench seat behind the helm.
Bishop listened to the old man's snores. He still fought the incredible stench, but as the night wore on, he found himself drifting off, unable to stay awake. Sam's snoring and the Chum Bucket's gentle swaying combined to make an odd, but effective lullaby. He never remembered nodding off.
 
 
*
 
 
Violent thunder rocked him awake.
Something was wrong. Dead wrong. The loudness that was somehow held at bay entered his head like a stampede and it took a few seconds for him to realize where he was. He was on the Chum Bucket. But the Chum Bucket was moving! The engine roared behind him, and his stomach recoiled as he tried to crawl from the cramped bunk and get to his feet. The swing door to the main deck was closed and locked from the other side. Bishop realized his gun, cell phone, and wallet were missing.
"Hey!" He yelled, but the boat's motor drowned out his voice. "Hey, goddamnit!!" He pounded on the ceiling with his fist. The engine quelled to a low throttle.
He heard footsteps shuffle overhead. The Chum Bucket still moved at a good clip, causing Bishop to have to hold the stair rail for balance. His stomach pleaded with him to do something or else it was going to erupt. The footsteps walked around to the other side of the door.
"That you Sam? Hello? Open this door!"
"Like hell," Sam hollered back.
"Sam! It's me, Bishop. Please, I crossed the line by boarding your boat without permission, I...I just needed a place to crash and..."
"Horseshit! Do you really think I'm a fool, Bishop?"

"No sir, not at all, you see..."

"You got a lot of passports and fake i.d.'s in your wallet, Bishop. Hell, you been all over."

Bishop began to feel fear. Not regular, trivial fear, like fear of his boss, fear of the feds, or fear of the sea. No, this was fear in its purest form, incomprehensible terror that came from nowhere and resided everywhere. It was the type of fear that paralyzes over-imaginative children on stormy nights and stops a heart from beating by its own sheer power.
"I knew what you were the second you opened your expensive mouth yesterday," Sam continued. "Why didn't you kill me when you had the chance?"
Bishop gave up. He was through lying. The Chum Bucket was hitting some rough water now, rising up high and slamming down hard. He could hear the furious waves smacking the bow and wondered who was steering if Sam was on the other side of the door. The fear made his voice crack.
"Ok, ok. You're right, Sam. I was just following orders, y'know, but the gun's for my own protection. I never intended to…"
"You need a whole hell of a lot more than a piss-squirting gun to protect you from who I'm taking you to meet," Sam yelled, on his way back to the helm. The Chum Bucket roared back to full throttle.
Down below, Bishop cursed and screamed and rammed his shoulder into the door until he grew exhausted. The engine's roar blared in his head. The dancing acids in his stomach boiled, and the ominous stench of rotting flesh raped his brain receptors raw. He puked himself empty, adding a new scent to the putrid. Hours passed and the sea-sickness consumed him, draining him of all his energy. Daylight faded into night. The Chum Bucket pushed on, and although Bishop had no nautical skills whatsoever, he knew they had to be way beyond the continental shelf by now, heading out to deep sea.
Bishop fell in and out of periods of weary sleep, forced upon him by the trembling sickness. He almost choked to death on his own vomit, but he managed to roll over in time. He hated the ocean, but it hated him better. Above on the main deck, he could hear Sam singing and howling like a hound. His mouth unbearably dry, Bishop lost track of time and passed out for many hours.
When he awoke the silence stunned him, and he bolted upright. The boat's engine was off and they were bobbing gently, as if drifting. He tried to clear his dry, bile-caked throat but it was impossible. Suddenly the door flew open. Blinding sunlight flooded in.
"Whew! Smell's like you're a land lubber," Sam laughed, pointing the .45 at him. "Get out."
Bishop staggered up the steps, trying to shade his eyes. It was mid-afternoon wherever they were. The sun blazed white heat overhead, but thick clouds were assembling farther west. Fear began to gnaw on his bones again when he realized there was no sign of land, or anything else, in any direction.
"That's a boy," Sam said, backing Bishop towards the stern. "Now open that tank."
Bishop did as he was told. The smell from the chum tank was more horrible than he ever imagined, almost knocking him to his feet. He screamed in terror at the sight of the tank's contents and immediately barfed up what was left inside him over the rail. It wasn't the smell or all the maggots crawling in the brine-soaked meat that pushed him over the edge of sanity. It was the gruesome fact that all the remains in the chum tank were human.
Sam chuckled, reached into the tank and pulled out an arm and tossed it overboard. Bishop winced when he heard it splash. "Now you do the same," he ordered, "empty it all, chunk by chunk."
Bishop refused to move. Sam fired the gun, whistling a round inches past Bishop's ear. "Hard or easy, quick or slow, it's your choice."
Reluctantly, Bishop began chumming the human remains into the sea, dry-heaving as he did it. Sam watched with interest, keeping the gun trained on him. The clouds from the west joined some clouds from the north, darkening the sky. The waves picked up, as did the swirling winds. 
"You're about to learn why I'm the greatest fisherman on earth," Sam told him. "Did you know the Pacific Ocean covers over seventy percent of the entire planet? That's a whole hell of a lot of space, ain't it? No tellin' what lurks under all that water, huh?"
Bishop nodded dumbly.
"That's right," Sam continued. There was a far away look in the fisherman's eyes. Bishop thought about charging the old man and ramming his fist down his throat, but his feet seemed glued in place. The noxious fumes of death and decay drained every ounce of his energy. 
"The key to a good day's catch is in the chumming, Bishop. Lesson number one."
"You're a sick person," Bishop croaked. "A sick old man, killing people for chum. Sharks don't care about what species the meat is."
"Ahh, but that's where you're wrong. We ain't fishin' for sharks. There ain't a shark around here for miles."
The clouds quickened their pace, growing mean and ugly. Bishop hoped a strong wind would come along and topple the old man. The Chum Bucket groaned against the rising waves.
"Sharks don't come around areas where they're the hunted," Sam said. "No, my unenlightened friend, what we're fishin' for eats giant sharks for breakfast. Put this on."
Sam threw the harness contraption at Bishop, who did as he was told. The harness was hand crafted and slipped over each leg, with a large, leather belt strap with metal rings on it that covered his torso. When finished, Sam ordered him to put on a pair of goggles and a small breathing apparatus.
"I'm not going into that water alive," Bishop declared. "No way, go ahead and shoot me."
Sam muttered to himself, and slowly turned to face the sea, speaking in a strange tongue. Bishop saw his chance to attack. He charged at Sam, aiming to push him over the rail.
Something invisible smacked him in the head, stopping him in his tracks. Sam bellowed a suggestive command and the Chum Bucket lurched forward, violently tossing Bishop against the cabin wall. He hit his head and lost consciousness.
When he came to the wind was furious. The sun was gone, blackened out by the meanest clouds Bishop had ever seen. The sea seemed to boil and churn. He realized Sam had fastened the goggles and oxygen breather on him, secured with layers of duct tape wrapped around his head and neck. Sam stood in front of him, no longer holding the gun. Bishop also realized a thick, steel cable was secured to the harness and heavy iron weights were tied to his feet and hands.
"It's the Upwelling," Sam hollered over the growing storm. Bishop saw that Sam's eyes were different, almost glowing beyond his pupils. "It blows the colder waters inland and allows the deep to rise, and He rises with it!"
Bishop tried to protest through the mouthpiece. Sam smiled and shoved Bishop over the stern with unnatural force. A strong flurry of wind caught him in the air and then he hit the water, screaming the whole time through the mouthpiece as the stale oxygen kept him from drowning.
Never a good swimmer, Bishop thrashed around until he gave up. The wide open vastness of the underwater world terrified him.
Above the surface, Sam fired up the Chum Bucket and opened up her throttle. The slack left the steel line and Bishop jerked towards the boat, breaking the surface for a moment before the weights pulled him back down. As the Chum Bucket gained speed with Bishop trawling behind it, he was pulled deeper and deeper into the dark blue. He peered through the goggles, alarmed by the silent immensity of the sea. His last sane notion was that they were not as far off the coast as he thought, because he could see the ocean floor below him.
Then he realized it was not the ocean floor he was looking at.
The thing rose from the darkest fathoms. There was no end to it. It was everywhere Bishop looked, following him like a monstrous submarine. The creature's glowing eyes stared at him with timeless rage as its squirming tendrils rose towards him like an army of serpents. Bishop frantically thrashed his head from side to side trying to rip loose the mouthpiece's binding, yearning for the saltwater to rush into his lungs, but it was no use. 
At the very least, he closed his eyes from the approaching abomination and waited for the inevitable.
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 “Peckerhead sumbitch!” Gale squashed the creepy crawler with a swat of his broad palm, spurting bug mustard into the rolls of his corrugated neck. Peeling the battered insect off his skin, Gale dangled the carcass up to the sunlight for a proper examination. Translucent as a scrap of onion skin, the spring-tailed little bugger clasped its wings perpendicular to its body like a lacy sail. “Peckerhead sumbitch tried to bite the hell outta me!”
 “Aww, he wouldn’t hurt nobody,” Maxwell drawled, fanning himself with a rumpled magazine. “He just buzzed up outta Dwarf Lake, lookin’ for a healthy mate. I guess he seen you an’ thought you looked pretty healthy.”
 “That some kinda fat joke?” Gale eyed his lanky coworker with a twinge of suspicion tilled into his brow. “Look at the size of this damned skeeter and tell me he wasn’t gonna suck me dry!”
 “That ain’t no skeeter, Gale. It’s just an ol’ mayfly.” Maxwell rose from the bench to pluck an identical insect from the porch rail of Amen Autos, where the bugs clung in shivering droves. An avid fly fisherman, Maxwell fancied himself the resident expert on aquatic bugs, and for that matter, on just about everything else. 
 “Yessir, this here’s a fine time of year to be a fisherman--or even a fish. You see, most water bugs live down on the muddy pond bottom right up to the very end of their lives, but then they crawl on out to do their matin’ business on land. Once they finish up romancin’, they all fly right back into the water to dump off their eggs. But what’s waiting for them once they get home is nothin’ but a fish feeding-frenzy.”
 “Well,” Gale flicked his mangled specimen over the rail, “Messin’ with the wrong broads will get you in trouble every time. Won’t it now?”
 “I’d reckon,” Maxwell snorted.
 Gale and Maxwell stared out over their used car lot. Heat waves shivered over the domed backs of thirty-some automobiles, lazing in the sun like a herd of benign beasts. How long had it been since they’d sold one. Two weeks? A week and a half, at least. Nobody was buying anything, lately. It was too goddamned hot to spend money.
 A blue-haired old woman had been shuffling aimlessly between rows of scalding vehicles for nearly half an hour. She paused beside a Cutlass and glanced pleadingly up to the two salesmen, parked comfortably on their porch.
 “Well, ain’t you gonna get up and greet her?” Gale jostled Maxwell with a dimpled elbow.
 “Why don’t you get up, you lazy bastard?” Max whined.
 “Me? Hell, I’m waitin’ for a challenge,” a broad smile split Gale’s face like an overripe tomato.
 “A challenge, huh?” Max leaned back in his seat. “Well, I got one for you. We gotta sell three cars by five o’clock. Whoever comes up short buys wings and pitchers tonight, and whoever wins…” Maxwell made a casting and winding gesture with his hands, “…gets to take tomorrow off … do a little fishin’.”
 Gale hitched his eyebrows. Wings and beer. To hell with a day of fishing, but those eats sounded pretty dadgummed good. He agreed to Maxwell’s terms with an obligatory hand shake.
 “Dibs on Grandma!” Max leapt up and trotted down the steps toward his victim.
 “Y’dirty bastard,” Gale muttered.
 Christ almighty it was hot, and that dank fishy smell, so redolent in the air didn’t make sitting outdoors any more enjoyable. Gale waddled down the length of the porch to gaze painfully across the verdant bean fields. A dark stand of cottonwoods on the eastern border betrayed the secluded body of water, tucked just beyond the treeline.
 Tagged a decade earlier, the little lake got its name when Dwarf Chemical was indicted for making midnight runs to that location to dump their toxic byproducts. Occasionally, a massive eructation would roil the surface of Dwarf Lake as those corroding drums and cylinders that hadn’t ever been recovered would detonate far below, releasing God-knows-what into the environment. It went without saying that the locals never fished there.
 “Gale?” The robotic voice of Curtis Keen piped through the external intercom system. “Got one out front, if you want him.”
 “Hell yeah, I want the sumbitch,” Gale murmured, ambling back around front, mopping his brow with a white handkerchief. 
 One look at his customer and his heart nearly threw a rod. 
 “Jesus Harold Christ, you scared me son,” Gale recomposed himself, offering a reluctant paw to the vapid-eyed teenager, who teetered on the balls of his feet in a puddle of murky water. 
 The kid was soaked to the bone. And his bleached, wrinkled hide suggested an extended period of immersion. Boy, did he ever stink -- like putrefied seafood, a greenish sort of spoil. Cocked doglike to one side, his malformed head was ensnarled in old fishing line.
 “Say, you ain’t been fishin’ back there, have you?” Gale dabbed at his face with his hankie, covering his nostrils. “Don’t go eating anything you happen to catch back in there. Water’s awful polluted.”
 The kid did not respond.
 “So, are we lookin’, buyin’ or replacin’ today?” The salesman clapped a friendly hand on the kid’s shoulder with a wet smack, rotating him back around toward the car lot. Gale quickly averted his eyes upon noticing the kid’s bare butt, glistening through a tattered aperture on the backside of his britches. Looked as though he might’ve snagged a flag of denim on a barbed wire fence somewhere. 
 Across the lot, Grandma was shaking hands with Gale’s coworker. Then together, they shuffled back toward the office to start the paperwork. Unbelievable. Maxwell furtively licked his index finger and drew an imaginary point in the air, winking slyly over the top of Grandma’s head. Gale responded with an extended middle finger. 
 “What’d you say your name was, son?” Gale paused to flick several mayflies off the kid’s soaked sweatshirt. “Sorry about all the goddamn bugs ... They blow in from the lake, I guess. Maxwell’s the fisherman. He could tell you more about it than I could.”
 The kid halted before a forest green Jaguar, gaping mindlessly down at its hood. His skin was so loose, so colorless. Was he some sort of a burn victim? What exactly was wrong with him? Gale prodded the conversation back into motion, fighting the powerful urge to gawk at the strangest customer he’d ever seen.
 “She’s a peach. She’s a peach. But, more than a little outta the price range of most folks. How much was you lookin’ to spend, roundabouts?”
 As if some remote facet of the kid’s psyche suddenly realized that it was being addressed, he turned, with a detectable element of uncertainty, to disarm Gale with a cold stare through those awful milky eyes. Was he blind? Surely not. He’d made it up onto the lot without the aid of a dog or a cane. Perhaps he was visually impaired in some way.
 The kid emitted a lugubrious gurgle. A black water beetle squirmed from between his ragged lips and dropped to the pavement with a clitter.
 “I think may be we ought to go around back and have a look at a little better fit for you. I can get you into a great ride today for just pennies on the dollar. Now, she’s a four-banger, but that’s an awful important consideration, gas prices high as they are these days.”
 Gale directed his reeling customer to the rear of the service garage, halting him before an old Mustang hatchback. In the early eighties, the paint might have been cherry red, but after so many seasons under the sun, the color had oxidized to the hue of an under-ripe tomato.
 “Now lemme show you something,” Gale opened the driver’s side door and stroked the inside of the door jam with the tip of his pudgy index finger. “No ridges. Check all the jambs and you’ll find the same thing. Right there, that’ll tell ya she’s never been wrecked and repainted. See what I mean?”
 Without missing a beat, Gale popped the hood and led the boy around front of the vehicle, where he promptly removed the air filter, holding it aloft for the boy’s examination. “We maintain every car that rolls onto this lot as if she were our own. New oil …” Gale withdrew a dipstick. “New trannie fluid …” withdrawing another. “New brake pads all around …” kicking a tire. “New wiper blades ... hell, I’d take her home myself if my daughter wasn’t all growed-up already. This car’s ready to roll, and if you’ll do business with me today, I’ll even throw in your first oil change for free.”
 The kid gaped through the riot of fishing line. An olive snail oozed up the cusp of his chin, weaving through muddy rivulets that wept from both his nostrils. No response. The only sound was the hot wind through the beans, and the chorus of churning insects in the distant cottonwoods.
 “Wanna feel her out?” Gale coaxed the kid into the driver’s seat. Once he’d situated his customer, he slammed the door as if he’d just trapped a rat, and hustled around to the passenger side.
 “Let’s take her out for a quick spin,” Gale suggested, dumping himself into the seat with a stifled grunt. The car listed starboard on squealing shocks. “Go ahead and start her up.”
 Fumbling for an elusive seat belt, Gale glanced over at his customer, who hadn’t moved a muscle. “Y’with me, son? I said start her up.”
 Nothing. Nothing at all.
 Shaking his head, Gale reached over and cranked her up himself. The alternator screamed like a banshee. Gripping the T-bone automatic shift, Gale clunked the transmission down into gear. “Now, just press the dadgummed gas pedal.”
 Without touching the wheel, the kid stomped the accelerator all the way to the floorboard, launching the vehicle headlong into the beans.
 “Christ al-freakin’-mighty!”
 The “Rustang” was off, tearing through the crop like a farm implement gone haywire. Bean pods, leaves, and lime-green katydids bombarded the windshield, spattering the glass with their respective juices. Blasting across the field and out the far side, the vehicle barreled into the willows, right for Dwarf Lake. 
 “Stop! Stop!” Gale begged.
 As if to mock his pleas, the Rustang slammed into the trunk of an old cottonwood. The windshield detonated into a billion chiseled diamonds. A tranquil shower of cottonwood leaves rained down into their laps from above. 
 “Get out from behind the wheel!” Gale ordered, hauling himself out into the rough. Circling the ruined car, he opened the driver’s door and dragged the boy out onto his feet.
 Gale stared at his mesmerized customer, who appeared to be entranced by the lovesick drone of the gossamer katydids, all rasping their summer serenades through the beans. 
 The kid’s lips parted with a hiss of gas. Over the hump of his tongue, a darting antennae flicked anxiously back and forth. Gale took two steps back. The horrid feeler stroked the edges of the boy’s teeth.
 “Y’got something there in yer ...” Gale gestured toward his own lips. But he was distracted by something churning in the kid’s throat, stretching the skin, and behind those marbled eyes. Something was alive in there. He could see the dark segmented thing, writhing around back there in the kid’s sockets, causing his eyeballs to bulge and recede. “What in the Sam Hill’s wrong with you?”
 Gale’s impuissant gaze traveled over the boy’s distended abdomen, where a gentle bulge protruded outward, tenting the colorless skin. A gaseous release of internal pressure fizzed through the boy’s navel, dripping globules of banana froth onto the tips of his sneakers.
 “You gotta get to a doctor, son.” Gale lowered his voice. “And you’re really gonna need a good reliable vehicle, now more than ever, to get back and forth to all your medical care.”
 Gale checked his watch. 4:17. If he could get back to the lot, there might still be time to win the bet. But he had to settle up with Fishboy, first. Mayflies drifted between them like cotton in the wind. One crawled onto Gale’s throat. He slapped at the squirming thing, mashing its guts between his crinkled digits. “How much money you got on ya?” Gale glowered into the boy’s dead eyes. “Seriously, I’m willing to cut you a deal, here … all under the counter, y’see?”
 Cautiously, Gale reached behind the kid and extracted his wallet, grimacing when his fingertips stroked a clammy buttock. He’d forgotten about the hole, back there. 
 The wallet popped free, and pissed a stream onto the ground. Without breaking eye contact, Gale spread the ruined leather to extract a surprisingly substantial stack of bills.
 “Twenty, forty, sixty ... two-sixty ... sold, at two hundred and sixty seven dollars. Now, might need to call yourself a tow truck, but I think she’ll do nicely. I’d shake your hand, Son, but I guess you know how it is.” Gale tucked the wet roll of bills into his shirt pocket and let the boy’s empty wallet fall to the dirt with a wet slap.
 “Now then. You get the fuck on outta here. And if you ever set foot on my lot again, you’ll be talkin’ to the cops.”
 Gale turned to walk away. And the freak attacked.
 Arms like iron rebar twisted around Gale’s torso, interlocking across his chest. The thing’s strength was inhuman. Gale had no breath to scream as he heard his ribs crack. The ineffable stench behind him was a beach-comber’s nightmare, and Gale could feel his cold fishy lips against the back of his neck.
 “Just take the money.” Gale toppled forward into the weeds with the thing latched onto his back. 
 But the abomination made no attempt to retrieve its wet wad of cash. No. Something else was on its mind. The creature’s intentions were becoming alarmingly clear, as its torso began to seize rhythmically in very purposeful pelvic thrusts. Gale felt the throbbing cap of some sort of a prong nosing deeper into the cleft of his rump. He tried to squirm loose of its wet embrace, but his struggling only seemed to arouse the goddamned thing. Its fingertips clawed into his chest. 
 With a terrifying “pop”, the monster’s organ, or whatever it was, burst through the seam of Gale’s khakis and plunged right through the knotted eye of his backside. 
 Releasing a girlish squeal, Gale palpitated as the donkey-sized proboscis inched deeper and deeper into his colon, anchoring itself with successive collars of spines, until it engorged him to the tearing point.
 Oh Lord! What was happening, back in there? It dabbed. It probed, exploring the inner walls of his cavity with what felt like a spear-tipped yam. And when it dumped its chilly payload inside of him, Gale’s agonized howl erupted through the cottonwood canopy to mingle with the chorus of mating insects.
 
 
*
 


 “Here’s to you. Finally sold the Rustang.” Maxwell licked the ochre wing-sauce off his lips and hoisted his mug up off the bar, but Gale failed to meet him with a toast. “Hey now! If you’d have won today, I wouldn’t have bitched a lick. What’s your problem, anyhow? Still cryin’ over falling into Dwarf Lake? Man, I wish I could’ve seen that. I’m sure going to be thinking about you tomorrow when I’m out there in the boat all day. I promise I won’t laugh.”
 “No, I just -- don’t feel so awful good.” Gale sagged over the bar, his heavy body drenched in cold sweat. After the unspeakable incident back there in the willow patch, he’d have certainly rather gone on home after work to enjoy the meager cleansing of a hot shower. But Maxwell wouldn’t have stood for it. He’d won their bet, and Gale knew how insistent he’d be about claiming his prize. So, he’d washed off in the lake as best he could, and untucked his shirt tail to conceal the bloody hole in the back of his britches. He’d be damned if Maxwell ever found out what really happened. He’d never hear the end of it.
 Whatever that monster had dumped in his rump was feeling a little funny, back there. It kind of fluttered sometimes, like a weird stream of little bubbles deep inside his guts. The hot wings and beer weren’t sitting so well, tonight. 
 “It was human,” Gale muttered. “Just a damned burn victim, escaped from some loony bin.” But that godawful appendage, Gale recalled with a shudder. It felt like a pythonic earthworm, all snorting around back there in his pooper. “I’m thirsty,” Gale croaked, mopping his brow.
 “Well, shut up and drink your beer, then.”
 “No ... I need some water.” Gale waved feebly at their waitress, but she was preoccupied with another table. “I need some water now.” Gale lurched off his barstool, leaving a ring of gore on the seat. 
 Maxwell stopped in mid-chew, pointing his gnawed drumstick at the bloody puddle. “You all right, Gale?”
 “No!” Gale hobbled the length of the bar to the servers’ prep station, where he snatched-up two pitchers, tilted back his head, and dumped them both into his quivering maw. Half the light-beer spilled down his chest. Goddamn, it was hot. Gale seized a pitcher of sweet tea and poured it directly over the top of his head, attracting more than a little attention from the wait-staff and patrons.
 “He don’t feel well, he said,” Maxwell explained to a mystified barkeep. “I guess he’s awful hot … got a bad wing, may be.”
 Gale plodded across the dining area, exuding a trail of droplets from his rump, snatching glasses off random tables and dumping the contents of each over his head. Plowing through the front doors, Gale lumbered into the night. 
 Lordy, it was hot. He’d barely made it out of the bar before his tee-shirt fell to the moonlit pavement. Ambling back toward Amen Autos, he unfastened his belt and shook loose his ruined pants. 
 Gale didn’t really know where he was headed, and he didn’t care, because he was no longer in control of those decisions. Another presence had gone and switched things all around inside his head, allowing Gale to focus on more meaningful things, like cold bathtubs of water, deep blue oceans and murmuring mountain streams. Boy, did he ever yearn for water’s cool caress to soothe his crawling skin. Maybe he’d go for a midnight swim in a nearby lake, have himself a skinny-dip, just like he used to do back when he was a kid. Yes sir, a moonlight swim. Maybe he’d go ahead and kick his way on down to the bottom there, and in those inky depths just a-wriggle all around in the nice cold mud. And he didn’t figure he’d be alone, down there. Gale wasn’t sure how he figured this. He just did. There’d be others down there, with the same pearly eyes. And they’d be undulating around down there in that tumulus of corroded chemical drums, finding good spots to deposit their mounds of eggs. And by next summer, when the hot winds started hissing through the beans, and the fish were all in a frenzy, popping mayflies off the surface, then he’d know it was that time of year again, and his cycle would begin anew.
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The Old Man and the Puddle.
 
 
By Hayden Williams
 
 
 
 
Ernest had little to do with the other Kaumatua anymore. They’d called him pourangi for
a long time, and some now even said cursed or possessed. His wife of over fifty years had been talking of leaving him. She couldn’t handle not being well thought of within the iwi. She glared at him with her crazy green eyes. Although she was from the same tribe as him, she was less than a quarter Maori in truth. But man, she was fierce. Ernest only had to look at his fishing tackle box and she was up dancing a haka.
 “Don’t even think about going fishing this week,” she growled, her mean mouth puckered with aggression, the snakes of her steel grey hair all shaking. “You know it’s Rangi’s graduation.”
 Rangi, their youngest son, had just completed a master’s degree in microbiology, and would be staying on at university to undertake further research. Rangi was the only child left in New Zealand, the rest having all buggered off to Australia, attracted by better wages. None of Ernest’s children believed, and the older ones even made fun of him behind his back. Rangi had stopped accompanying his father on fishing trips years ago. Every time they’d rolled out of the driveway the neighbourhood kids – Rangi’s schoolmates – would stand at the street corner, watching and cracking jokes. It wasn’t fair to force the boy, so Ernest had allowed him to choose from his fourteenth birthday on. Ernest regretted that now, because the boy had of course chosen not to go. 
Ernest didn’t really blame him. Who’d choose the humiliation, if they hadn’t seen what he’d seen? But in the event of his never catching the beast, he would’ve liked his son to have had the chance of at least a glimpse. Ernest knew a glimpse was enough to hook a man forever. The monster became an intimate part of a man’s life from that moment on. You had to keep returning, you had to prove to yourself that you weren’t just dreaming or being tricked by the evil spirit of the place. Though now it seemed that no-one would return there after he was gone, and no-one would remember the old stories of his people. The family tradition of taniwha hunting would die with him, now that Rangi had become such an ungrateful swell-head, obsessed with tiny parasitic creatures and not even believing in the existence of lake monsters at all.
 “I’ve bought you a new suit!” his wife persisted. 
 “Good,” Ernest grumbled. “You can bury me in it if the taniwha gets me before I get him.” Ignoring his wife’s protests he strode out to the garage and lifted his tackle box – an old wooden swapa crate filled with meat hooks, a hatchet, various knives, and coils of cable and thick rope - onto the back of his ute, along with his rifle and pack.
 “You pig!” she yelled after him, following him out into the chilly pre-dawn air, still dressed in her nightgown. “If you leave now, Ernest, this time I won’t be here when you get back!”
 Ernest no longer cared. Not out of any lack of love, but out of a sort of tiredness and grim determination. He’d stopped feeling bad for his wife years ago. She simply didn’t understand. The more Ernest had lost over the years – his reputation, his career, and now it seemed his entire family too – then the higher the stakes had become. No matter what the outcome, he had to hold on until the final round. If he gave up now, he’d lose everything including his dignity. Raw stubborn pride was all he was running on, coupled with an obsessive hatred for the monster, the monster that had taken so much from him already. If only he could catch it and bring back its head! Then they’d have to believe and forgive him. Then he’d be redeemed, and only then could he rest.
It was a long drive from Dunedin to Fjordland. The wind-silvered fields became wild and uneven, inhabited only by hardy sheep that huddled for shelter amidst lichen covered boulders. Ernest ascended onto what his ancestors had named the Maniototo – the plane of blood. It was a wide open place full of ghosts. High above sea level, whenever he crested a hill Ernest saw the barren wave-like ridges receding into the distance on every side, fainter and fainter until they seemed only smoke, mere apparitions. He thought of those deep green lakes beyond and the bottomless pond that was home to his quarry. The pond was located less than a kilometre into the bush on the western shore of lake Manapouri. The locals called it ‘the puddle’, due to its relatively small size. And Ernest, being such a frequent visitor to this unremarkable, water-filled sinkhole, had become a renowned eccentric to them. Much to his annoyance, they’d laughingly begun to call him Ahab. 
Ernest couldn’t bear it. It was a while before he realised the noise he heard was the grinding of his own teeth. The taniwha had made him a pitiable laughing stock, a humorous tale for affluent tourists who arrived every summer in their over-sized, boat-towing jeeps. He drove on stubbornly - to hell with the kehua of the plain of blood. He felt instinctively that the ghost of his father was with him, protecting him and willing him to succeed. Ernest would make his father proud. Eventually the familiar saw-tooth mountains of the Fjords stood before him, blocking the western horizon. He’d arrived at last.
Ernest pulled into the Manapouri campsite around mid morning. He pitched his tent quickly. He wouldn’t be sleeping at the campsite but would use it as a base. He’d carry only what he’d need, and head for the puddle immediately. Even then it’d still take several hours walking along the Monument Track before he’d find the first marker of the trail: a steel grey boulder with a taniwha carved into it - a fat-bellied, pukana-faced taniwha. A feeling of dark premonition suddenly made him giddy and nauseas. For some reason, this time Ernest felt he couldn’t wait. He needed to get to the puddle at once.
Ernest looked over at his neighbour in the next camping space along. He was an athletic-looking, balding middle-aged man in a blue fleece top, board shorts and sandals. His friends had just headed off to the lake for a swim, and he’d been left to start the barbecue. He owned all the fancy gear: a bright red kayak, life jackets, fishing rods, chilly bins, a three room tent and fold away chairs and table. Most impressive was the glossy white boat, hitched to the back of a beetle black LandCruiser. 
“Kia ora,” said Ernest, approaching the man who was now prodding sizzling steaks with a wooden-handled boning knife. Ernest offered a gigantic hand, and the man looked up at him, smiling nervously. “I’m Ernest,” said Ernest.
“Call me Ishmael,” the man chuckled back. “I believe I’ve heard a lot about you already Ernest – or should I say ‘Ahab’.”
Ernest didn’t laugh. “I need to borrow your kayak,” he said.
The man snorted in disbelief. “Piss off, mate,” he said. For a moment the two men stared at each other with the barbecue between them. Then Ernest took hold of the man’s wrists and, suddenly pulling them wide apart, stepped in quickly and landed a devastating head-butt on the bridge of ‘Ishmael’s’ nose. Ishmael shot backwards, landing on his back in the grass. His shattered nose was streaming blood. He lay dazed as Ernest came around the barbecue and picked up the boning knife he’d dropped. 
Ernest crouched beside the man and whispered through grated teeth: “It’s important, understand? I have to take your stuff.” The man attempted to voice some response but his eyes seemed unable to focus and his throat had filled with blood. Ernest covered the lower part of the man’s bloody face with one hand, and with the other drove the knife deep between the man’s ribs. Ishmael gave a muffled cry. Ernest continued driving the blade home as hard as he could, unable to stop until long after the man had finished moving or making sound. When Ernest at last came to his senses, he looked down at the man’s blood-soaked fleece top and realised what he’d done. 
There’d be no going back now. He dragged Ishmael’s corpse into the first room of the over-sized tent and closed the entrance. Luckily for Ernest, it wasn’t peak season yet and there was no-one else around. He reasoned that he might as well take the LandCruiser and boat now that he’d gone this far.
Ernest wrapped the steaks in a tea-towel to take with him. He threw whatever he thought he’d need inside the boat, and was pleased to find the LandCruiser unlocked with the keys in the ignition. Towing the boat, he drove slowly out of camp. At the front gates he passed Ishmael’s friends returning from their swim. They looked confused, then threw up their hands and shouted in protest. There was a reassuring thunk as Ernest engaged the central locking. He was away free, heading for Fraser’s Beach where he’d reverse onto the sand and into the water to launch the boat. There wasn’t time to think about what he’d just done. This was simply a more efficient way to get to the puddle.
Ernest abandoned the LandCruiser, launched the boat and started the motor without problems. The lake was steel grey with a ruffled surface, but the next moment the strong noon sunlight broke through heavy cloud. Blue shadows were cast over the features of the bush-clad mountains and a brilliant rainbow arched from a valley on the western side. The lake turned ultramarine then violet. Ivy-coloured hills steamed themselves clear before newer, darker rain clouds swamped them again. Ernest cut the motor when he reached the other side. He allowed the boat to drift ashore, unloaded it then pushed it out again. He climbed back inside and started the motor, pointing the prow straight at the far north-eastern corner of the lake. Satisfied the boat would end up far away on the other side, Ernest jumped clear.
The shock of cold was instant, as Ernest suddenly found himself below the surface with the roar of water in his ears. He heard the muffled sound of the boat’s motor receding. He opened his eyes, and looked about, trying to reach the surface. The mountain water was incredibly clear. He could make out every stone on the bottom - about six feet beneath him – and see far into the emerald distance. Breaking the surface, he swam until stones scraped his knees and he found he could stand.
Glad to be back on land, Ernest gathered his pack which he’d filled with the stolen steaks, a container of water, three hands of bananas, a box of ammunition, his cell phone, a candle and matches, a roll of toilet paper, and a rain proof poncho. His rifle was strapped to the back, wrapped in an army blanket and plastic sheeting. He carried his tackle box with one hand and a stolen chilly bin in the other, and set off along the track until he found the overgrown trail. 
Ernest moved slowly through the silent, dripping, moss-hung forest. Ferns stirred in the wind, which was lashing the striped sparse birch. The trees were slender and tall with mean small leaves offering little shelter. Everything was wet, and a fire would be hard to start. Even though Ernest had no fire permit, it hardly seemed to matter now. He was tense and alert, but it wasn’t the authorities he feared – they likely wouldn’t catch up with him for a long while yet. It was the prospect of death, now that he was at the end of his life, and weaker than he’d ever been before. Or more than that, the prospect of the taniwha killing and therefore beating him. Or perhaps it was the place itself: the lonely dark interiors of the bush, and the way they seemed to whisper. Loath as he was to admit it, at seventy years of age Ernest had lost much of his former confidence, if not all his height and powerful physique.
His people had always said that the place was cursed. What the locals jokingly called the puddle, local Maori had named Whirotuna, meaning ‘evil eel’ or ‘eel of the god of evil and death’. It confirmed the taniwha’s existence in Ernest’s mind, because the taniwha had resembled a monstrous eel, in spite of its eviscerating claws and long matted hair. But as Rangi had remarked, the name might also have originated from the eels that congregated near the surface whenever there was a new moon. This was reasonable, but wouldn’t explain why these particular eels should be ‘evil’. In Ernest’s experience, every eel he’d wrestled with had had a naturally evil disposition. And besides that, eels had always been prized by Maori as food, so in that regard weren’t ‘evil’ at all. The bigger and nastier the better, in fact.
But there was no use arguing with Rangi. In Ernest’s son’s mind, his sophisticated opinion always superseded traditional folklore, which he now regarded mostly as childish superstition, especially when it touched on curses, taniwha, and ghosts. Rangi would always seek the scientific explanation beneath the surface of things. Ernest did wonder if Rangi wasn’t secretly still superstitious. Rangi had been sending undergraduate students to various lakes and sinkholes in the Fjordland area for the past year, but Rangi himself refused to go along. Perhaps there were too many painful memories for him, or perhaps it reminded him of how – in Ernest’s opinion – he’d betrayed a long-standing family tradition. Whatever the reason, the students had collected thousands of water samples for Rangi to analyze. The samples included some two-hundred taken from the puddle. Ernest continually asked his son what the point of it all was. But his son only replied he was ‘onto something big’, something that was going to guarantee his success within the academic community. The little prick was just like his mother, worrying too much what others thought. But at least the boy’s mother worried about what mattered to her people, and not a bunch of stuck-up, dry-balls pakeha.
It was three o’clock when Ernest arrived at the puddle. First he saw the cliff through the willow trees that circled the water. The black-hole caves in the cliff’s side were like staring, empty eye sockets. At the bottom was the largest cave of all, looking like a puckered mouth. Stalactites hung inside like rows of pointed teeth, and the cave was home to a colony of bats. There must’ve been more caves below the surface, some possibly going deep into the mountain or opening to unknown caverns far below. 
Ernest unpacked his rifle (a 30-06 Remington 700), laid out the plastic sheeting amidst a clump of ferns and waited. The army blanket covered his legs. At four o’clock, with the wind getting colder and drizzle turning to rain, he slipped the poncho over his body. He waited in silence, nursing the rifle. At five he caught himself nodding off, so ate a banana. The smell of the fresh fruit attracted sand flies, which bit and sucked at his hands and face and raised itchy lumps on his skin. But soon his quarry arrived. At five-thirty he raised the rifle and fired.
The clear crack of the gun shot echoed from the caves and was quickly lost like fading thunder in the depths of the forest. Bats began to spray from the caves, emitting tiny screeches. The wild goat fell to the ground with a muffled thud, and the rest of the herd – which had come to drink as usual from the sinkhole at evening – fled. Ernest took his time making his way over. He was an experienced hunter and trusted his shot would’ve found its mark. Sure enough, up close he saw the bullet had shattered the goat’s elbow above the right foreleg, making escape impossible. 
The animal bleated as it tried to drag itself away. Ernest soon caught up with it and dragged it back to the puddle. He tied the end of a length of thick rope around one of the strong supple willow trunks, and secured the other end about the goat’s horns and neck. The goat protested loudly, and kicked as Ernest lifted it. The creature looked down at the impenetrable water as though it knew what was coming and dreaded it. 
Ernest casually hurled the goat into the centre of the puddle, and waited near the bank. (He hadn’t stood at the very edge since 1974 - unless it was necessary for tending the line or gaffing and landing an eel. 1974 was the year that Jess, his beautiful brindle terrier, had been drinking at the water’s edge and had presumably been pulled in, never to be seen again). The goat emerged a few seconds later, its head above water as its legs kicked frantically bellow the surface. Within minutes the puddle was full of the scent and taste of its blood, just as Ernest wanted it. When the goat finally exhausted itself, it gave a last, pitiable call before sinking. Ernest hauled in the carcass while there was still warmth in it, immediately butchered it and cut it into chunks for baiting the line.
As for the line itself, Ernest used a thirty-six-foot wire rope. He attached a weight to the end to ensure the line sank straight and didn’t foul. A meat hook was attached a metre above the weight. Ernest then secured a thirty-six-foot hauling rope to the other end. The end of the hauling rope was tied to the trunk of a strong willow, then wound around an old stump cut by Ernest’s father years before. Ernest left himself about a fathom’s worth of hauling rope to tug on. If he needed more, he could loop it off over the top of the stump, or loop it back on if he had the monster hooked and needed to rest while dragging it from the depths. The combined lengths of the cable and hauling rope gave him seventy-two foot, or twelve fathoms length in total. The line never touched the bottom. And no wonder. The divers who attempted to find Ernest’s father’s body had said that the hole didn’t even narrow until about a hundred metres down, and after that seemed to keep going. The currents were too dangerous for them to continue searching, they said. The official theory was that Ernest’s father’s body must have been caught in a strong downward flow then got stuck under a ledge. But Ernest could guess what had really happened.
On the night of his father’s disappearance, Ernest and the old man had been feasting on the overgrown eels as usual. Their teeth and eyes flashed in the firelight as they chewed, and the grease and gore covered their beards. They laughed and joked between mouthfuls of the rich, oily meet, which they cut in huge chunks from steaming skewers made from sharpened sticks. Forgetting the cable, they’d tended nylon hand lines instead, attaching raw chicken to the hooks and reeling in more eels than they could cope with. But the meat of the eels was delicious. They couldn’t stop eating it. Feeling giddy and nauseous, they rested when their bellies were bursting, then resumed as soon as they were able. Why the eels tasted so good on that particular night had remained a mystery. They’d both eventually begun to stuff it into their mouths without even bothering to cook it. They avoided looking each other in the eye. There was no conversation, only grunts of satisfaction and the occasional chuckle-producing fart. Ernest’s father first began to tremble about an hour before dawn. He became feverish and sometimes his eyes would roll back of their own accord. Ernest heaped blankets over his father’s shoulders. “It is real, boy,” his father had said through chattering teeth. “It is real,” he asserted. Ernest nodded, then went to find wood for the fire. His father’s condition sobered him quickly, and he was even ready to suggest they should abandon the fishing and head home. Ernest returned in time to see his father diving naked into the heart of the puddle. Had he seen something in those inky depths, or just decided to take the fight to the taniwha? Ernest would never know. Was it really fourteen years ago? 
Ernest remembered it clearly. He’d paced the banks, howling and crying. He’d yelled continually at the puddle in tearful rage, until his voice became weak and his throat hoarse, until dawn tinged black clouds with orange. The rain stopped and it was hot and humid. The sky became thunderous and the ruffled surface reflected its steely colour like polished, hammered metal. Ernest finally collapsed, clawing at his hair and cursing the taniwha in the language of his people. A peculiar quiet followed – the sky became silent and fixed, and it seemed to Ernest as though he could hear everything at once: the wing-flick of every insect, the twitch of every leaf, the heart of every motionless muted bird. 
Suddenly the puddle boiled furiously. The monster’s semi-human head had smashed through the surface, forced high in the air by a gargantuan eel-like neck. The neck angled down, so that the taniwha’s awful face glared right into Ernest’s. There was less than a foot between them, and Ernest nearly spewed from the stench of the beast’s foul breath. In its puckered mouth, rotten broken teeth were set like miniature tombstones in disarray. Its long straggly hair dripped and swayed. But most terrifying of all were its eyes – crazy green eyes that slurped up from the depths of its skull, filling the barren caverns of its empty dark eye-sockets. 
There was a heavy, smoking stick lying half out of the fire, just at hand to Ernest’s right. It would’ve served as an effective cudgel. Ernest might also have driven the sharp pointed end – which was still glowing hot – into the monster’s putrid face, burning those icy, unholy green eyes away from the earth forever (though from that day on, he’d never sear them from his tortured memory). But when he tried to move, Ernest found he was unable. Finally coming face to face with the monster had caused him to become faint, giddy and nauseous. His blood felt as though it’d fallen away from him. He was left breathless, petrified, snap frozen cold and white as a pakeha. 
The monster slowly opened its mouth and aggressively slashed the air with its claws. It blasted Ernest with a deafening screech that sounded like a breaking, runaway fifty-ton train. Ernest’s hair blew back from his face, and he later found mouldering gobs of half-eaten monster food in his beard. He’d closed his eyes, expecting his throat to be torn out at any second. But when no such thing happened he opened his eyes again, just in time to see the last of the taniwha’s serpentine tail slip silently under the silky metallic surface.
Ernest had never forgiven himself. The harrowing thought that that might have been his only chance to strike was unbearable. This time it would not escape him. This time it was going to pay. This time would be the last time, one way or the other.
Ernest prepared to settle in for the long haul. The wind had dropped again, but it would be pitch black in less than an hour. He worked quickly, digging a small hollow in the ground, building up a circle of stones and earth around it, and setting a stub of candle in its centre. He collected twigs and branches, and peeled away their outer wet layers with his bush knife. He whittled away at a stick of birch until he had a small pile of shavings. He lit the stub of candle, stacked a scaffold of twigs around it, and balanced the shavings on top with a clump of pungent moss. The moss steamed, then smoked, then finally the whole thing was smouldering. He carefully placed some bigger pieces of wood on top and blew gently at the base of the fire until the smoke thickened and the tell-tale glow arrived. Ten minutes later the whole thing burst into yellow and green flames.
Twilight faded. Soon Ernest was stranded between the fire’s circle of light and the rich, living darkness. He hid the hook inside a thick hunk of goat shoulder, and cast the line at the centre of the puddle. The line sank without incident. Ernest watched the coils loop away until at last there was no slack left and the line jerked tight. He checked again that the line was secure, then sat beside the tree stump nursing his rifle in his lap. 
Ernest fed the fire through the night and ate some more bananas. A crescent moon slashed through the clouds - a cold silver smile to greet the eels that had risen to the surface, the taste of the goat’s blood on their fat grey triangular tongues. Ernest had rested a foot on the rope to feel for tugs, and he could feel already the eels nibbling his bait. But he was satisfied to wait for the mighty tug he was interested in. He replenished the hook about every three hours with another hunk of goat.
By three o’clock in the morning the temperature had plummeted. Ernest unwrapped his parcel of stolen steaks, but even when he heated them on a flat stone at the fire’s edge, they tasted dry and bland. Besides that, they’d become burnt on one side while Ernest had been busy murdering the cook. He found himself longing again for the meat of the puddle’s eels. The thought of that juicy, rich chewy flesh rolling in his mouth had been present in his mind for weeks already. In fact, he’d missed it from the time he’d last driven home from Fjordland. Could it be possible that it really was somehow addictive? He chuckled at himself. He was starting to sound like Rangi the fancy scientist, looking for elaborate causes when simpler explanations would suffice. The eel meat was tasty – nothing more. He decided he’d break up the steaks and use them to bait hand lines. Five minutes later he was dragging a six-foot eel up close to the bank and hammering the gaff down through its gills.
With the gaff lodged securely behind the creature’s fat bullet head, Ernest held on tight and leaned all his weight away from the water. He roared with laughter as the eel began to flip about and wind like a corkscrew. He allowed it to calm before taking hold of the gaff with both hands, tensing his lats and shoulders, then yanking upward with all his strength. He swung around like an Olympic hammer thrower. The eel lifted clear of the water and whipped in the air for a dangerous, glistening moment, before thudding into the grass nearby. It writhed and knotted its coils before whipping straight again, attempting to fend off its predator and slip back into the water unharmed. But Ernest had other ideas. He smashed the blunt side of the hatchet down on its skull to stun it, clamped its neck to the earth with a boot then hacked off its head with four neat chops while the supple body slapped painfully into his thigh and side. Then, grateful to be only a little bruised, he got well out of the way. 
The eel slowed its writhing but didn’t stop completely until sliced into six-inch logs. Even then the head seemed to have life. The eel’s eyes followed Ernest as he moved about, and watched as he sat a hunk of its flesh on a corner of the fire to cook. It amused Ernest to tear a piece off, place it on the end of his knife, and move it slowly back and fore in front of the eel’s nose. The creature’s eyes followed the meat’s movements, and when Ernest brought it close enough, the eel’s jaws opened and snapped shut. 
“Well, eel,” said Ernest. “You were a worthy opponent. Even in death you’re still out to injure me. Little do you know I’m feeding you yourself!” Ernest giggled. “But that’s enough for you. Soon the rest of you will be in my belly!” And with that, Ernest did the traditional pukana at the eel, opening his eyes and mouth as wide as he could, and forcing out his tongue. 
Ernest began eating, and soon found he couldn’t stop. The meat was sweeter than on the night when his father had disappeared years before. It was pungent and oily and dark, sliding down his throat and catching between his teeth, melting on his tongue with a salty, exquisite richness. The juice shone on his beard as his fed the fire’s yellow flames. The fire filled the grove with flitting smoke, making the shadows dance over the tree trunks surrounding him. The surface of the water remained a black void, broken only by the silver of the new moon’s reflection. Ernest began to breath deeply through flaring nostrils, sucking in the night’s energy. He felt strong and electric. He buried a hook in another steak and soon had another eel fished out of the puddle. Even after devouring the first, there seemed no end to his appetite. 
Ernest was aware that something was different: something about the air, or his experience of the night, like he’d become a part of its substance but at the same time felt oddly removed from it. He was giddy and nauseous again. Something wasn’t right, his instincts told him, and he edged closer to the rifle, wondering if the monster was about to appear. The wind had stopped its assault on the trees and even the crackling of the fire seemed muted. It was like being underwater. He was suddenly aware of how exposed he was in the darkness. All he could see was inside this tiny circle of light. Beyond that was the living, breathing mystery of blackness and death. Ernest stopped chewing a moment. If he listened hard enough, could he hear its humming energy? 
That’s when he noticed the figure sitting in the shadows, just off to his left.
“I know who you are, kehua,” said Ernest, looking at the ground in front of him and feeling a cold sweat spring from his shoulders and forehead. It was the ghost of the man he’d murdered that morning. To think of that word made him shudder – murder. Ernest was a murderer. He’d crossed a line there was no coming back from. The ghost made no sound but Ernest remained aware of its presence and how it scrutinised him. He knew it had come seeking retribution, to ask why, in the hopes of understanding. It wanted to move on to the next world in peace.
“Forgive me ghost,” said Ernest, resuming his chewing and talking between mouthfuls. “I couldn’t let you stand in my way. I can’t let anything stand in my way. Not now. If you can’t understand, I’m sorry. But perhaps you won’t have long to wait before you can settle with me directly.”
Ernest risked a glance at the ghost’s shambling grey shape, and instantly regretted it. The man’s eyes had become unbearably empty, his skin pale, mottled and transparent. He appeared to be wearing the same clothing as he’d had on that morning, the fleece top torn open and black with blood. Through the tear in the fleece top, the man’s lacerated side was clearly visible. He was pointing at his wounds, sometimes inserting whole fingers, and mouthing words that Ernest couldn’t hear. Ernest looked away. “I’m sorry,” he said again, helplessly. 
So, the ghost had come to haunt him now too. As if his quest for the taniwha weren’t enough, he was to be hectored by a nagging dead pakeha as well. “So be it, ghost,” he said. “But you’d better make yourself comfortable. On second thoughts, we could be in for a long wait after all. At least you still have your fleece top to keep you warm. Looks warmer than my jersey. Apart from those big bloody holes. No pun intended.”
The next moment, the silence was destroyed by the annoying ring of Ernest’s cell-phone. Ernest jumped, then scrambled in his pack to answer it. “Excuse me, ghost,” he said, flipping the phone open. It was Rangi, sounding frantic.
“Dad, thank God,” he said. “We’ve been worried sick and I couldn’t get a signal before. Are you okay? There’s a murderer loose in Fjordland!”
“A murderer,” Ernest repeated.
“Yes, a murderer. Some porangi Maori flipped out at a campsite and stabbed some poor guy to death. Took off with his jeep and speedboat. Can you imagine it?”
“Oh, I can imagine it, son,” said Ernest.

“They reckon he must still be around Manapouri somewhere. That’s where you are, right? At the puddle?”

“Sure am. Care to join me?”

“Dad . . . You know I’m too busy for that sort of thing.”

“Yeah, I know.”

“Hey, listen. There’s something else too. Mum’s gone missing. She’s taken her car and she’s not answering her phone.”

“Don’t worry about your mother, son,” said Ernest reassuringly. “She can look after herself that one. No-one’s going to fuck with her, she’s a tuff old bitch, believe me. You remember when I tussled with her that Christmas? The bitch broke three of my ribs!”
“I told you, dad. I don’t like it when you speak about her like that. I wish you wouldn’t. I know you guys hate each other but it’s not fair to keep putting me in the middle.”
Ernest could sense Rangi’s indignation and anger. “It’s alright, son. Don’t cry in your microscope. Stop being a sook and tell me more about your experiments. How’s it all going? Are you famous yet?”
There was a pause. Finally Rangi said, “Look, dad, I’m really busy. I just wanted to check you were okay and give you the heads up. But I can tell you this. We’ve discovered an entirely new species of microscopic life forms. They’re an insidious form of parasite, but we’re still running the last experiments. Actually, that’s where I have to go now, dad – to the lab. I’m actually late . . .”
“Okay, son, no worries. Listen. Goodbye, then, son.”
“Bye, dad.” 
Ernest wanted to say more, but Rangi ended the call. “That boy’s never got time for anything these days,” he told the ghost, who was still silently moaning away at the edge of the shadows. Then there was an almighty tug on the cable.
Ernest jumped to his feet. It took him a moment to get over his shock, but he quickly took hold of the line and felt the tension. He could feel something nibbling at the goat meat, and let off a few coils of slack. The monster took it. It had to be the monster! When he pulled the line back he felt the great weight of whatever was on the other end, deep down in that living, seething blackness. 
Ernest was letting off more coils from around the stump when the monster suddenly began to run with it. The coils whipped dangerously away and Ernest panicked. He grabbed frantically for a hold on the heaving rope, and roared as it burnt the palms of his hands. Biting his lip in agony, he gripped as hard as he could, breaking the monster’s momentum and striking the hook securely in its jaws. He had it, and now there was only the matter of bringing it to the surface. 
A tremendous tug of war commenced. Ernest gained ground, but would tire of straining just before he was able to loop another coil back over the stump. The monster seemed able to tell just when Ernest was at his weakest, and at these moments made a surge of effort, regaining all the hard-won ground in only a second. This went on for over an hour, with Ernest leaning back at a forty-five degree angle, his bloody weeping hands tormented by the rope and his eyes shut tight. He kept his eyes closed because the ghost had shuffled closer, and now stared directly into Ernest’s face with its uncompromising eyes. As the monster sapped his strength, it seemed the ghost might deplete his spirit with its continued chilling scrutiny. But eventually Ernest felt the monster tiring too. He took a series of deep breaths, and prepared himself for a last final effort. 
Ernest heaved with all his strength, employing every reserve of energy his body had left. He felt small fibres tearing in his shoulders, biceps and chest, and every muscle stung and ached. His burnt, bleeding hands made the rope sticky and wet, and caused him so much pain that he wept in loud hacking sobs. But he was determined to show the taniwha who was boss, now that he had it hooked at last. With a final roar that tore the night clean in half, his trembling arms, with agonising slowness, at last looped another coil over the top of the stump. 
Ernest collapsed and vomited, unable to even raise himself from the cold dewy earth. When he finally raised his head, he saw the ghost of his father standing naked before him. Ernest was restored by sudden warmth flooding his cramped, exhausted body. He was overjoyed to see his father again, who was smiling, and now pointing at the bananas that were resting half way out of Ernest’s pack. Ernest understood, and began to peel one and eat. “Do only pakeha ghosts get to wear clothes?” he grumbled between mouthfuls. But his father, like the ghost of the murdered man, seemed unable to speak. He only stared in an unsettling, empty way, as though a part of him still pined for things left behind, but knew there could be no return. He pointed at the remains of the eels Ernest had eaten – mostly a pile of skin and bones beside the almost-burned-out fire – and began to gesticulate, mouthing soundless words. 
“What is it?” Ernest asked. “I don’t understand. Something about the eels?” But the ghost of his father could only shake his head mournfully. Then he motioned to the ghost of the murdered man, who reluctantly followed him, through the willow trees and further into the darkness, until the first light of dawn broke through from the east, and they vanished together.
Ernest was alone. Alone with the monster. Now was the time to finish it. He checked his rifle and had it ready at hand. He’d land the fucker, even if it took all day. He’d dredge from the depths … what? Ernest remembered the awful face of the taniwha, how it’d stunk worse than a melting corpse, and how it’d all but deafened him. But seeing his father again had reassured him. He was closer to success than he’d ever been, though even if he failed, he knew now that his father would be waiting to help him to the other side. 
Just then, like a fart in a bathtub, the puddle belched up a huge single bubble. A projectile shot from the centre of the sinkhole and flew through the air in a high ark. Ernest had to duck and cover his head. The object smashed into the trunk of a willow just behind him, then rattled over the ground to rest at his feet. Ernest was appalled to discover what it was. He scraped away the monster’s intestinal slime to reveal a skull – the skull of a dog. “Alas poor Jess,” Ernest muttered. Then gritting his teeth and binding his hands with his socks, he yelled a challenge into the puddle’s immutable blackness. “Fuck you, monster! I’m going to cut off your raho and stuff ’em down your throat!”
A reply seemed to come in what Ernest mistakenly thought to be thunder at first. But the noise was too constant and rhythmical, and he eventually realised it was the sound of police helicopters, searching for Ishmael’s killer. It was fully light now – the sky behind the black-eyed cliff a brilliant powder blue. Ernest would have to work fast. He grasped the rope again and felt how the monster had weakened. “Right,” he said to himself. He paused, and then began heaving. The monster kicked, and had all but exhausted itself in the previous battle. Ernest looped one coil after another triumphantly over the stump. In only half an hour he’d reeled in the whole of the hauling rope and about half the cable. There was only about eighteen feet left to go. If he could drag the monster to within a few feet of the surface it might even turn out to be as easy as shooting fish in a barrel. 
But the monster had other plans. It wasn’t giving up without a fight. The black water boiled, and suddenly it emerged, confident and terrifying. Its long muscular neck craned back and let out a blood-freezing scream at the sky. Ernest scrambled for the rifle but was panicked and missed his shot. Before he knew what was happening, the monster’s lethal claws were scraping at the bank, and its neck coiled around him like a gigantic crushing snake. Ernest felt his lower ribs pop and screamed. The monster’s hideous face pressed close to his own. Its rank breath watered his eyes, and he studied its teeth while the rifle clattered to the floor. And then the eyes sucked up from the depths of its skull. Those crazy green eyes, familiar and loathsome. 
Ernest knew he only had seconds. He attempted to butt the monster, but it pulled its head away and seemed to laugh. His arms were restricted though slightly moveable. He waved them like a desperately flapping penguin, and experienced huge relief upon making contact with the handle of the hatchet. Ernest grasped it, pulled it free of the tree stump and thumped it home into the taniwha’s chest with a swift underarm flick. The monster screeched like a breaking locomotive again, and quickly released its vice-like grip. 
Ernest wrangled himself free of the monster’s snaring neck. He retrieved the hatchet and began joyously inflicting further wounds in the monster’s torso, until the creature began to swoon about, pouring its cold black blood over the stones. At last it fell. Its long, outstretched neck waited for Ernest’s coup de grace. The hatchet was raised, trembling in the air. But something made Ernest delay. Was it simply that he wanted to extend the glorious moment, now that it had truly arrived after so many years? Or was it that hunting the monster had become his whole purpose? Ernest remained poised, realising it might be something more than both those things, something darker, something disturbingly familiar and almost human in those pleading green eyes.
The hatchet fell with a dull thud. It took him several blows to decapitate the taniwha. The head would be his trophy, he decided, dumping it in the stolen chilly bin and sitting on the lid. Ernest heard the peaceful sound of birds calling in the bush, and suddenly began to cry. He felt his head was clearing again, that a feeling of normalcy might at last return. He allowed the monster’s body to slip into the puddle and sink into its black unending depths. 
Moments later, there was a hand upon his shoulder. Ernest looked up to see the tear-soaked face of Rangi. “Are you a ghost now too, Rangi?” he asked his son in disbelief. Rangi knelt beside him. “I killed the monster, boy,” Ernest told him. “I finally killed it, after all these years. You didn’t believe it existed. No-one did. But I killed it. I avenged my father, and my poor dog, Jess. You see? There’s Jess’ head – or what’s left of it – over there. The monster spat it at me. But I got him. I got him, son!”
Rangi began to weep, shaking his head. “No, dad,” he said. “That’s just a rock.”
“Eh?” Ernest looked at the dog’s skull again. It did look somehow different from before.
“It’s a rock!” Rangi repeated. “You pourangi bastard! What have you done?”
“My God,” said Ernest. He could see now that the dog’s skull was indeed nothing more than a rock. He screwed his eyes shut, then blinked them open again. He clawed his hair with trembling hands.
“That new species we discovered,” Rangi said darkly. “It’s a parasite like I said. This pool is infested with them. They burrow into the flesh of the eels and hatch their eggs in the host – or whoever eats the host’s flesh. We carried out experiments on rats, and then secretly dogs, to see how the parasite would affect warm-blooded hosts. It turns out they thrive on the extra heat, and produce an addictive chemical that induces the host to unknowingly keep on ingesting more eggs.” Rangi sobbed, clutching at his father’s thigh. “They eat into the victim’s brain, dad, causing increased aggression, powerful hallucinations, and delusions. Don’t you see?” 
Ernest was unable to say anything for a while. “Did you find your mother afterwards?” he eventually asked.
“No,” said Rangi. “But I found a note. She said she was especially worried about you this time, and that she’d left to find you, here at the puddle.” Rangi looked into his father’s face. “Have you seen her?” he whispered.
Ernest looked away and closed his eyes.
“We’ll take it from here, please,” said another voice, the voice of a policeman somewhere behind him. Ernest felt two strong hands rest on either of his shoulders. He heard another officer reporting on a walkie-talkie that the suspect had been apprehended. Another looked down at the hatchet, and examined the blood-covered stones beside the puddle. “What’s in the chilly bin, Sir?” he asked, sounding like he didn’t really want to know.
Ernest coughed. He suddenly felt cold and sick. He heard rustling in the bush around the perimeter of the puddle, and eventually saw marksmen in flack jackets emerge from their cover. Ernest remained sitting on the chilly bin. “Don’t open it,” he said. “Please, not in front of my son.” 
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...these are the times of dreamy quietude, when beholding the tranquil beauty and brilliancy of the ocean's skin, one forgets the tiger heart that pants beneath it; and would not willingly remember, that this velvet paw but conceals a remorseless fang – Herman Melville – Moby Dick
 
 
 
 
 
 Drake kicked his flippers, arms limp by his sides, eyes peering down through his mask at the reef's pools. The Californian sun felt hot on his back, and he occasionally submerged to cool off, blowing out any intruding water from his snorkel like a whale.
 Since half-retiring from his yacht construction enterprise (it pretty much ran itself these days), Drake swam to keep the flab away, allocated an hour or so every morning to the reef. He had only step down from his house's decking, and the secluded beach's white sand sprouted out from between his toes, the lapping sea a mere stone’s throw away.
 He found the reef's beauty calmed him, took him away from spread sheets and stock control, sales figures and all the rest that he still refused to give up entirely. The reef gave him so much, and he gave something in return. Most mornings, he fished for small fry, chopping them into pieces and dumping them into his freezer. Around mid-morning, stuffing a plastic bag with the previous day's haul, he'd swim out to the reef, watching the silver flashes darting into the clouds of flaking meat as he distributed it, saving the majority for the real reason he ventured out so far.
 Drake hung suspended in the water, looking down at the enormous rock with the opening set into it. Within the gloom, he saw the familiar brown and white swirl, and then the amber orb positioning itself into place, staring out. Two tentacles ventured out and extended themselves, then curled and unfurled, like someone clenching and unclenching their fist. Drake didn't know if it was visceral instinct, recognizing vibrations that could be potential prey, or if it was cerebral memorization of his particular movements, because another pair of tentacles appeared, and then effortlessly, his diva emerged, her white suckers unfurling out to him, no threat of attack.
 Dance, my beauty, he thought, dance for me, it's time for brunch.
 And the octopus opened her tentacles and curled them into springs. He didn't know if the creature was female, but it was so pretty, so beautiful, it couldn't be anything else. Some of her arms twisted and spiraled, and he clapped. Wonderful, he thought.
 From his bag, he dispersed the remaining meat, watching the octopus reach out to them. One of her suckered lengths tickled his leg, wrapping itself around his calf, whilst another gently teased his ankle. And as quickly as she had appeared, she vanished like a phantom into her den.
 He'd been visiting this part of the reef for over a year, and the exhilaration never dulled, never became anything like habit. It was a new experience with every swim. She'd been the size of a football when he'd first noticed her, and now, still accepting his generosity, she'd bloomed to the size of a basketball, her arms the length of his legs.    
 Now the show had been performed, and the diva had returned to her dressing room, Drake returned to shore, every stress banished, every muscle worked and sun-soaked. 
 As he breathed in a methodical rhythm with his limbs, he hoped another beauty would put in an appearance, another reason for mornings and brunch. 
 And as luck would have it, just as Drake sat down to coffee, a silhouette appeared in the distance. He sat up from his recliner, and like the octopus recognizing his signature vibrations, he made a similar connection with the silhouette, the dark shape that induced a spurt of adrenalin to wash in his gut.  
 “Morning,” he called out. He waved. “Joining me today?”
 The silhouette was now close enough to discern a trim body, slender limbs, long black hair that framed a heart-shaped face. She jogged over, her top half bobbing in time to the hair lifting from and falling back onto her tanned shoulders.
 Drake was pushing fifty, but the sight of this woman exhumed feelings not felt since the days of Airfix clippers and destroyers. “Coffee and croissants?”
 Her name was Jenna, a woman living farther down the beach. He'd seen her around, and for the past few months she'd trekked onto his part of the beach on her jogs. He didn't mind one bit. She replied with a smile, and nodded approval.
 Drake usually liked younger women, his ex-wife fourteen years his junior. He loved their athletic bodies, their bubbly personalities, but all the girls since his divorce had eventually become tiresome accessories. Even though Jenna was of a similar age to himself, he loved her company, admired her outlook on life, simplistic, not like the diamond-studded dolls hanging from the arms of the entrepreneurs living along the coast. And of course, she had the exercise-sculpted body of a thirty-year old. Like him, she'd lost her partner (an art dealer), and they often talked about loneliness and loss. Although Drake's wife walked out because of his obsession with his business, all those years before he'd learned to relinquish his fevered grip, Jenna's husband died from liver failure - champagne liver, she'd once called it. 
 Out of breath, Jenna bent forward and gripped her thighs. “Morning,” she managed. “Just give me a minute.” 
 Drake thought she could just about take as long as she liked – the view was spectacular. She always wore Lycra, and he imagined the day he’d catch her in a skimpy bikini, or even better, naked. Even when their conversation turned somber, subjects turning to her late husband, and her daughter living in New York, his eyes couldn't help but wander. “Coffee sound good, or how about water?”
 “Coffee,” she panted.
 And they sipped and talked, any silences filled with longing stares out to sea, the twinkling blanket offering hours of contemplative thought. 
 Jenna broke one of those silences with: “Don't you think we're lucky living out here.”
 “I guess,” Drake replied, “although I like to think I've earned it.”
 “I'm not saying you haven't. I mean it's such a lucky thing to be able to wake up to all this.”
 “It is beautiful.”
 “And the sunrises. When the sky is pink, like it’s streaked with cotton candy.”
 “Just a tad too early for me these days.”
 “Oh, you really should set your alarm one morning.”
 Perhaps, he thought, they'd both wake up to it one morning. “I might just do that. Croissant?”
 “I'm watching my figure, but thanks anyway.”
 He nearly told her that he'd be more than happy to watch it for her, but caught himself. It wasn't the first time he restrained from corny chat-up lines over the past month – he had to keep reminding himself of the fact this woman had been widowed only eighteen months. 
 Jenna cupped her chin in her open palms. Her dark eyes twinkled. “What's your favorite aspect about living on the beach?”
 Drake wanted to tell her how damn cute she looked, an inquisitive child asking a silly question. “I love the reef, all her creatures, to swim amongst them.” He stopped, amazed he'd never mentioned it before. “I have this place I visit every morning. There's this rock-” He paused, added, “You like swimming, right?”
 She managed to frown, smile and nod at the same time.
 He pointed out to sea, announced, “I'll show you the most beautiful sight you'll ever witness. It's beautiful, exotic, exquisite!”
 Jenna flashed her teeth. “I'll need my bikini, then?”
 Drake, you old dog, he thought. “Of course.” He tapped the face of his diving watch. “About this time tomorrow morning.”


 Jenna appeared on time, just as Drake had expected. And she was indeed wearing a bikini. It was of the simple black variety, but there was nothing simple about the overall look – he thought she looked like a movie star. 
 Drake held out a mask and snorkel. “Ready?”    
 “They'll complement my outfit,” she replied.
 “I haven't a spare pair of flippers, so you'll have to grab on.”
 She raised her eyebrows. “I'm a strong swimmer.”
 In the wash, they dipped their masks, and entered the reef, Drake leading, Jenna close behind.
 Every so often, Drake slowed and released pieces of fish, gesticulating and pointing as silver clouds exploded around them, or if a particularly unusual species crossed their path. She would smile, and grab onto his arm as they tread water, and the trek to the rock was over before he knew it.
 He spat out his mouthpiece. “Down there,” he said, pointing to the crevice.
 She placed her face into the water. Her eyes widened.
 “Isn't she beautiful? Watch.”
 The octopus' approach was a wary one, but she eventually extended her tentacles, and appeared from her den.
 “Dance for me then,” he said. “Earn your brunch.”
 Jenna still had her face down, and as the creature performed, twisting and unfurling all her tentacles, she placed a hand to the small of Drake's back.
 His face was now submerged, and the look of wonderment on Jenna's told him his idea to bring her along was a good one. 
 After the dance was over, Drake released the pieces of fish, and they watched the diva pluck at her reward. After a minute or so they lifted their heads.
 “That was the most incredible thing,” Jenna said. She leaned in and kissed his cheek. “Thank-you.”
 Stunned, Drake managed, “No problem,” and placed an arm around her waist.
 He was about to ask if she wanted to head back, perhaps have a spot of lunch, when her eyes widened. He opened his mouth, but by the time he'd summoned any air, she'd vanished.
 Drake plunged under, the image framed by his mask paralyzing him. Wrapped around Jenna's ankles, four suckered lengths held fast, the remaining gripping at the inside of the rock's opening. Her eyes were all questioning, all whites. He dived down, grabbed at Jenna's arms, and kicked his flippers, but she wouldn't budge. He burst through the surface, filled his lungs, and looked down. The octopus had disappeared, along with her remaining tentacles and Jenna's feet, ankles and shins, into her den. Jenna's arms flailed, and her body twisted, but she only sank farther into the crevice. 
 By the time Drake managed another two dives, trying to pries the suckered arms free, Jenna was up to her chest, her arms limp, her eyes shut, tiny bubbles pirouetting to the surface from her open mouth.  
 All of Drake's nightmares had finally come true. He squinted out into the distance, watched the figure padding up the beach.
 He was tired, hadn't slept properly since the decision that left the dead entombed, undiscovered. He thought he was loosing his grip on reality, and smiled stupidly.
 Three weeks had passed since the incident, and every night came embellished with images of lily white suckers, monsters from the deep, the undead emerging from angry waves.
 When he'd made it back to shore that morning, he'd grabbed his filleting knife, and dashed back towards the reef. But something, instinct perhaps, made him stop in the wash. He stood listening to the hypnotic lullaby of the sea. It was a vast blanket of mercury, its waves gentle undulating humps. He looked left, then right, the beach empty. The numbed silence was surreal, made the past quarter of an hour seem like it hadn't existed. With his heart pounding in his chest, he took another four hesitant steps. Again he looked around him. He imagined the sea full of frogmen, saw police cars out front of his house. Another two steps, now up to his knees, and he saw a frogman carrying the corpse from the sea like a hero rescuing a maiden, saw the local rag's headlines, heard the gossip inside the club houses, clubs that watered the kind of clientele that bought yachts. Now up to his waist, he stared blindly out to sea. He briefly imagined what he would find if he ventured back out, deciding that he'd probably find nothing but the dark crevice, didn't even want to think about what was inside. And absurdly, having the most profound affect of all, he imagined not seeing his diva perform again. When he finally turned back to shore, head hung low, his shoulders raw from the sun, he whispered, “She was jealous.” 
 The figure approached, a familiar shape, the unmistakable bounce in its step. Drake laughed out loud, said, “Jenna, you've returned. Fancy a spot of brunch?”
 But as the figure neared, he squinted, thought she looked better dead.
 “You were sleeping with her,” the girl snapped. “Admit it!” A book was slammed down on the table, making his coffee cup momentarily dance. On its cover were the gold-leaved letters spelling DIARY. 
 This girl was the splitting image of Jenna: slender limbs, black hair, eyes like pools of melted chocolate. 
 “Ah,” Drake laughed, “you must be Penny.” The relief was profound, and he hadn't meant to laugh. 
 “How the hell do you know who I am?”
 “You look just like your mother.”
 This rocked the girl, and her face softened. Not for long though. “Just give me one good reason why I shouldn't go to the police with this?”
 Drake swallowed, preparing another flurry of lies. 
 But he'd had some practice with the police a few days previous. They'd eventually come knocking, just as he knew they would. It had taken longer than he'd suspected, but then she was living alone, he surmised, and only spoke to Penny at weekends.
 He'd explained that, yes, he did indeed know her, had seen her for coffee on the odd occasion. When asked about his last sighting of her, he recalled the last time he'd returned to the rock. The diva appeared as usual, but as she left her den, she stirred the water inside, shifting what looked like bones into passing the opening. With the two officers standing in his living room, he looked vacantly out to sea, brushed a hand through his hair, and answered, “Well, let me see. It must've been a week or so ago.” That, he thought, made it over a week after the incident. “Jogging up the beach, like most mornings. Why? Something happened?”
 Drake regarded Penny with a feigned expression of dismay. “She's still missing?”
 “Yes, she's still missing,” she said, “and you lied. You told the police you only saw her once or twice a month.” She tapped the book, “This says otherwise.” 
 “Our relationship,” he began, “was nothing more than a chat over coffee. Two lonely people looking for someone to confide in. You can understand that. Nothing more. And if you don't mind my asking, but why haven't you gone to the police if you think I'm guilty of something?”
 “Because I want to hear an explanation now,” Penny replied, “not after lawyers have twisted the truth.” She opened and flicked through the diary. “Over the last eight weeks before her disappearance, you saw each other nineteen times. And does this look like the ramblings of just a friend?”
 Drake read the hand-written entrance for 11th July, a week before their swim: 

Saw Drake for brunch again. What a wonderful man. I know it's wrong, even writing this feels traitorous, but I find him in my thoughts more every time I see him. Oh forgive me, Freddy, but life goes on, as you always used to say.

 “And this,” Penny said, jabbing at 16th July: 
 I'm so excited. Had coffee with Drake this morning. He's going to show me something wonderful in the ocean tomorrow, something beautiful and exotic! I can't wait! 
 “If you think we were sleeping with each other,” Drake began, “you're mistaken. I'm attracted to her – but then what man wouldn't be – and even if I'd tried my up-most to lure her to the bedroom, it would've been in vain. She talked about you and your father constantly. I had no idea she felt that way about me.” Which was the truth, and he felt a jab at his heart.
 “My father was a damn drunk,” she said. “If it wasn't for his selfishness, maybe she wouldn't have felt the need for this silly crush.” She was silent, her eyes shifting as if searching for words. Eventually, “Explain this exotic sight?”
 Drake sighed. “We often talked about nature and what beauty is still left in the world. Your mother loves to swim, and about a week before I last saw her, I took her out into the reef to see one of the pools.” He remembered the morning the police sent out a boat, watching from his living room as they passed over the entombed bones. But he knew how weak the tide was around this stretch, knew if anyone were to drown, they'd either get snagged up on the reef, or be back on the sands by sunrise – that was, of course, if you didn't happen to end up trapped in an underwater cave. He figured the police also knew this, must've informed Penny, so added, “Jenna swam like a fish, loved the pool's natural beauty, didn't stop talking about it.” 
 “And this was the last time you saw her?”
 “No,” Drake was quick to reply, “like I said, about a week later, jogging.” 
 Penny frowned. “It's strange she didn't log this wonderful experience you shared, don't you think? And if she'd lost her mind and fled – like half the bay is now saying – surely she'd have jotted something down?”
 Drake shrugged. “Hardly incriminating evidence. I knew she was lonely after your father's passing, to which I'm truly sorry, and I thought she'd gone away to visit you.” He needed the diary, needed to destroy it, make it disappear. 
 “Well I think you know more than you're letting on. No one else has seen her since but you.”
 “She lived alone and I'm her neighbor. I can understand your suspicions, but it's really not that unusual.” Drake closed the diary, pulled it onto his half of the table. “Look,” he said, “how about I make us some coffee, see if I can trudge up everything we ever talked about, see if it will help in some way.”
 She looked defeated, her fight waning. She placed a hand over the diary, nodded solemnly. 
 He lifted the coffee tray, hoping an idea would bloom by the time he returned – spilling coffee over the pages perhaps? 
 As he headed for the kitchen, Penny politely coughed, and said, “Back in the Apple, whenever I see the ocean, it reminds me of mother. She taught me how to swim out here, took me out everyday as a kid.”
 Drake stopped so suddenly, the tray chinked and rattled. 
 By the time he had everything under control, he was beaming, eyes full of joy. “Well if you want,” he said, “after coffee, perhaps you'd like to see this pool I showed your mother. It really is quite wonderful.”
 She pondered on this by tracing a finger across the diary.
 Finally, she looked up and smiled. 
 As Drake headed for the kitchen, he consulted his diving watch, and thought, it's about time for brunch.
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Crawlies
 
 
By David Dunwoody
 
 
 
 
 
 
 His wristwatch awoke him at four in the AM. He slipped quietly out of bed and into ice-cold jeans, pattering across the cabin floor on tip-toe searching in the dark for the rest of his clothes. Pulling on his raspy old windbreaker, the one he always wore; he carried his things out to the truck and sat them in the passenger seat. Double-checked the tackle box for that half-empty bottle of Jack. All the company he’d need on this Sunday morning.
 The drive to the lake was dead silent. Nothing came over the radio clear enough to listen to out here, out in this dark cleft of tree-shrouded dirt roads. In the bottom of the valley was the lake. His lake. He hadn’t been here in nearly twenty years, not since his father passed on; but his brother had been up recently and fixed the cabin up nice, so he’d decided to share it with his own family. Maybe establish a new tradition.
 Of course, his wife had let the boy bring the Xbox. So much for tradition. He’d fish alone while his son got fatter and paler, and the missus looked for outlet malls within driving distance.
 Balls to that. He enjoyed the thought of quiet solitude. Just him and Jack and the water. He’d bring his catch home and fix up a nice dinner, give the boy some fish that didn’t come in a frozen battered stick and maybe share some stories of the day’s adventure. Maybe next time he’d get the boy to come out with him.
 He had a Styrofoam container of nightcrawlers with him, but he remembered that his dad had always stopped by a local bait shop on the way to the lake. Who knew, maybe it’d still be there. It was.
 He parked in the gravel lot and walked into the brightly-lit store. The smell of moist earth and sweetness entered his nostrils. Worms in the back, two aisles of lures and pellet bait. Slim pickings, but he figured these guys had the market cornered.
 “Heading to the lake this morning?” croaked a voice. He looked up to see an old man perched behind the register, a scruffy smile on his face, fingers hitched in his overalls. Jesus, was it the same guy from twenty years ago? Probably.
 “Yessir,” he replied. The man, whose nametag said CARL, nodded and said, “Those fish – the good ones – cotton to a particular type of bait. You don’t want to mess with any of that.” He waved dismissively at the aisles.
 “Your first time?” Carl asked. The fisherman shook his head. “Nope, but it’s been a real long time. Dad used to take me and my brother out every summer. I know he always stopped by here, but I don’t know what bait he used.”
 “Well, if he was worth his salt, and I expect he was; then he used these.” Carl held up a small plastic jar filled with murky water.
 The fisherman leaned close. “What are they?”
 Then it emerged from the darkness, pressing its pale underbelly against the side of the jar, tiny legs writhing. Some sort of water millipede? Looked long and segmented. It squirmed against the plastic and the fisherman’s stomach turned a little.
 “These are the only way to go,” Carl said with a toothy smile. “Two dollars for a dozen. Well worth it.”
 “And you just hook ‘em?” The fisherman grimaced a bit at the thought of pushing a hook through one of the insects. He’d gotten used to worms, but these were fat, meaty things nearly as thick as his pinky.
 Well, what the hell. He bought two jars.
 He didn’t even like having them in the car with him – the plastic containers jostling in the passenger seat, wedged between the seat and the tackle box but sloshing nonetheless, offering the occasional glimpse of a coiled black thing. They had black shells on their segments. Nasty little faceless things. He wasn’t sure why they seemed so different from worms, but they were. They had those tiny legs and probably moved like the lightning. Couldn’t risk dropping one. Jesus. The thought of a millipede moving, serpentine, across the floor of the rowboat and onto his boot made him kick involuntarily. Why was he so freaked out? Just a bug. Bait.
 He got out onto the water at about five, an hour before sunrise, and drifted quietly into the middle of the lake. A tiny halogen flashlight illuminated the contents of the open tackle box. He took a swig of Jack, then contemplated a jar of millipedes. Water millipedes. It would probably kick around a helluva lot more than a spiked worm. Fish would definitely go for it. Larger fish.
 “Okay, Carl,” he muttered, and unscrewed the lid.
 How was he supposed to get a hold of one? Just grab it with his fingers? Did they bite or anything? That was the problem with these buggers. He had no idea what they could do. They were like alien insects. His stomach knotted up as he replaced the lid on the jar and threaded a hook. Brand new pole. His dad’s old boat and tackle box too, but he’d had to get a new pole. He’d ordered it online at the office, showing the pics off to his friends. They were gonna be expecting pics of big fat fish frying on the old cabin stove come Monday. “You’re gonna get it,” he whispered, taking hold of the hook and grabbing that damnable jar again. “You’re gonna get it.”
 Okay. Hunched over, he opened the jar in the halogen light and dipped the hook into the black water, as if inviting one of the dozen to hop onto the hook for him.

A millipede surfaced, body rolling over, legs prone. He recoiled. Okay, okay. Just do it. Shit. He jammed his thumb and forefinger into the jar and pinched them together. A fat millipede wriggled around his thumb, legs brushing his skin. He gagged and lifted the thing from the jar. God, it was big! Bigger than he’d even imagined. Its front end waved in the air. Faceless face turning toward the fisherman. Shit, shit, shit. He gritted his teeth and plunged the hook between two segmented plates.
 A little bubble of pale juice burped from the underside of the millipede. It stiffened, then its back end started struggling madly, scraping over the flesh of his thumb. He let go of it and watched the vile thing squirm on the hook. “There,” he said, sighing, setting the bait and hook on the rowboat’s other seat and screwing the lid tight on the jar. “There. God.”
 He finally made his first cast at five-thirty.
 It wasn’t too cold out here. At least that’s what Jack told him. He took another drink and smiled. With the warmth of the liquor in his belly, a feeling of nostalgia washed over him. He imagined his dad on that other seat, paying more attention to the boys’ lines than his, whispering jokes and sipping from his own bottle. He’d only ever drank while fishing. Not so for his son - no sir, but at least this morning he had en excuse. Honoring the old man’s memory. He raised the bottle in salute. In the halogen light, he saw a millipede writhing inside.
 “Jesus Christ!” He hollered, and hurled the entire bottle into the water. “Holy god damn shit!” His stomach turned over. He wanted to retch but cold terror gripped him, freezing up his insides. He snatched the flashlight from the tackle box and turned it toward the floor.
 One of the jars was open. The one he hadn’t touched. It was open, and by God it was empty. Jesus, they were out. They were out and he couldn’t see a single one. They’d slipped into the crevices and the shadows, and—
 He stood up with an anguished cry and started kicking his legs. He shook the legs of his jeans, stomped his boots and very nearly fell out of the boat – and he didn’t feel a damn thing. Where were they? He imagined them coiled around his boot laces, disguising themselves...or moving too gently for him to feel up the back of his jacket, whispering over the fabric of his t-shirt...he yanked off the windbreaker and balled it up in his trembling fists. He was still swearing, spitting profanities under his breath as he clawed at his chest and back in search of the things. Where in the hell were they?
 He bent over and panned the light along the walls of the boat. They were simply gone. Maybe they’d escaped into the water. Sure. Sure. They’d gone home. Good riddance. Let them be food for the fish, hooks or not – so long as the miserable beasts were gone.
 He looked at the other jar.
 How had they gotten out?

Despite himself, he imagined it: the millipedes inside the lid of the jar, wrapped around one another, legs clenched tight as they turned their bodies and somehow unscrewed the thing. No, no, no! Carl just hadn’t put the lid on tight enough – that’s all. It had popped off by itself. Never mind that he had checked it ten times during the drive to the lake. It had just popped off. That was all.
 He threw the jar overboard anyway.
 Reeling in his line, he found that the one millipede he’d used was gone as well. Great. Fine. Hell with it.
He rowed ashore and got the nightcrawlers from the truck.
 
 
*
 
 
 The look on the boy’s face was worth all of it. When he came home at noon with a string of long, flopping bass hanging from his hand, the kid actually ran out of the cabin to greet him. He followed his dad inside and watched him clean the fish, learning about their anatomy and about family traditions. But he didn’t hear one thing about millipedes - not one damn word.
 His wife had to unpack the big skillet. These babies were bigger than he’d expected, seven fat ones – and he’d caught them all using good old worms. His son helped him select spices while the stovetop warmed up.
 He placed the first fish, skinned and gutted, in the skillet. The sound of frying started up immediately and he closed his eyes and inhaled the scent.
 “Dad!” the boy exclaimed. “What are those?”
 He looked down.
 They were wriggling out of the fish - tearing fissures in its flesh while squirming straight up like charmed snakes, legs wriggling…
 Millipedes.
He knocked the skillet into the wall and screamed. His son stumbled back in shock.
 “What is it?” the wife called. He grabbed the overturned skillet by the handle and shook the fish out. It splattered on the floor. Millipedes tore free and shot out like darts, hiding underneath the sink and stove.
 “God Damn!” he screamed. He turned to the fish filled cooler on the counter. He ripped the lid off and looked down into a teeming bed of long black things, and lost it.
 Running outside with the cooler, he threw its contents into the woods. He heard them crawling through the grass. He doubled over and vomited.
 “Honey!” his wife cried from the porch. She almost sounded more annoyed than worried. Why not? He’d just tossed dinner into the trees.
 “Bugs,” he coughed, wiping his lips on the back of his hand. “Bugs in the fish. Bugs.” He didn’t intend to say one more word. He marched past her into the cabin and emptied a can of insect spray into every dark corner of the kitchen.
 The fumes were overpowering. They had to drive into town for dinner. He insisted on burgers.
 
 
*
 
 
 The millipedes...they must have been some kind of water parasite. And it wasn’t the fish that were crazy for them – no, it was quite the opposite, he suspected, after giving it a lot of thought. They probably swam into the fishes’ mouths and laid their eggs in their guts. So the things coming out of the frying meat had been hatchlings that were forced from their home. He spent most of dinner with his hands pressed to his face, just muttering. The boy and his wife were silent.
 When they got back to the cabin, he went to the bathroom and locked the door. Then he took a long shower.
 His family had spent every summer up here eating those fish. He slouched under the water and shook his head. Better not to think about it. But he was going to have to call his brother. Or maybe he’d just burn the cabin to the ground. He sighed and let it wash away. Just go away - I don’t ever want to think about this again...God, the nightmares I’m gonna have.
 He got out and toweled off slowly. Needed to drive back into town and get another bottle of Jack. She’d understand. The boy had told her everything; his nine-year-old imagination turned it into a scene from a horror movie, although that wasn’t really much of a stretch.
 Sitting on the toilet, he pressed his hands to his face again and groaned. Parasites.
 Something tickled his buttocks. He shifted and tried to think about something else.
 It entered him.
 He stood up and clenched his ass with a cry. He could feel it wriggling inside him, tiny legs scrabbling inside his colon – then his bowels loosened against his will and he moaned as he felt it sliding further in.
 His abdomen was on fire. He fell to the floor and rolled onto his back. It protruded from between his legs, half of it still inside the toilet – it had to be at least two feet long, and was as thick as his thumb. The millipede waved its hundred tiny feet back and forth in hideous rapture as it burrowed deeper.
 He was screaming. His wife was beating on the door. He reached up to the sink and raked his hand across it, knocking everything to the floor. Toothpaste, brush, her manicure set – he grabbed the cuticle scissors and let out a long, horrible wail as he felt it pulling itself deeper into his intestines. Its back end flopped out of the toilet bowl with a splash and landed on the floor. It turned and writhed and pushed into him.
 He stabbed the scissors into it. Pus-like guts coughed out of the ruptured belly of the thing. He sliced into its flesh with the scissors and pried its rubbery body apart with a snap.
 The severed half of the millipede thrashed mindlessly on the bathroom floor.
 The rest vanished up inside him.
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Jungle Rot
 
 
By Steve Lowe
 
 
 
 
 
 
The fishermen that peopled the village refused to call it a crocodile. Roland Munro was convinced that it was, in fact, a croc based on their descriptions, but they would only call it “Quái vật,” which, loosely translated, meant “mythical monster”. 
Roland sat cross-legged on a dirt floor opposite a spindly old man who couldn’t have weighed more than 90 pounds in the middle of a monsoon. The old man’s forearms were smooth as glass and bore the familiar scarring common to napalm survivors. Roland knew of napalm’s effects all too well. During the first month of his first tour in Vietnam, he had helped transport casualties hit by an errant drop from an F-4, only to have layers of molten skin slide off the bodies and hang in his hands, draped across his fingers. That was his introduction to the U.S. Army’s most ridiculous of phrases, “friendly fire”.
The old fisherman’s left eye was gone and a thick, white scar streaked across the empty hole from forehead to cheekbone. The dry, wrinkled socket expanded and contracted and quivered with the rest his body as he described the attack he witnessed. “Quái vật đã mọc lên Từ Sâu và nuốt Con trai của Tôi Toàn bộ,” he spluttered. 
Chinh Pho, sitting at the old man’s right hand, pondered for a moment, then said in choppy English, “He say, ‘Monster rise from deep and eat his grandson whole.’” Chinh had sought Roland out in the midst of a drunken stupor outside a Saigon bar, what Roland liked to refer to as “a typical Wednesday night.” They had bobbed down the Mekong River to the village the next day in an old, converted American patrol boat, ridiculously loaded down like every other sampan on the water.
“Show me where.” Roland laid out a map of the area. The old man looked it over and pointed to a spot near the mouth of the Mekong, tapping a crooked, grizzled finger against the laminated paper. “Ngay ở đây.”
“He say it happen right here. This near to old fishing ground. It not fished anymore though. Bad things happen down there, no can’t get near now.”
“Bad things? Like what? More attacks?”
“Yes, but not by monster. Bad people down there now. This bad area. Once Americans leave and Communists ignore, local men take over. Some good, some not. These men not.”
“Why was he down there?”
“Fish all gone here near village. No more come down river. He go down there to find them. He no afraid of man. He was hero of resistance, lose fear of man long time ago. Kill many French and you Americans.” Chinh looked at the old man’s face, which had gone blank as he stared past them, off into the distance. “This only time I ever see him scared of anything.”
 
 
*
 
 
There were stories about, of horrifying atrocities up the great river in Cambodia. It was Kampuchea now, but most still called it Cambodia. Rumors of death traveled down the Mekong from that country with the river’s current, replacing the slow trickle of refugees fleeing the Khmer Rouge. Stories of mass killings and torture, of experiments on humans and animals, much like those the Nazis’ performed on Jews during World War II. It was difficult to discern fact from fiction. Stories of another sort came down the river as well. Sightings of massive fish in the Mekong had been common for many years, tales of huge river carp and catfish twice the size of a man, but none ever claimed to have caught one. Bones of these giant fish were now washing up on the shores of the river, bitten through by something even larger.
Roland had seen pictures of Siamese crocs before. The Marines snagged one back in the early ‘60s that had grown over 15 feet long, but even that was nowhere near the size of the animal that could have consumed such massive fish. He stood on the shore holding a bone from such a fish in his hand, amazed by its heft and density. How many years had it scoured the murky depths of the river, lurking among unknown channels and beneath dense brush to grow to such a size? He imagined the fish must have appeared as a sea monster in the water, longer than he and nearly three times the weight. Something had bitten clean through it.
“It’s a croc, I’m sure of it,” he told Chinh.
“Crocodile no come around here now. No crocodile seen here since before war. None ever very big. How you think this one now?”
“I heard of Siamese and saltwater crocs mating. If there’s saltwater croc somewhere around here, maybe wandered inland from the sea, then it’s possible. But there’s nothing else in this river that could ever come close to the size of the animal that could do this.” He held the large bone out to Chinh, who flinched at the offering and shook his head. 
“Can you kill it?”
Roland removed a metal flask from his back pocket and threw back a slug of homemade rice alcohol. He was thankful for such a cheap, abundant commodity as Vietnamese rice. “That all depends on the price.”
That was all that mattered to Roland Munro anymore, and this deal was simple: dispose of the croc and he had free reign for his hunting excursions. As an expatriated, drunken American in Communist Vietnam, Munro made a surprisingly comfortable living guiding thrill seekers through the jungle, foreigners with wads of cash and a desire to kill something. Most wanted to bag an exotic, usually a tiger, which was extremely difficult to procure in Vietnam. The tiger was essentially royalty, so if the price was high enough, Roland would arrange a clandestine trip into Cambodia. It was easier to kill a gook in Vietnam than it was a tiger. Many paying customers indeed came to Roland for just that reason. Fellow former American soldiers languishing in Thailand for whom the war refused to end. He recognized the look in their eyes. There was a familiar longing, engrained in them from months or years of battle, of constantly anticipating death to come springing from the jungle. There was anger and fear in there. He understood that need for just one more, to watch one more gook fall in front of their barrel, or under the blade of their knife. It was personal. It was vengeance. It was never satisfied.
Roland eyed the pin on Chinh’s tan shirt, a red rectangle containing a single, yellow star. He knew the deal. Let the drunken American do the dirty work. If he fails, no one would notice. The same would also be true if he succeeded. “No more bullshit payoffs, no more border seizures, no more hassling of my clients,” he said. “For that, you get one big-ass, dead croc.” They shook hands. Chinh wiped his on the front of his shirt as Roland staggered away.
*
 
 
The bastardized PBR dropped him off about two clicks from the last confirmed sighting, the boat’s pilot refusing to get closer. The old, one-eyed fisherman stood silently on the bank and watched as Roland unloaded drab, olive colored bags stuffed with gear onto the muddy ground. He unzipped a long duffel and produced a 13.2 mm Mauser rifle. He held it up for the old man to see.
“German anti-tank rifle. Still works like a charm and could blow a hole through a goddamn tree.”
The old man showed no emotion.
“Not impressed, huh?” He next pulled out an M-79 grenade launcher. He flipped the chamber open and slid a shell in, then flipped it closed with one hand. “I betcha seen one of these before.”
The old man said nothing, but Roland detected a flicker in his one remaining eye. “Yeah, you’ve met this guy before, you old VC bastard.” 
The old man turned and gestured to the waist-high shrubs crowding near the bank.
“What’s that you got there?” Roland peered down into the weeds at what appeared to be the festering remains of a human’s upper torso. Splintered rib bones jutted from the rotting flesh, and a blanket of flies buzzed about the carcass. “Goddamn,” he muttered.
“Quái vật!”
“Yeah, big, bad monster, I get the picture. Anybody you knew?”
The old man glowered at Roland, who suddenly got the sense that every word he had uttered had been perfectly understood. Contempt enlivened the old man’s otherwise stoic, weathered face. Even the dry, empty socket viewed Roland reproachfully. Then the old man stalked off down the riverbank.
Roland moved into the jungle to set up camp. After stowing his gear and replenishing his flask, he sat outside his tent and listened to the sounds of the jungle. He heard it speak to him, telling him what was out there. Other imagined sounds swam up from his memory, but he beat them back down with a tug on his flask. He was struck by the quiet calm, as though every other creature had given the area a wide berth. He painted his face with black and checked his equipment. He loaded the Mauser and prepared extra cartridges, all of which he stowed in a waterproof bag; not ideal for humping though the bush, but he was not about to go after this thing, whatever it was, without it. He loaded the grenade launcher into a holster attached to the side of his pack and strapped a belt of shells across his chest. His pack contained only the essentials: ammunition and plenty of it. He carried an M-14 in his hands, the same weapon that had gotten him through three tours in the jungles of this country. On his first return trip home, the stolen weapon returned with him, but he only lasted two months back in the States before he realized that he no longer belonged there. The M-14 was slung over his shoulder when he strode into the recruiter’s office and demanded to be sent back. Over the years, worn parts were repaired or replaced, some even improved upon. He doted over it like the child he never had, and thanked it many times for saving his life.
He trudged through the jungle, remaining close enough to the river to hear the current, but far enough away to blend into the green backdrop. He ascended a steep rise and noticed cigarette butts littered around a tree near the top. He crawled across the ground and inspected the pile of butts, several days old and swollen with moisture. There had been a sentry posted here, but not for some time. 
Roland eased his way along until he caught sight of a bunker set into a hillside, its familiar log rooftop barely visible among the trees. In his first year in this country, his company had walked right up to a bunker just like this, not more than 20 feet away before the gooks opened up on them. He was grazed on the thigh, while the men to his left and right were cut to shreds by automatic weapon fire. He never missed spotting one of these fuckers after that. This one appeared to be empty. After watching the bunker for a long time, he snatched up a rock and flung it toward the opening. It hit the ground just in front and rolled into the hole. After more time passed without movement, Roland slouched over to the bunker and looked inside. There were more cigarette butts inside and the damp ground had been trampled flat by several impatient, bored footsteps. 
In the distance, he heard the rush of the river over rapids, or perhaps a small waterfall, a common feature of the Mekong that made it nearly impossible to traverse from the mouth that opened to the South China Sea, to the source, up near Tibet. He crept along to a ridge that dropped down to the river and a waterfall below. From this vantage point, he looked southeast, away from the river, and made out the top of a hut, its thatched roof poking up just above the tree line. He had clearly come across the dwelling of someone who did not want to be disturbed. Even with the Communists running the country, drug runners and other miscreants dotted the landscape along the Mekong, especially this close to the mouth, where they had easy access to the South China’s shipping lanes. But he should not have been able to get this close without fighting his way in, particularly considering the advancing levels of protection around the perimeter.
“Where’d y’all go?” he whispered to the jungle. His answer came in the form of icy needles creeping up and down his spine that caused him to shiver. He was suddenly certain that he was not alone there. Eyes were on him, watching. He scanned the jungle, crouched down and turning in a slow, 360-degree circle. He saw and heard nothing, but he still sensed a presence. He squatted breathless and still, waiting for any sound or movement. Then he heard the girl cry out, clear and very close, seizing his heart with fear and breaking the unnatural silence that had fallen over the jungle.
Roland slipped quietly through the dense growth, advancing gradually on a row of huts that formed a perimeter around the compound. He moved from one hut to the next, clearing the outer, temporary structures before moving on to the main building erected on high stilts in the center of the compound. He found no sign of human habitation. There were no smoldering fires in the huts, no bubbling pots hastily abandoned. He stood at the foot of a bamboo stair leading up to a walkway that surrounded the main structure. He listened and waited for any sound, but none came. He questioned what he had heard, but was convinced it had been a young girl. He slowly ascended the stairs, his weapon at his shoulder and his normally steady trigger finger twitching nervously. With each step, a gnawing sense of déjà vu grew stronger. He poked his head above the top step and checked the walkway before committing further. At that moment, a flashback skewed his vision and he saw red blood splashed across the floor and up on the wall, and children screaming and running from him down the walkway.
He hurried to the top and stood alongside an open doorway trying to shake the image from his head, his back pressed against the bamboo poles that formed the building’s walls and his M-14 held tightly to his heaving chest. He fought the panicky flashbacks, but intense memories of this place flooded his mind, and it suddenly struck him. He had been here before.
 “Munro, take Martinez and clear those huts.” Their Commanding Officer, Sgt. Malone, squatted before Roland, his hands and forearms coated in Reidenbach’s blood. Malone had discovered Teddy Reidenbach’s body, staked to a tree and slashed across the neck and belly by the Viet Cong, his guts dangling down between his legs. It was meant to be a warning, but it did not have that effect on the company. After nearly a week of constant ambushes and dozens of casualties, Sgt. Malone snapped, and the rest of his haggard, numb charges, barely removed from adolescence, followed without question. They returned to the village they had just cleared two days earlier, bent on revenge. Every old man, young woman and small child in that village was Viet Cong as far as they were concerned, and they were treated as such.
Roland’s mind swam with the wavering, ghostly images. As the soldiers moved through the village, they were told to conserve their dwindling ammunition by utilizing their machetes. With each thrust of his long blade, their screams filled his head, pounding at his temples, pressing behind his closed eyes. 
He dropped the M-14 onto the walkway and staggered into the empty room, holding his hands to his face and groaning from the building pressure in his mind. He saw broken old men and women with children at their hips, running from him, screaming and holding their hands out, begging for mercy. He saw the flash of his machete, now dripping with blood, slashing through the air, cleaving olive skin and stringy, black hair. He saw a room, just as he stood in now. In a far corner, an old man lay on his side, moaning and clutching a bloody hand over his face. In the opposite corner, a mother cowered with her baby girl held to her chest. 
Roland swelled with the fearful rage again, the drive that had consumed them all. Once they had begun, they could not stop. He screamed at the terrified woman. He screamed at the rage and the fear. He ripped his hands from his face and opened his eyes.
The woman stood before him in the otherwise empty room. Silence enveloped them. The baby, clutched loosely at her side, stared at him with wide, watering eyes. The woman shifted slightly as a flowering bloom of red appeared across her chest, soaking through her thin, white top. The baby’s head wobbled on its shoulders. The mother’s arms began to droop and the head pulled away and bounced on the floor. It rolled across the bamboo slats and came to rest at Roland’s feet. Its eyes lolled around until they looked straight up into his.
 
 
*
 
 
Roland ran, on and on through the jungle. He crashed through vines and branches and huge, green fronds until he could run no further. He knelt on the shore of the Mekong, his knees slowly sinking into the muddy bank. His chin drooped onto his chest, which heaved as his lungs sucked in air, the only sound to be heard in the deep of the jungle. The howler monkeys had gone, taking their shrill arguments elsewhere. Even the constant drone of a million species of insects had disappeared and the air beneath the low-hanging canopy was close and hot. Perspiration rolled off his face and splashed on his trembling arms.
His blank reverie was broken by a crashing sound coming through the thick fronds behind him. His heart thundered in his chest. He looked out across the calm, brown river. On the opposite shore, the old fisherman stood watching silently, his scarred arms prone at his sides, his face without expression, save for the condemning black hole of his empty socket.
Roland felt a massive presence bearing down behind him and smelled the rotted stench of death in the air. He need not turn around to know what had found him, what had been hunting him all along. There was no time for defense, no chance to run. It was here. His hands drooped at his sides, palms turned upward, and he leaned his head back.
“I’m ready,” he told the jungle. “Come and get me, you fucker.”
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Under the Boardwalk
 
 
By Julius James DeAngelus
 
 
(Under the boardwalk) out of the sun,
(Under the boardwalk) we'll be havin' some fun,
(Under the boardwalk) people walking above,
(Under the boardwalk) we'll be making love,
Under the board-walk (board-walk!)
 
 
The Drifters 1964
  
Alex Shirra reached over with a shaky hand and turned off the radio. The old Drifters tune used to bring back memories of sun-washed days at the beach and his first kiss on a warm summer night but not anymore. He tried not to think about the last twelve hours - he might start screaming again. He wanted to slow down but his foot pressed the gas pedal as if it wasn’t part of his body anymore, functioning on its very own survival instinct. He wanted to put as much distance between him and Atlantic City as possible, maybe the whole goddamned country. Then, like some sadistic projectionist, his brain began replaying the last twelve hours and made him watch. 

 
 
 
 
 “Well, figure it out yet?”
 Alex sat, trying to find a comfortable place to put his elbow on the Formica bar. He never liked puzzles - he simply was not very good at them, but for some reason it always seemed bad form to not attempt to solve a puzzle when someone takes the time to present you with one. Randy was turned to him, his nose bright from whisky and blonde strands of hair stuck to his forehead. Alex didn’t look at him. He was already tired of the conversation and then when the words between them came infrequently Randy, being someone who gets uncomfortable in silence, offered his puzzle.
 This one had something to do with two women and both were dead in a bath tub. He thought there was a bouquet of flowers involved somewhere in there as well.
He could feel Randy’s glassy eyes widening and his wet-lipped grin growing while he waited for an answer. Alex, feeling that he had fulfilled his duty, finally shrugged his shoulders and shook his head.
 “The woman was her mother!” Randy roared. “She bought the flowers as a birthday present!” A laugh like someone squeezing a mouse in a vice came out and his belly shook.
 Alex made the “Aha!” face and hoped it could be dropped now. Randy loosened his tie another inch, picked up his drink with his stubby fingers and drained the tumbler, sucking out the last of the golden liquid through the ice. He let a cube slide into his mouth and chewed. He then rattled the remaining ice to get the bartenders attention.

Why am I here? thought Alex and the words drained him of what little strength he had left. He had only finished half of his Stella and he already felt fuzzy. It wasn’t from the beer, though. It was from the lightness in his wallet again. He couldn’t believe he lost so much so quickly. The real problem, though, the thing that rapped on the inside of his brain, was that he was making very stupid bets lately.
 He stared at the tiny bubbles rising to the surface of his drink, each of them like the dollars that rose to the surface of his wallet and then popped.
 The bartender came over and Randy pushed his glass toward him. He looked over at Alex and scowled.
 “You’re a bit slow today, pal,” he said. There was no animosity in the words, but Alex hated it when Randy called him pal. Alex shook his head and the bartender lifted Randy’s glass and left.
 This had been a slowly growing social getaway for both of them, a little time to unwind after work, but it had morphed into something much more than that. There was a time when they would have grimaced and walked away from the tables when they were only a hundred down. That was a bit too steep back then. They would settle in the casino bar and shoot the shit for another hour or so, taking in their complimentary drinks and laughing. It seemed so much more casual back then.
 They both worked at Gunther Realty and were modestly successful, bringing in commissions that kept the company happy and occasionally getting bonuses for the larger sales that they generated. Randy was Alex’s mentor when he first started. Unasked to do so, he took Alex under his large and flabby wing and guided him through the mean streets of the real estate industry of Atlantic City.
 Alex liked Randy, at least at first. He was loud and always laughing too hard at his own jokes but he never meant any harm by it. Everyone in the office eventually became the butt of one of his jokes. Alex took it as a compliment when it was his turn, as if he had been asked to join an exclusive club.
They locked up their desks, packed their briefcases and headed out. They lived only a few blocks from each other so it became an early habit to ride together and take turns at the wheel, whichever car they took.
Their route took them past the small stores that were hanging by a thread, the junked out apartment buildings and the fast food joints that seemed to have more lives than a cat. They were only one of a couple of places that never died in a town like Atlantic City: fast food places and bars. 
“People gotta eat and drink,” Randy would say.
The casinos were a bit different. They would always be casinos, but the names might change. So, though they may change identities, even themes (like the Wild, Wild, West or the really silly one that was supposed to be the French quarter), they would always have gambling because there was always hope. The brass ring was there for everybody to reach for.
Randy was the first one to suggest that they stop by for some quick tables or something.
When Alex tried to beg off, Randy shook his head. “You have to get to know the casinos if you’re going to work in this town, it’s like its life blood. If you want to understand the people that live here, or the people that want to live here, then you to must understand the casinos. They’re the heart of this town. Have been for a long time and almost everything here relates in someway to the casinos.”
That first night they broke even more or less Alex was amazed that almost two hours had passed since they hit the casino floor. Cocktail waitresses in feathered costumes strutted through the aisles of slot machines balancing trays of drinks. It was a time warp. 
On the drive home, Randy said, “That’s why there are no clocks in there, pal, or windows. Complete isolation, like one of those chambers that keeps out all the light and the sound-”
“Sensory Deprivation chamber?” Alex asked. He could still hear the cacophony of the bells and voices in the casino.

“That’s it!” Randy exclaimed and wheezed out his mouse-like laugh. 

As the months passed, Randy and he had come to an understanding that Friday nights would be spent at the casinos. 

The urge to go to the casinos became like a fly buzzing around old food, no matter how much you waved it away it came back again. He had heard that gambling was a disease and he began to truly believe it. People aren’t born gamblers, though it may seem so. No, it can be caught late in life just like diabetes or cancer or herpes. 
So now they both sat at a bar drinking whiskey and beer on the house because it was what you did and what you got when you lost a lot of money, the casino comped you for the little things so you couldn’t see the big picture.
Randy’s drink came and he immediately dove in, taking a long sip and then letting a subtle shiver run through his body. A sound came out of his throat which was not quite a belch and not exactly a hiccup.
Alex took another sip of his beer. He didn’t really want it, but he certainly didn’t want it to go to waste. He had lost enough tonight. He tried to think of how many beers he would have to drink to make up his lost money tonight and the thought made him woozy for a moment. He lost way too much.
Beth was gone, maybe for good. She said she was going to stay with her mother for a while to sort things out but he knew what that meant when translated properly. Fortunately they didn’t have any kids but they used to talk about it. That seemed like forever ago.
“Jeez, the bear really ate you tonight, huh?” Randy said and rolled his glass with his fingers. “How much?”

“I don’t know, something like five hundred.”

Randy whistled, making a wet sound. “Well, don’t feel too bad. I lost that much before, not recently, mind you, but it happens.”

“I can’t afford this,” Alex said and shook his head.

“Ah, it’s a bad patch,” Randy said and waved his fat hand dismissively, “just a bad patch.”

Alex had the strong urge to punch Randy right then but it wasn’t Randy’s fault that he woke every morning thinking about how much he might be able to lose that day. It wasn’t breakfast or a cup of coffee for Alex Shirra. Oh, no. 
Still, Randy was the one who introduced him to the bug, the gambling gnat that hovered around his eyes and dodged his feeble attempts to drive it away.
“It’s more than a bad patch, Rand,” Alex said. “Beth left me and-”

“When did she leave?” Randy asked, suddenly turning to him. 

“A couple of days ago…I didn’t want to talk about it then.”

Randy had a genuine look of concern in his eyes, but it soon faded and was replaced by a sloppy, whisky-laced grin. “Let me guess, she went to stay with her mother, right?”
“Yeah,” Alex answered, feeling uncomfortably childish under Randy’s gaze.
“Ah, she’ll be back,” Randy said and drained his glass. “That storyline is straight out of the Honeymooners or something, pal. A woman says that only when she wants you to follow her and beg her to take you back.”
Alex wasn’t so sure. The look in Beth’s eyes had gotten more and more distant, as if someone had come along and brushed a glaze over them. Her eyes were now simply two orbs in her head that sensed the world around her, a world in which he was becoming a smaller and smaller part of. 
“C’mon, Lucky, you got money to win back. I’ll help you do it.”
Alex stayed in his stool. A tear streaked down to his jaw line. He was crying for Beth, crying for what he might never get back, and, maybe most selfishly, he was crying for himself. He was becoming a caricature: the weeping gambler sitting in a casino bar who lost his wife and soon his house. How many movies and TV shows had been made from that storyline?
“Oh, hey,” Randy said and moved closer, so that he could speak in a lower tone, maybe make them both feel as if they were all alone. “Look, if she really wanted to leave, she wouldn’t have told you where she was going, right? She woulda just took off and never said a word, right?”
Alex wiped his cheek and blinked. It made a bit of sense. There must be still something there if she bothered to tell him where to look for her.
He slowly nodded and Randy’s smile broadened.
“C’mon, sitting here in this place and crying over things isn’t going to help anything. Even a drunk gambler knows that,” he said and coughed into his hand. He took Alex by the shoulder and helped him from his seat and tossed a tip on the bar. 
The lights and sounds were somehow comforting to Alex. It smoothed over the rough patches he was feeling while counting the bubbles in his Stella.
He followed his usual route toward the Roulette wheel while Randy separated and was soon lost in the crowd that surrounded the blackjack tables.
Another hour spent and another hour of losing. Alex cursed and slammed his hand down at the conclusion of every spin. The ball never ended up where he needed it to be. He could have pocketfuls of rabbit feet and be wearing a silver horseshoe around his neck and it wouldn’t matter. It was one of those nights.
Randy came over and watched. His skin was a bit gray and his blue eyes were still swimming in whiskey. He bumped up against Alex and let out a slow belch. 
“We should go,” he said. “I just dropped another hundred or so back there,” he said and jammed his thumb over his shoulder. 
“Yeah, we should,” Alex agreed, but he dreaded going back out to where it was quiet again, to where he would have the opportunity to think about everything. He thought that maybe he would just go home, uncork a bottle and climb in. “Bad patch, eh?”
Randy turned slowly to him, a little wobbly at the knees. “Smart ass,” he said and chuckled. 
They made there way out the front glass doors of the casino, out to the boardwalk. The welcoming, slightly tangy scent of the ocean filled Alex’s nostrils and he closed his eyes, taking it in.
Even if the world all around me is shit right now, the ocean still smells great.
They crossed the boards and Randy used the railing to steady himself and looked at the reflection of the moon playing on the ocean, broken into a million glowing shards. It was chilly and a steady breeze had rolled in with the evening tide. He looked down at the waves and noticed that they had marched pretty far up the beach, nearly splashing under the boardwalk.
Alex pulled his jacket tightly around his chest and zipped it up. “C’mon, it’s cold out here. I want to get home. The parking garage is that way,” he said and pointed.
Randy continued to stare dully out at the water and Alex noticed that his face had changed. The muscles in his chubby cheeks had tired and they looked as if they had been siphoned, hanging like emptying sack on the sides of his face.
“Why? What exactly are you heading home to?” he asked. He breathed in as if to say something else but then paused and let it out in a long sigh. “Neither of us is going home to much, eh?”
Alex paused, irritated that this line of conversation had to start now, when he was broke and tired. He could see, though, that Randy not going anywhere right now. His feet were planted and he still had his hands gripped tightly around the railing. The waves thundered underneath them.
“Well, you got a wife to go home to,” Alex said.

Randy snorted, “Yeah, one who’s fuckin’ the mailman or someone.” He shook his head.

“Look, I don’t have that. I know it’s gotta be hard, but what we’ve been doing isn’t helping things, you know?”

“Whattya mean?” Randy asked, his speech a bit slurred.


“All I know is that things have been going bad since I’ve been coming here,” Alex said and waved his hand toward the other casinos on the boardwalk, “to these places.” 
Randy turned to look at the buildings that sat like giants along the shore. 
Alex continued, “I was never a gambler before but I sure as shit am one now and it’s been nothing but trouble, man. My wife’s gone and I might lose my house. Jesus, Rand, I lost seven hundred dollars tonight.”
“And I lost four hunderd,” Randy said, stumbling on the last word.
Alex put his arm around his shoulder. “I can’t do it anymore. I gotta get help or I’ll never stop. What was it you said one time? They don’t build these places off the winners?”
Randy seemed to consider this. His eyes were red-rimmed and even in the chill it looked like he was sweating making his hair stick to his scalp, but he nodded. He looked again toward the towers with their bright lights and flashing signs.
“Let’s go home,” he said solidly and turned.

They walked diagonally across the boards toward the concrete mouth that was the entrance to the garage. 

Then Randy suddenly stopped.

“Hey-” he said and walked quickly back to the edge of the boardwalk. Alex slowed his steps and let out an exasperated sound. He was tired. 
Then he saw what it was that Randy was walking towards, at least he thought he saw what it was. It looked like a black leather wallet sitting near the edge of the boards, mutely illuminated by the orange yellow lights atop the lamp posts.
“Hey, my man! Looks like our luck has changed already,” Randy said and reached for it.
Alex began walking over and started to say, “You know, if it’s got any ID in it we should-”
The wallet suddenly slid to the side of the boardwalk and fell out of sight. Alex at first thought that the breeze blew it off but there was a problem with that. The wind was certainly not strong enough to lift a wallet and it was blowing away from the ocean while the wallet slid toward it.
“Cocksucker!” Randy yelled and then followed it with a squeaky chuckle as he turned back to Alex, his hands on his knees and his cheeks flushed pink. Alex just looked at him, trying to figure out what had just happened. He slowly walked to the edge.
Randy’s face then lit up. His eyes were still pink, but they wider and seemed more aware. He nodded and pursed his lips.
“What?” Alex asked and then turned back to the water and looked down. It was about ten feet down to the beach and the foam of the waves looked ghostly against the black water. A strong smell rose to him and it reminded him of an old fish market. Hell, it reminded him of an abandoned fish market.
“The old prank, you know,” Randy said and stood up. He leaned in closer and spoke in a low tone, “You tie a piece of string to a dollar bill and pull it as soon as someone asshole bends over to pick it up. Shit, they’ve been doing that for years. I’ve seen it in movies and all, you know?” He paused and smiled again. “I guess these kids got wise and figured they’d use a wallet instead. I mean, who’s gonna bother to reach for a dollar right? You can’t even lay a bet with that.” He placed his hands on his hips, then smiled and shook his head.
“Hey,” he said, suddenly letting a devilish smile take the place of the earlier, more admiring one. “You want to give these little pricks a real scare?”
Alex waited, still picturing the wallet defying the elements and moving against the wind before it dropped out of sight. It made sense. What else could make a wallet move like that? But why would a bunch of kids, assuming that was what they were, spend a Wednesday night below the boards waiting to pull a stupid prank like this one, especially with the tide coming in strong?
These thoughts entered and left, and he watched as Randy reached down and pulled the cuff of his pants leg up. Alex blinked a couple of times before he recognized the mini black holster and the small silver pistol.
“What the hell is that?” he asked.
“It’s a ham sandwich,” Randy snorted. “What the hell does it look like?” He checked around before pulling it loose. His stubby fingers and pink, pudgy fist made it look tiny. “It’s just a twenty-two, nothing much.”
“I never knew you carried a gun,” Alex said disapprovingly.
“Sorry, honey, I guess I should have told you,” Randy answered. ‘There’s a lot about me that you might not know.” He winked after that. “You know, the place where the two of us do business, this city,” he said and looked around, “it might not be a bad thing for you to have one too. I can hook you up with one if you’d like.”
Alex shook his head and put his hands out. “Exactly what do you plan on doing with that?”
“Scare the little bastards, that’s all.”
“Look,” Alex said, “we’ve both had too much to drink and maybe it’s not such a good idea, you know? I mean, I thought about it and what if it’s not kids down there, but some tough mother fuckers waiting to roll you?”
Randy thought about it but then grinned again. “It’s kids, trust me. I used to play stupid pranks on shoobees when I was a kid,” Randy said. Shoobees, Randy had explained years ago, were people who came down to the shore for the day, and it was always meant as an insult. “They just don’t know that I’m not a stupid shoobee.”
Before Alex could continue the argument Randy giggled and jogged to the stairs that led to the beach. The pounding of the waves suddenly sounded monstrous to Alex and he took a few steps and then stopped, unsure of what to do. Randy climbed down and vanished.
Jesus, what if there are kids down there and he shoots one? He looked around, not sure exactly what he was looking for. If a patrol car came along, would he stop it and tell them what his drunk and armed friend was doing on the beach? What if something happens and he didn’t say anything?
He decided it didn’t matter as he looked down the boardwalk, there wasn’t anyone around anyway. The Camelot was the northern most casino in the city and it was pretty quiet this late at night, especially off season.
He walked over to the stairs cautiously. The crash of the waves and the hiss as the water drew back was like white noise. He waited at the top of the steps and listened.
Maybe he would hear panicked, pre-pubescent screams and laugh as a group of tassel-haired kids ran up the stairs and raced down the boards. He might even join Randy in the chase for a block or two just out of relief.
The waves continued to roll under the boardwalk but for an uneasy second he felt the wood shudder beneath his feet. He strained to listen but couldn’t hear a thing. Looking down the stairs he could see that the tide had pushed far up enough to drown the first step. 
He tried to hear Randy or anything. Nothing came.
He climbed down the stairs and when he reached the bottom he looked both ways. Most of the beach had disappeared under the assault of the ocean. 
The sound of the waves became like thunder, echoing off the bottom of the boardwalk and roaring in his ears. The water rushed in and raced up to his calves, curling around his legs in a chilly grip that pushed against him and then pulled back, almost playfully. Alex knew that there was nothing playful about that grip and gripped the railing of the stairs. 
Under the boardwalk it was all shadows, not even pierced by the glow of the moon. Another wave dropped behind him and he took a few steps forward.
“Randy?” he called out. No sound came back. He heard the water recede again like the breath of a serpent. His eyes were adjusting and he had the sudden queasy feeling that he was shouting into a cave, a black mouth.
The word Lair entered his mind and he stopped breathing for a moment.
He could make out the thick concrete pillars that supported the boardwalk. He looked up as the structure beneath came out of the darkness; criss-crossing patterns of wood, heavy beams that might have been fifty years old, secured together with thick metal bolts. He couldn’t see light on the other side so he figured that the sand rose up further back and the wood was resting on it.
Lair came to his mind again as real as if someone had whispering the word into his ear. He turned to the left and saw the primitive, black arm of a jetty down the beach. The waves sprayed foam as they collided with the rocks. The water had now risen up to his knees and a shiver (or was that a shudder?) ran through him. He moved ahead into the gloom, keeping his hands out in front of him.
Alex called out a couple more times and sloshed through the cold water until it was down to his ankles. He moved to the right. His face was tickled by the brushing of a web and he snorted and rubbed it away.
“Fuck this,” he muttered out loud. For all he knew, maybe it was Randy that was playing a joke on him. He nodded, “Yep, fuck this.”
As he turned, in between the charging waves, he heard a slight sound that he couldn’t quite place. It sounded like someone dragging their foot along cement. He glanced from one pillar to the next and the fact that they all looked the same left him with an uneasy feeling.
He walked over to the nearest one, where the water was splashing up about a foot from the bottom. Black seaweed had coiled around the column and there was suddenly a strong smell in the air. He covered his nose and mouth instinctively and heard a muffled sound that made him think of someone screaming into a pillow. 
He is getting rolled, he thought. Shit, and here I am all alone. He looked around for something to use as a weapon and fell upon a floating piece of timber about two feet long. It sounded like the noise was coming from the other side of the pillar and he gripped the wood in both hands, sliding his back up against the concrete.
Another muffled sound, then a series of cracks. It reminded Alex of the sound of Alaskan king crabs legs when you snap them. He drew a breath and stepped into view.
What he saw at first confused him and didn’t exactly know how to react. There was something like a drainage pipe coming out from the water. It was black and slick with some sort of oil or liquid running down the sides. Almost comically, Randy’s lower body was protruding from the pipe and his legs were kicking. One of his shoes had come off and he could see his dirty white sock.
He remembered the conversation they had back at the bar.
“…just a bad patch.”
He broke into laughter and dropped the shaft of wood into the water. He tried to cover his mouth to quiet himself but it only made it worse. He grabbed his stomach and let out a howl. He could feel tears in his eyes. Every time Randy kicked and screamed Alex broke up.
“Okay, okay, man, hang on,” he said, moving closer but still chuckling. “How did you get-”
The pipe moved. Not the subtle shaking that pipes occasionally do after a toilet flushes or the water heater kicks on in the basement. This thing moved as if recoiling. It reminded Alex of a cobra arching back as it plans to strike.
Randy screamed again and the pipe quivered. The tremor ran from where Randy’s belly was and traveled down the length of the pipe. A cracking sound soon followed and the pipe rose further up. Alex’s mouth dropped open as he saw a seam on the side, near the end, open up and reveal a wet-looking orb. In the middle was what he could only guess was a pupil. It spun crazily toward the roof of wood above and then back down to the wet sand as Randy’s body was pulled in up to his hips. 
The body of this thing, what Alex could make out in the slatted darkness below the boards, was snake like, a long, tapering body that was without legs or any appendages. A ring of dirty spikes revealed themselves at the end where Randy was sticking out. They bent back and then contracted, digging into the flesh and holding him. Blood spurted from where they pierced and his legs kicked madly. 
Alex looked up and saw a shape moving down the pipe (he had no idea what to call it anymore but for some reason thinking of it that way kept him from tipping over the edge into gibbering madness) that was horrifyingly similar to a torso. He could make out a single hand print pushing against the skin (Alex’s mind then surrendered and called it a throat) and he heard a few more pops as the muscles tightened. Randy’s legs stopped kicking. 
Then they were pulled in, too.
 Alex watched dumbly as the thing lowered itself again and it contracted again, making more king crab sounds. There were no more muffled cries from Randy. Blood drained from the open maw of the black creature and Alex could see that its mouth was ringed with teeth, rows of teeth that funneled down into a gullet. It seemed that the pipe creature was still in the process of forcing Randy, or what was left of him, down further into its body.
 A dark, sickle-like tongue darted out and was picking some which had stayed in the teeth. Something caught his eye - it was black and floated in the air above the open end of the thing as pieces of flesh dropped and splashed into the water. The thing hanging in space was what Randy had first seen, the black leather wallet. It whipped about in the air and as it came into a slice of light Alex saw that a thin, thread-like filament connected it to the head of the pipe-thing.

Jesus Christ, he thought, it lured him like he was a fucking fish.
Once Alex started screaming he thought he would never stop. Never in a million years.
 The thing quickly turned to him. He saw that it had two eyes, in fact. Both were trained on him. Alex spun and ran as fast as he could. 
He ran along the shallowest part first, praying that it couldn’t move as fast as if it was in the water. His soaked pant cuffs felt like lead weights as he raced between the pillars. 
Please, God, if I have to die, please let it be not under here, not under here with the stinking smell of dead fish and slimy seaweed. I don’t want to die on the dark.
He heard the thing behind him but he could not tell how close it was. There was a tremendous splashing sound and he let out an uncontrollable moan as he began flailing his arms and crying. He was moving away from the stairs. The jetty was to his right, further out in the water but he cut toward it just the same. He was committed now and he splashed into water up to his thighs. He let out a scream as he pushed through the waves to the black rocks that seemed so far away. A wave rolled in, foaming angry and white and he dove underneath it. Thankfully, his shoes finally came off and he kicked hard under the cold water. When he surfaced he spun around and saw nothing behind him but he still backtracked to the arm of the jetty.
The jetty, like so many others in Atlantic City, was old and in need of repair. Alex was never happier about that fact than right now. He pushed himself to the rocks and saw that there were countless gaps between them. Breathless, he turned back once more and saw no sign of the pipe thing.
As he reached behind him his palm reached solid, moss-covered rock and he whispered a prayer. The surface of the ocean then broke in front of him and he saw the thing rise from the blackness. It looked even larger now and it reared back. As it came down Alex screamed and spun, throwing himself into a small crevasse that barely accommodated him. He took a large piece of skin off the back of his hand and the sleeve of his shirt split up to the shoulder as he squeezed his body in. Once inside, it opened up a bit and he pushed up against the back rocks. 
The creature came down and thundered against the jetty and Alex screamed again. It seemed to him the sanest thing to do and he wanted to keep doing it, to scream over and over until he passed out but he put his hand to his mouth. All light was blocked from him now and he knew the thing was against the rocks, trying to get at him. He heard a scraping sound, like when Beth used to sharpen her knives in the kitchen. He started sobbing wet, childish sounds. The water was up to his chest.
I don’t care. I’ll fucking drown right here before I let that thing do to me what it did to Randy. 

Suddenly he could make out some details of the rocks surrounding him, but they were bathed in a sickly green glow that was growing. The dull light filled the little space and his stomach trembled.
He thought it was the same color a firefly makes when it signals on a summer night.
His mouth was ajar and his eyes went wide. The thing was sliding over the entrance, still making that knife sharpening sound (and he knew that meant it was trying to get in), but now he could see that the underside of the thing was almost translucent. Small lights ran along the belly and they threw out a harsh green color.
Rudimentary organs passed by and he gazed numbly in horror, unable to turn away. He couldn’t tell what anything was – he thought he saw blood vessels that were pumping and throbbing and he almost wanted to reach out and touch the skin as it passed before him.
He started crying again. He saw his hand reaching, seeming to be apart from him, but then it quickly drew back and he screamed again.
Randy passed by. His misshapen face looked as if it was still moaning. One of his eyes had popped out and Alex saw with revulsion that it was still bloodshot from the whiskey. Everything about his body was wrong: his chest had caved in on itself and several ribs were poking through his own chest. His arms were shattered into pieces. The hips looked like a jigsaw puzzle and the legs were barely attached. Then Alex saw that one of his feet still had a shoe on and that’s when he thought he lost his mind.
He screamed until raw, still washed in the cold green color until the thing slid past and he could see dark sky again. He heard a splash and then the rocks shuddered. He looked up and saw stars winking above him. 
The water came up as high as his neck but all he was able to do was blink and shiver until it receded. The sky eventually turned azure and then a glorious streak of crimson colored the horizon. Gulls raced across the sky and he heard their calls. 
I’m going to die here if I don’t leave.

He knew he was very likely heading toward hyperthermia. The daylight encouraged him but he watched carefully as he emerged. He remembered his promise.
I would die in this hole before I…
He broke through the water and ran for the beach. The tide had gone out.
The only person he could see was a small, dark-haired boy carrying a pail and shovel and scanning the sand. The boy looked up curiously as Alex bolted past him.
Sorry, kid, but if the fucking fish have figured out how to catch us then all bets are off and I don’t have time to explain. They’ll probably evolve some sort of Goddamn appendage that looks like a toy boat and the next thing you know when little Johnny sees it lodged in the rocks and smiles, reaching for it…
He ran up the stairs, taking two at a time. He dodged early morning cyclers as he ran to the parking garage, ignoring the odd glances he was getting. 
He screamed again.
He drove down the ramp, squealing tires and scraping other cars as he raced in what seemed to be an endless series of right hand turns. He never touched the brake and when he reached the pay booth he shattered the fragile wooden arm that came down.
After that, he couldn’t say how he got out of the city, but he did. He might have turned down any number of state-named streets but the goal was clear: get away from the ocean. He hit the expressway and tried to calculate how far he could go with the gas left in the tank. He didn’t want to have to stop and get out.
A giggle broke from him when the song came on the radio and he chuckled but there was no humor in the sound. He felt cold and distant but for some reason he could not take the smile from his face. He was conscious of his blinking but he couldn’t stop. He flicked the radio off but the song kept playing. 
He began humming. Then the reel started once more.
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 Shaggy Meekes sat on the tailgate of his rusty Chevy Silverado sipping Wild Turkey from a paper sack. Glistening beads of salty sweat leaked down his chin and made soggy spots in the lap of his bibbed overalls. He wiped tobacco juice from the corner of his mouth and stared off into the woods. A baby shit yellow Monte Carlo wheeled into the parking lot sending gravel and dust clouds rolling over the cab of Shaggy’s truck. Shaggy took another pull at the bottle and spat on the coat-hangered muffler dragging in the dust under the Monte. Taiter Phelps and Bobby Dale Blevins piled out and flopped down on the tailgate. Taiter loaded his lip with rough cut and slid the tobacco tin back in his hip pocket. “‘Smatter Shag? You look powerful sad.”
 Shaggy shook his head and continued to stare into the woods. 
 “Probably misses ‘Ol Lockjaw,” Bobby said, reaching for the bottle.
 Shaggy spit in the dust and looked back out over the woods. His eyes moistened.
 Taiter cuffed Bobby upside the head. “Damnit Bobby! I told ya’ not ta’ bring that up.” 
 Bobby took a hit off the bottle and wiped his lips with a greasy hand. “Sorry Shag. We know how ya’ felt about ‘Ol Lockjaw. Hell, we miss him too.”
 “Ain’t no biggie. He’d still be here if he hadn’t made the brief acquaintance of that overgrown European sedan out on Route 23. That shiny black four door splattered bits of Lockjaw out over the blacktop for pretty near a quarter mile. Only thing left worth buryin’ was his collar.”
 “Yeah Shag, we heard about it. Just don’t seem right. He was a good ‘ol dog—better’n most people.”
 Shaggy glanced at his shoes and took another sip of whiskey. “Ah. I’m over it. ‘Sides, Lockjaw was gettin’ old anyhow. Wouldn’t hunt like he used to. Was thinkin’ about sellin’ him till he went and got his guts all mashed out his ear-holes.”
 Taiter took a turn at the bottle and passed it back. “That there’s bullshit Shag, and you know it.”
 “By hell, I miss him for a fact! But there ain’t one damned thing I can do that’s gonna’ bring him back!”
 Taiter slapped Shaggy’s sweaty back and nudged Bobby Dale. “Well shit then. Let’s go get a sixer and talk on it a spell.”
 “Naw. I was thinkin’ ‘bout goin’ noodlin’.”
 “Shit son, ain’t nothin’ says we can’t do both! Whatca’ say?”
 Shaggy wiped his eyes with a meaty thumb and capped the bottle of Wild Turkey. “Beats a sharp stick in the eye.”
 Taiter fetched a six pack from Reemus Powell’s Bait and Tackle, while Shaggy dumped two quarts of 10-W-30 in his crankcase and fired up the engine. Blue puffs of oil-choked smoke rolled from the tailpipe and drifted over the parking lot. They piled in the cab and waited for Shaggy to stop gunning the engine.
 Taiter elbowed Bobby in the ribs. “Regular Dale fuckin’ Earnhart ain’t he?”
 Shaggy slammed the truck into drive and tromped the accelerator. The Chevy’s bald recaps kicked up rooster tails of dusty gravel, peppering the windshield and hood of Taiter’s Monte Carlo.
“Easy hoss! I just detailed that sumbitch!”
 Bobby pulled three, frosty beers off the ring and handed one each to Taiter and Shaggy. “Where we headin’?”
 Shaggy popped the tab and drained the can in one slow smooth gulp. “Don’t matter. I’s thinkin’ maybe Powder River. That, or Big Raccoon Creek.”
 “Big Raccoon usually has some pretty good flatheads,” Bobby Dale shouted over the roar of the engine.
 “Fuckin’ A!” Taiter shouted.
 Shaggy turned onto Copper Mill Road. “Fuckin’ A!”
 The Silverado shimmied and bounced over the washed out remains of Copper Mill Road. Shaggy prayed the primer he’d sprayed on the doors last fall would keep them from falling off. His worn shocks bottomed out on every pot hole, sending their heads crashing into the roof of the cab. Twenty bone rattling minutes later they were at the mouth of Big Raccoon Creek.
 “Shag, you noodle, I’ll spot,” Taiter said.
 “Fine by me. Get that cooler outa’ my truck will ya’?”
 Bobby Dale snatched up the cooler and shimmied down the mossy creek bank. “Whatcha’ got in here.”
 “This here’s my secret weapon.” Shaggy flipped open the cooler and pulled out two glistening black blobs. They slithered up his arms and latched on tight. “Nothin’ catches flathead catfish better’n an armload of leeches.”
 Taiter drained the last of the Wild Turkey and flung the bottle into the high weeds. “Shit Shag! Never stops amazin’ me what you’ll do ta’ catch a damned ‘ol flathead!”
 Shaggy grinned and slipped under the lip of a sunken tree stump. Taiter watched for signs of life on the surface of the water. He pictured Shaggy groping around the sunken stump, wiggling his fingers and waiting for a bite. Shaggy came up empty handed.
 “Try that’n over there,” Bobby Dale shouted, pointing to a cluster of sycamore roots and dead limbs jutting out of the water.
 Shaggy disappeared under the murky water in a trail of bubbles. The root clumps twitched as muddy silt churned its way to the surface.
 “Sumbitch!”
 “What?”
 “I think he got one!”
 The surface of the water exploded in a chocolaty froth. Shaggy broke the surface—a forty pound flathead catfish latched to his arm up to the elbow.
 Taiter scrambled down the bank and pried the fish off Shaggy’s arm with a screwdriver. “Take care a this one Bobby, while we fetch more!”
 In an hour they had eight hulking flatheads, a rusty refrigerator door and a Sears radial snow tire someone had chucked in the creek. Bobby and Taiter were ready to pack it in.
 “Just wanna’ check out this hollow log up ahead,” Shaggy shouted. “If it’s dry, we’ll haul ass.”
 Taiter shrugged and drained the last beer. “Don’t make a shit to me.”
 Shaggy slipped under the water slow and quiet. Taiter and Bobby watched and waited. Two minutes passed—then three. Bubbles churned the water around the log, then stopped.
 “He o.k. ya’ reckon?”
 Taiter’s eyes stayed glued to the stump. “Can’t tell for sure. Whatchu thinkin’?”
 “I’m thinkin’ he’s drownin’.”
 “Ah. Shaggy can hold his breath a pretty long spell. One ‘ol gal use ta’ swear he was a dolphin—could breathe out the top of his head!”
 “Point of fact there Taiter, we can’t see the top of his head.”
 “You may have somethin’ there. We’ll give him another minute.”
 The bubbles petered out and the water became smooth as a plate glass window. Still no Shaggy.
 “That’s it. I’m gonna’ have ta’ haul his sorry ass outa’ there.” 
 “Yep. Reckon ya’ better.”
Taiter dove in just as Shaggy broke the surface, squalling like a tomcat caught in a combine. He gulped in air and pushed back from the log. The first two fingers of his left hand were clamped inside the mouth of a hard shell snapping turtle. Blood rolled down his arm, turning the water scarlet red.
 “Good Gawd Gerty!” Bobby shouted. “That there is the biggest damned snapper I ever saw. Don’t let that bastard get away!”
 Taiter chucked a creek rock in Bobby’s general direction and swam towards Shaggy. “Hang on hoss! I’m comin’!” 
 Shaggy slipped under the log, then popped back up. “Get this bastard off me!”
 Taiter pried at the turtles jaws, working the blade of the screwdriver deep inside its mouth. The snapper’s beak-like mouth cut Shaggy’s finger meat down to the bone.
 Shaggy beat at the turtle’s shell with his free hand and cursed a blue streak. “Try somethin’ else. This ain’t workin’!”
 “This here screwdriver’s all I got!”
 Shaggy flopped the turtle up on the log, straining to support its bulk with his free hand. “Bobby! Fetch that hand axe from behind the truck seat right quick like.”
 “You got it!” Bobby ran to get the axe, but found a half pint of Jack Daniels stuffed under the seat next to it. He lit a smoke and sat on the tailgate nursing the bottle of Jack. “Sure is nice out here today. Shoulda’ brought along some bologna meat sandwiches or a couple pigs feet. I’m gettin’ powerful hungry.”
 Taiter shouted up the creek bank. “Hurry it up dip shit! Fuck’s takin’ you so long?”
 Bobby Dale took another blast of Jack and snatched up the hand axe. “Hold yer’ horses! I’m a comin’!” He slid down the creek bank and tossed the axe to Taiter.
 “You idgit! What if that damned thing woulda’ hit me?”
 Bobby Dale let out a sour belch and pulled up his beltless pants. “Shit Taiter. After playin’ shirt-rock with you for over twenty years, I knowed you’d catch it, else I wouldna’ chucked it.”
 Taiter shook his head and mumbled into the bloody water. “Whatcha’ got in mind Shag?”
 “Chop that sucker up good an’ proper. Anything to loosen him up. Just don’t hit my fingers.”
 “Try not to mess up the stew meat neither,” Bobby yelled from the bank.
 Taiter chucked another creek rock, bouncing it off Bobby’s kneecap. He turned back to the turtle and smashed the axe into its shell three good whacks. The snapper tightened its grip around Shaggy’s fingers with a sickening crunch.
 “Shit Shag, this here axe is dull as a Lutheran Church Social in a dry county! I aint gettin’ nowhere!”
 Bobby Dale waded in with a tire tool and a propane torch. “Let me at that fucker!” He worked the tire tool into the shell under one of the leg holes and began to wiggle. The snapper made a violent jerk, trying to pull its head inside the shell.
 “Woah! He’s gonna yank my fingers clean off!”
 “Taint neither!” Bobby Dale fired up the torch with his Zippo and went to work on the turtle’s eyeballs. The smell of charred turtle meat filled Shaggy’s nostrils. He barfed on Taiter’s back and kicked his legs up out of the water. Muddy blood rolled down his arm and pooled in his armpit.
 Taiter drove the screwdriver in behind the turtle’s neck and gave a hard shove. The snapper’s shell broke loose, leaving a hacked, burned and bloody turtle head clamped to Shaggy’s gnawed, bloody, burned fingers. He slammed them into the muddy water with a loud sizzle. The eyeless head held on tight.
 Bobby groped around the log trying to find the rest of the turtle. “Damn shame. That ‘ol boy woulda’ sure made some fine stew.”
 “Fuck that turtle Bobby! We gotta’ get this damn thing off Shaggy’s fingers ‘fore he bleeds out.”
 “Alright. Ain’t all that much meat on a turtles head though. That’s all I’m sayin’”
 “Bobby, you sure enough are one dumb asshole, you know that?”
 “I been told that a time or two, yessir. Never did pay it no mind though!”
 “No shit!”
 They piled back in the Silverado with Taiter at the wheel. Bobby rode the hump, while Shaggy held his turtle-headed hand out the window to keep blood off the seats and floorboard. By the time the truck rolled up to Reemus Powell’s Bait and Tackle, Shaggy’s face was ash white. Blood wept down his forearm and crusted on his elbow. 
 Bobby rubbed his chin and stared down at the mangled turtle head. “Dip that sumbitch in kerosene. He don’t turn loose then, I’ll kiss your ass.”
 “Naw. What cha’ gotta’ do is break that grip. Reemus has got a bench vice out back. We’ll put that sucker’s head in there sidewise and crack it open like a walnut.”
 Shaggy perked up and grinned. “Taiter, you might just be the smartest sumbitch I know. Let’s do it!”
 Bobby Dale leaned on a broken down picnic table and kicked up dust with the toe of his boot. “Shit. I still think that kerosene was a damn good idea. Coulda’ torched that sucker too!”
 Taiter stopped cranking the jaws on the vice. “Shit Bobby! Your mama scare you with a snake or somethin’ when you was little? You always wanna’ burn shit up! Besides, playin’ with fire’ll make ya’ shit the bed.”
 “That’s piss the bed, dumbass.”
 “Everwhat!”
 “I’m just sayin’...”
 “Yer just sayin’ what?”
 Shaggy slammed his fist down on the bench. “Y’all wanna’ put that shit on hold long enough ta’ get this fuckin’ thing offa’ my hand?!”
 “Sure thing there buddy.”
 Taiter cranked the jaws of the bench vise shut while Bobby steadied Shaggy’s twitching hand. Taiter cranked. The turtle head cracked. Shaggy screamed.
 Taiter fetched a fish hook and some fishing line from his tackle box, and turpentine from Reemus’s shed. “Twenty pound test is all I got. Just relax. I’ll fix you up good as new.” He soaked the mangled fingers in turpentine and watched the flesh bubble. Thirty ragged stitches and a quart of moonshine later, and Shaggy was feeling no pain.
 
 
*
 
 
 Shaggy stumbled up the porch steps and pinched the rusty spring on the screen door. Thelma Meekes had hearing like a cave bat. If he was lucky, she was asleep—or dead. He slipped inside oily smooth and eased the door shut. Before he could shuck off his boots, the lights came on.
 “I declare. Don’t you look like dog shit on a snow shovel. Where ya’ been? Workin’ another double shift? Oh, that’s right, you don’t got no job do ya’?”
 “I was just...”
 “You was just. You was just. I’ll tell you what you was just. Been out drinkin’ again ain’t ‘cha?”
 “Naw. It ain’t like that. Me an’ Taiter was out fishin’.”
 “You an’ that peckersnot Taiter Phelps. Y’all is always off somewheres gettin’ in trouble and spendin’ up my grocery money. Go out noodlin’ an can’t even bring back any decent flatheads.” She eyeballed his bandaged fingers.
 “To be right truthful, Bobby’s got the fish we caught. He...”
 “Holy jumpin’ owl shit! That nimrod Bobby Dale Blevins was with ya’? No damned wonder ya’ come home bloodied up an’ empty handed.”
 “Aww, Bobby ain’t all that bad. He don’t do nobody no harm.”
 “Dead beat. That’s what he is. And dumb as a box a’ river rocks too!”
 Shaggy stared at his boots, cradling his throbbing fingers in his good hand. “Bobby helped me train Lockjaw. Treated that dog like it were his own.”
 “That’s only cause he was plannin’ on gettin’ somethin’ outa’ the deal. Hell, he hunted with that damn flea bit mut more’n you did.”
 “That’s cause he’s a friend.”
 “Friend. Useless is what he is. Only one that might be more useless than Bobby Dale is you! I’ll tell you for a fact, I wouldn’t piss in Bobby Dale’s mouth if his guts was on fire!”
 Shaggy dodged the bent spring sticking out of the couch and flopped down. His head was spinning like a Sparks County carnival ride. Blood seeped from the ratty bandage and glistened at his fingertips.
 “Just look at ‘cha. I’ve scraped stuff off my shoe soles that was worth more’n you. You ain’t never gonna’ amount ta’ spit!”
 Shaggy closed his eyes and thought about Lockjaw. He wished he was still alive. He’d wait till that bitch went to sleep and rub her throat down with venison meat and sick his ass on her. Good ‘Ol Lockjaw. Romping in the back yard - barkin’ up a storm - dartin’ in an’ out of the blackberry bushes - an’ playin’ fetch with Thelma’s bloody voice box.
 Thelma bit off a plug of tobacco and packed it tight in her cheek. “I swear! I shoulda’ stayed with Estil Conners up at the mines in Waverly. Least wise he had a steady paycheck. That coal minin’ payed good money too!”
 Shaggy rested his hand on the coffee table, waiting for the pain to ease up. “Estil Conners. Estil Conners. I didn’t know better, I’d swear the sun shined square outa’ his asshole!”
 Thelma snatched her Bible off the end table and slammed it down on Shaggy’s fingers. Blood shot out the tips and spattered on the wall. Shaggy rolled to the floor, clutching his fingers to his chest.
 “You hush yer’ mouth up! I oughta’ have the finest cabin in the valley, but I gotta’ live in this. All on accounta’ you can’t hold down no steady job!” She pointed to Shaggy’s blood trickling down the wall. “Best clean that shit up too! I’m through pickin’ up after ya’!” She planted a foot square in his jaw, flicked off the light, and stomped out of the room.
 Shaggy spent the night in his truck, parked outside the Piketon Mello Stop. He dreamed of Lockjaw—running at top speed through a soybean field—shredded bits of Thelma’s larynx stringing from the corners of his slobbering mouth. He woke with a king sized hangover and Taiter Phelp’s shit-eating grin staring through the truck window.
 “Damn son! That ‘ol snapper didn’t do all that damage to ya’. You get yourself into a tustle at the Mello Stop?”
 Shaggy brushed the beer cans off the seat and sat up. His bruised jaw mocked him from the truck’s rearview. “Ah, me an’ Thelma had a difference of opinion. One thing led to another an’ she toll me I weren’t no damn good an’ never would be. So ta’ teach her a lesson I slammed my face square into her foot a good lick.”
 “Shit!”
 “Yeah boy. She won’t fuck with me again any time soon, I can tell ya’ that for sure!”
 Taiter pulled a pint of Old Crow from his hip pocket, took a gulp and handed it to Shaggy. “Breakfast of champions!”
 Shaggy took a pull on the bottle and shook it off.
 “Shit Shag. It just ain’t right the way she does you. Always thumpin’ on you and gnawin’ at yer ear about some damn thing or ‘nother. Why’n hell ya’ put up with it?”
 “Well hell Taiter. Ain’t you heard? We’s in love!”
 “If that’s love, I don’t want no part of it!” He stared at Shaggy’s jaw, swollen and black like he’d been smacked with a coal shovel. “That there’s damned near as bad as last July when she flung that pot a’ hot grits all over ya’.”
 Shaggy rubbed the burn scars on the back of his neck.
 “An’ how ‘bout when she sold your shot gun so she could have that satellite T.V. hooked up. Two-hundred and a dozen channels an’ they come right back out an’ unhooked it first time the bill came due.”
 Shaggy shook his head and searched through the empty beer cans for a swallow of beer.
 “Even Bobby Dale remembers the time ya’ came home late an’ Thelma waited for ya’ to fall asleep so she could sew ya’ up in that bed sheet. Whipped up on your head with that mop handle till both your eyes swelled shut an’ blood creeped out your ears.”
 Shaggy found a can that sloshed and tipped it to his lips, gulping the stale warm suds.
 “An don’t even get me started about her glasses.”
 Shaggy rubbed his swollen jaw and pictured Thelma standing over him, her cobbled up eye glasses held together with tape and paper clips. The left side from a pair he’d broken a year ago—the right side from a box of kitchen junk and fishing reel parts he’d bought for two dollars at a flea market. “So one lens was bigger than the other. Who’d notice? Weren’t like I’d meant ta’ bust up her damned spectacles.”
 “She whopped you so hard with that cast iron fry pan it dislocated your shoulder. Took me an’ Bobby damned near two hours an’ a quart of our best corn liquor ta’ pop that sucker back 
in place.”
 Shaggy winced and tugged at his shoulder with his good hand. “Yep. That woman’s got a heart the size of a shuck bean.” 
 “An’ cold as the Powder River at Christmas time.” Taiter took another gulp of whiskey and turned dead serious. “No shit man. You ever thinka’ puttin’ an end to her sorry ass?”
 “Only every damned day!”
 “What’s stoppin’ ya’? Ain’t one damned soul in all of Hacker Valley would blame ya’.”
 “Gee, I don’t know. Let me think on it a spell. Oh yeah, now I remember. That feller over in Waverly County, wearin’ that 9mm an’ a badge. That might just have some bearin’ on it. What with him frownin’ on murder an’ such.”
 Taiter clapped Shaggy on the back and leaned in close. “That’s the thing of it. If it’s done right, don’t have to look like murder. Don’t have ta’ look like nothin’ at all.”
 “How ya’ figger?”
 “Easy. No body—no murder.”
 “That’s all well and fine, ‘cept they ain’t gonna’ cotton ta’ her just up an’ disappearin’. Somebody’ll come lookin’.”
 “Not exactly. You said yourownself, she’s been flappin’ her jaws for years about Estil Conners. Threatened ta’ run off with him awhile back, if I recall.”
 Shaggy rubbed his swollen fingers and stared off into space. “Sure did. Still don’t help us get rid of her unless she follows through. Don’t think she’s up ta’ doin that.”
 “She don’t have ta’ be. Just has ta’ look like she is.”
 “How we gonna manage that?”
 Taiter took another long pull on the whiskey and let out a belch. “You let me worry about that. I’ll do some thinkin’ on it and see what rises up. Meantime, what say we do some more noodlin’?” 
 Shaggy stared at his ripped up fingers and shook his head. “Might as well. Beats steppin’ on a rake!”
 They rolled up the gravel lane to Bobby Dale’s cabin just in time to see him mounting a beat up ten speed bicycle. His face was beet red and he wore a wide brimmed green and orange ten gallon hat with the back crushed in. 
 “Where ya’ goin’ there Tex?”
 “Can’t talk. My milkin’ goat got loose. I’m suppose ta’ be watchin’ it for Wanda. I don’t find it, she’ll kill me sure as hell.”
 Taiter covered the grin on his face with the palm of his hand. “Whereabout’s ya’ think it is?”
 “Damned thing usually runs off ta’ Powder River. Seems ta’ be right partial to it.”
 Taiter slapped the dashboard. “Shit Bobby! This here’s your lucky day. We’re headin’ there right now. Get your sorry ass in here!”
 Bobby chucked the ten speed into the weeds and piled in.
 Taiter nudged Shaggy and winked. “I declare Bobby. Y’all need two a’ them hats. One ta’ shit in, and the other ta’ cover it up with!”
 “Fuck you very much. Now can we just haul ass down ta’ the river ‘fore that goat walks half way ta’ Pearce County?”
 “Be there in a flash, right Shag?”
 “Damned straight!”
 They took the short cut through Farley Jedden’s tobacco field and pulled into their favorite parking spot under a stand of oak trees. Taiter slammed the truck door and listened. 
Four, maybe five-hundred yards down-stream, a goat bleated.
 “Hot damn!” Bobby shouted. “That’s her!”
 Shaggy snatched a long coil of nylon rope from the truck bed. “Let’s round her up quick so we can get some noodlin’ done.”
 They followed the narrow path along the river bank, with Bobby in the lead. He crashed through the underbrush like a buck chasing a doe in heat. The goat let out a series of shrill yelps.
 “Hell’s fire!”
 “What?”
 Bobby pointed to a large suck hole along the river’s edge. The goat was sunk in mud and water up to its chin. Long strands of river moss clung to its head and ears.
 Bobby flopped on his ass and skidded down the gravel bank to the water’s edge. “We gotta’ get her outa’ there!”
 The murky water around the goat churned and bubbled. She bleated and kicked silt and roots in a wide arc above her head. The suck hole rolled like a pot of soup on a slow boil. 
 Bobby and Taiter waded out to the goat, avoiding its back legs. Shaggy circled around to the front of the suck hole and uncoiled the rope. “Tain’t gonna be no problem Bobby. All’s we gotta’ do is get this rope round her neck and ease her right up outa’ there, slick as snot.”
 They closed in on the goat. The water in the suck hole became more violent as the goat’s breathing turned to shallow gasps and pants. Its head lurched forward, then popped back up. As Taiter eased the rope around her neck, a fat slimy gill broke free of the water and sliced into his forearm, then disappeared under the muddy surface. Taiter rolled backwards in the river. The rope and the goat were gone.
 “Damned nation Shaggy! You see that ugly bastard?”
 “I did for a fact! It took that goat down like it was a minnow!”
 Taiter rose from the water, his eyes wide and wild. Blood trickled from the gash in his arm. “That damned shore ain’t no ordinary flathead! That sumbitch had to be two-hundred 
pounds if it was an ounce!”
 The flathead rolled to the surface, its mouth full of bloody bellowing goat. It circled slowly while tightening its grip. Muffled goat noises leaked from its toothy yellow mouth and echoed down river. Its rubbery brown head thrust back, forcing the helpless goat deeper down its throat. Thick, milky froth oozed from its gills, leaving an oily film on the water.
 “Christmas! Look at the size a’ that thing!”
 Taiter waded to a nearby log. “Let’s get our asses outa’ here and back on dry land!”
 Bobby Dale stood at the edge of the suck hole, his hands on his hips. “That’s it? We ain’t gonna’ try and catch that sucker? That sumbitch took my goat!”
 The flathead broke the surface again, its bulbous yellow eyes glistening in the sun. Torn strips of bloodied goat meat hung from its black lips. A rotting stench like mustard weed and cucumbers rolled out its mouth as its jaws clacked together. 
“Shit Bobby! That sumbitch has takin’ to eatin’ livestock! I ain’t goin’ after it ‘less I got a shotgun full of deer slugs and a two ton winch!”
 Bobby crawled back up the bank next to Shaggy and stared at the swirling suck hole. “I’ll be back you ugly goat eatin’ piece a’ shit! And I’m gonna’ unloose a world of hurt on your overgrown smelly ass!”
 They piled back in the truck and made a bee-line for the Piketon Mello Stop. After two pitchers of beer and a belly full of salt peanuts, Taiter slapped Shaggy’s back and leaned in close. “Shag, I been doin’ some powerful thinkin’ since we ran into that overgrown mudsucker down on the Powder.
 “Thought I smelt somethin’ burnin’,” Bobby chimed in.
 Taiter cuffed him in the side of the head and continued. “I think I mighta’ just come up with the remedy for that little problem ya’ been havin’ at home.”
 
 
 Shaggy looked at the empty beer pitcher with a puzzled look on his face. “Whatcha’ 
mean.”
 Taiter continued. “How much that goat of yours weigh Bobby?”
 “‘Bout ninety, maybe ninety-five pounds.”
 “Um hum. And Shaggy, how much you figure ‘ol Thelma checks in at?”
 Shaggy scratched his chin and pondered the empty pitcher again. “Maybe a hundred pounds if she’s soakin’ wet.”
 “Exactly.” 

 Shaggy let a broad smile drift over his beat up face. “You thinkin’ the same thing I’m thinkin’?”
 “Hell I reckon.”
 Bobby sat at his stool, sipping his beer, dumb as a post.
 “You in Bobby?”
 “In? In to what?
 Taiter stared at Bobby long and hard. “You right sure your mama never dropped you on your head when you was little.”
 “No! Well maybe a time ‘er two, but what’s that got to do with it?”
 “Ain’t no way in hell ya’ could be that damned dumb. Listen close shit bird, an’ I’ll fill you in.”
 Taiter laid out the whole plan from beginning to end while they drank another pitcher. He laid it out slippery smooth and simple. They agreed once Shaggy’s little domestic problem was taken care of, they could set about catching the biggest, meanest flathead the Powder River had ever belched up.
 Taiter and Bobby Dale stood on Shaggy’s front porch waiting for Thelma to answer the door. Bobby shifted nervously on the balls of his feet. The smell of something long dead and rotting leaked through the porch planks and assaulted their noses.
 “Jeez Bobby! You shit your pants?”
 “Not today.”
 “Knock again will ya’?”
 “I ain’t knockin’. You knock.”
 “Shit Bobby do I gotta’ do every...”
 The door swung open revealing the bony frame of Thelma Meekes. “What you two sorry sacks a’shit want?”
 Taiter and Bobby waited for each other to speak.
 “Come on. Out with it! Ain’t got all day ta’ stand here waitin’ for you two dip shits ta’ string two sentences together.”
 Taiter cleared his throat and spit off the porch. “Shag says for you to get down ta’ the Powder River right quick like.”
 “Screw Shag! Why’n hell would I wanna’ go traipsin’ through the brush to see him? ‘Smatter, he run out a’ that pop skull whiskey y’all suck on day an’ night?”
 “Naw, ain’t that.”
 “What then? I just barely give a shit that he’s alive, let alone him needin’ me for anything.”
 Taiter looked Thelma dead in the eye, trying to ignore the cobbled twist of paper clips holding her glasses together. “That’s just it. Ain’t sure how much longer he’ll be alive. Got hisself in a terrible mess he does. Says he wants ta’ make things right between you an’ him before he goes to the great beyond.”
 “Still don’t see how that means a shit ta’ me. Ain’t worth spit ta’ me livin’ and breathin’ 
my good air. Don’t see how him dyin’ is gonna’ make a great lotta’ difference.”
 Taiter swiped his forehead with a grimy sleeve and glanced at Bobby. “Told us he had some belongin’s he wanted to see to it you got. Didn’t want ‘em goin’ ta’ some stranger.”
 “Any money involved?”
 “Possible. He said somethin’ about a will though. Right Bobby?”
 “He did for a fact.”
 “What happened to him?”
 “Hard to explain. Be best if ya’ just come see for yourself. Made a real mess of himself.”
 Thelma walked out on the porch and pulled a tobacco plug from her bra. “Best get to it. I ain’t got all day.” She bit off a golf ball sized chew, packed it in her jaw and returned the plug.
 Twenty minutes later they parked the truck under a stand of oak trees and led Thelma to the suck hole. On the way, Bobby told her they’d come to the river to noodle. He left out the details about the goat, the suck hole, and the monster inside it. 
 “Alright. We’s here, now where in hell is that worthless no-nut?”
 “Taiter inched close to the river bank, drawing Thelma in. “He’s right down there.”
 She scrunched up her face and squinted. “Don’t see nothin’. You peckerwoods sure you got the right place?”
 Bobby eased up behind her. “This is the place alright. I marked the spot with this here oak limb ‘fore we went ta’ fetch ya’.”
 Taiter leaned out over the bank, sending roots and rocks splashing into the river below. “Ya’ gotta’ lean out more. He’s right down there, clingin’ to a rotted out stump.”
 Thelma wiped the spit from her chin and poked her head over the edge. “Y’all is crazy! Only thing down there is an old muddy suck hole. Damned sure looks deep though.”
 Bobby Dale held fast to the tree limb, slapping it in his opened palm. “Damned nation! You reckon he rolled into that water hole?”
 Thelma bit off a fresh plug and pushed it into her mouth. “If he fell in there, he’s one dead asshole. Sumbitch never did have no sense.”
 Bobby Dale cocked the oak limb over his shoulder like a ball bat. “Damned shame if he drowned. Said he had a whole shitload a’ quart jars buried somewhere an’ he wanted you ta’ have ‘em if he didn’t pull through.
 “What’s in’em?”
 Taiter rubbed the back of his sweaty neck with a dirty hand. “Didn’t say. Must be valuable though, else he wouldn’ta buried ‘em.”
 Thelma eased closer to the edge and peered down into the water. A small cluster of bubbles rolled to the surface of the suck hole.
 “He mighta’ pulled hisself up close to the bank—maybe hung onto some roots ya’ know—ta’ get outa’ the water.”
 Thelma cupped her hands around her tobacco stained mouth. “Shaggy!” Nothing. “How come he don’t answer, if he’s down there?”
 Bobby tightened the grip on the limb. “Mighta’ passed out.”
 “That’s possible. He’s spent most of’ his worthless life passed out. Wouldn’t be no great surprise.”
 Another cluster of muddy brown bubbles gurgled to the surface and floated over the water filled suck hole. Thelma whipped a straight razor from under her dress and held it tight to Bobby Dale’s crotch. His zipper reflected off the gleaming steel blade. “You idgits ain’t play actin’ with me are ya’? I find out y’all is wastin’ my time, I’ll cut yer peckers off and toss ‘em in a burlap tow sack!”
 Taiter looked Thelma dead in the eyes, then gazed back out over the edge. “Why’d we do that.”
 “Just the kinda’ hair brained bullshit you three would dream up.” She clicked the razor shut and tucked it back in her dress. “Just don’t be tryin’ nothin funny!”
 The water in the suck hole rolled to life, stirring up mud and roots.
 “See there. That water is churnin’ like a fry pan full of hot lard and frog legs. I say ‘ol dumb shit is smack dab at the bottom of that suck hole, holdin’ his breath. Only damned thing he ever was good at.”
 Taiter leaned out over the edge again. “I don’t see nothin’. Water’s just smooth as ice.”
 Bobby moved in closer, cat quiet and oily smooth. He cocked the limb tight behind his head.
 “Bullshit! Look where I’m ‘a pointin’!”
 Taiter watched the bubbles roll, trying to draw Thelma closer to the edge. Root clumps and muddy gravel tumbled down the bank, hitting the water with noisy plops. The oak limb slammed into the base of Taiter’s neck with a sickening crack. Jets of blood shot from his ears as he tumbled into the water. The flathead clamped its slippery jaws around Taiter’s head and took him to the bottom of the suck hole. The water continued to churn for a full ten minutes, then turned smooth as plate glass.
 Thelma cackled like a guinea hen. “Dumb sumbitch never knew what hit him.”
 “Shore didn’t. How long you been feedin’ that damned flathead anyhow?”
 “Nye on six months. Ain’t much for worms and such, but that ugly sumbitch sure does like my soup beans and biscuits.”
 Bobby chuckled till snot ran out his nose. “Seems ta’ be a might partial ta’ Shaggy and Taiter too, don’t he?”
 “He does for a fact Bobby! He does for a fact! Numb nuts manage ta’ tell ya’ where he buried all them quart jars?”
 “Not right off. I had ta’ double back an’ do a little pursuadin’ while Taiter fetched the truck ta’ come and get you.”
 “And?”
 “Near as I can figure, most of ‘em is right behind the shed in your back yard.”
 “Hell fire! Guess ‘Ol shit-fer-brains was smarter’n I give him credit for. Let’s go get a shovel”
 “Fine by me.” Bobby Dale cocked the oak limb over his shoulder again and drove it into the back of Thelma’s head. The muddy water in the suck hole rolled back to life.
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 On a late Sunday afternoon, Scab Hullinger caught an abomination in the Republican River about forty yards downstream from the old wrought-iron bridge south of Springdale. Glistening wet, heaving, and gray as a dislodged lung, the thing flopped and writhed in a cooler filled with murky river water. Three boys on the fringe of manhood, one thin like a twist of wire, one wide and solid like a bulldog, and Scab somewhere between—slender but athletic—stood on the muddy bank, staring at the thing.
 “Damn Scab, that’s big. Nibbled like crazy on my fingers.”
 “Did it get any of them?” Joel asked with a chuckle while rubbing his grubby hands across the front of his jeans.
 “Naw. Just sandpaper gums like most bottom feeders.” Allen, a skittish rail of a boy with brown-black eyes bulging from his thin face, squatted next to the cooler. “I’ve never seen a channel cat that color.”
“Can’t be a channel cat,” Joel said.
 “Like hell.” Allen spat in the mud. “Has to be. It’s got the flat head, whiskers and pretty grim looking spines on the sides.”
 “Sure does. Cut myself on one of them.” Scab held the meaty part of his left palm, squeezing just hard enough to produce a thin stream of blood from a jagged gash. 
 Joel kicked the cooler with one muddy boot. The fish flopped slightly in the cramped enclosure, showing a wide, flat eye of green-gray. “You ever seen a channel with eyes like that?”
 The three were silent for a moment. 
 “I’m gonna call Barry. He’s home this weekend.” Scab said, fumbling in his jeans for a cell phone.
 Joel scratched his black hair. “Your brother?”
 “Yeah, he’s studying fish and wildlife at college, right?”
 
 
*
 
 
 Allen paced behind his garage while Joel cleaned the rest of the afternoon’s catch. 
“You could help out, you pansy.” Joel wiped the filet knife on a rag. “It’s your house, your freezer, your fish.”
“You’re doing fine all by yourself.” Allen flipped open his cell phone. “Where the hell are they, anyway?”
“Hell if I know.” Joel rubbed his hands under the backyard spigot. He was shaking them off when Scab’s car pulled into the alley. 
 “Hey Scab,” Joel called. “Hey Barry.”
 Barry Hullinger smiled as they climbed out of Scab’s Honda. Scab managed a cursory grin while cradling his wounded hand.
 Gavin Hullinger earned the unfortunate nickname “Scab” in middle school when Cori Hamilton, still the prettiest girl in Springdale, caught him chewing on a bit of loose skin from his elbow in seventh grade PE. He grew out of his awkward, boney frame in the five years since and became starting linebacker for the Springdale Saints’ district championship squad. He was even the frontrunner for class valedictorian, but the name held on, as stubborn things will in small towns. His brother, Barry, had been one of the finest scholar-athletes to graduate from Springdale High School.
 “Where’s the fish?” Barry asked.
 The four young men stood around the stained cooler in Allen’s garage. The grayish fish-thing thrashed about, splashing a little water over the edge each time someone disturbed its temporary home, but otherwise floated motionless in the muck. 
 Joel picked mud from under his fingernails with a pocketknife. “So, channel cat or not.”
 “If it is, it sure isn’t healthy,” Barry said, squatting next to the cooler. “This color…isn’t right. Those eyes…I think it might be dead.”
 “Dead?” Allen asked. His voice shot up an extra octave.
 “Well, it looks dead. Smell’s dead, too. I don’t know what’s keeping it going.”
 “So what do we do? Fillet the thing, have a fry up with some beers?” Joel chuckled and then shook his head. 
“I’m not eating that shit,” Allen squeaked.
 “No,” Barry said as he stood. “We aren’t going to fucking eat it. Are you really as dumb as Gavin says?”
 Allen frowned. 
 “I’m going to call one of my professors.”
 “Your professor?” Joel flicked the knife shut on his pant leg. “What the hell for?”
 Barry shook his head slowly and scratched his chin. “I don’t know. But something’s not right.” He glanced at his brother who was leaning against the side of the garage. “Look, I better get Gavin home”
*
 
 
 “You sure we should be doing this?” Allen asked as Joel steered his truck over the rough gravel roads in Greenwillow Cemetery. 
 Joel shrugged. “Look, do you want to keep that freak-o-fish at your place this weekend?”
 Allen squirmed in his seat. “Hell no. But what if Barry wants to see it again—”
 “I don’t give a shit. The college-boy can fish it out of the pond.” Joel squinted into the gathering twilight ahead of the truck. “’sides, if it is a good sized channel—even a mutant one, it can take out some of the nasty little bullhead up there in Potter’s Pond. Maybe make the fishing worthwhile.” 
 “Yeah, I ‘spose so. But what if it is sick. Diseased or whatever Barry said?”
 Joel smiled. “Well, it’ll clear up Potter’s Pond either way.” 
 Just beyond the city limit of Springdale, Kansas, in the woods beyond the boundary fence of Greenwillow Cemetery rested an abandoned farm pond. Years of disuse allowed the trees and brush—mostly crooked spruce trees, sickly cottonwoods, and gnarled redbuds—to encroach on the shores of Potter’s Pond. The name spun from the pauper’s graves, Potter’s Fields, of old. The boys understood little of the Potter’s Pond legend, only vague myths about the poor of Springdale being tossed to its green depths when they couldn’t pay for a decent funeral. That’s what the old men at Jenson’s Hardware joked about every time the boys bought a few dozen worms for bait so they could spend a Sunday afternoon catching tiny bullhead when they were younger. The pond teemed with those small members of the catfish family.
 Joel brought the truck to a rough stop on the road nearest the barbed-wire fence marking the edge of the cemetery. “Look, you coming? Or do I have to lug that damn cooler all by myself?”
 Allen glanced out the window, noting the heavy outline of trees like black fingers lunging toward the darkening sky. The trees around Potter’s Pond always lost their leaves earlier than the rest of town. He closed his eyes for a moment and tried to swallow the deafening thud of his heart. “I’m coming. But let’s hurry up, all right?” 
*
 
 
 Scab missed school on Monday, and both Allen and Joel were a little concerned.
 When he was gone Tuesday, Allen was worried. 
 “Do you think we should call him?” He asked Joel after PE. 
 Joel shook extra water from his hair and rubbed his head with a towel. “I did last night.”
 “Yeah?”
 “His mom said he was pretty bad. Stomach flu, or something like it.”
 When Scab missed school on Wednesday, Barry met Allen and Joel in the high school parking lot. 
 “What the hell are you doing here?” Joel asked.
 Barry, his eyes rimmed with dark circles as if he hadn’t had much sleep, cleared his throat. “Gavin’s not well.”
 “Yeah, your mom—”
 “It’s worse than that. I drove in yesterday after class. I’ve been up with him all night. He’s been vomiting. Sometimes blood.” Barry slumped against his steering wheel and looked past the others at the school building. “She’s got to work nights at the new job, and didn’t want to leave him alone. I told her he needs the hospital, but she’s afraid they’d take him to Kansas City.” 
 Allen and Joel exchanged a look. Allen shifted his weight nervously.
 “Hospital?” Allen asked. “Why not just go to Doc Carlton’s?”
 “Mom lost her insurance when she was laid off at the plant.” Barry rubbed his eyes. “You guys need to see something.”
 They followed Barry to the Hullingers’ house. The place was quiet, Scab’s mom gone for work, having left a note for Barry on the counter. Upstairs, the odor started, hanging in the air like a blanket of rot.
 “What’s that smell,” Allen said, his voice pinched as he held his nose.
 Joel punched him in the arm.
 Scab lay in bed—Springdale’s all-league middle linebacker reduced to a pallid smudge under his sheets. The putrid smell radiated from his room. Joel and Allen both tugged their jackets off in the stifling humidity. Barry pulled the comforter down to show Scab’s left hand, and his brother’s eyes fluttered open.
 “Hey…guys,” he managed to say.
 “Look.” Barry held up Scab’s left hand, peeled back the gauze, and tilted the wound into the light so the others could see. The area around the small cut in Scab’s hand had blackened, and little dark fingers stretched out from the wound. His face was pale, but his hand, other than the black gash, was utterly gray.
 “God…” Allen backed toward the door. 
 “God doesn’t have anything to do with this.” Barry gently laid his brother’s hand back on the mattress. Scab’s eyes blinked open and shut a few more times. “Do you still have the fish?”
 Allen flashed a nervous glance at Joel. Joel set his jaw and shook his head.
 “What? Why would we need the fish?” Allen took a step away from the bed.
 “We dumped it,” Joel said, his voice flat and serious. “We dumped it in Potter’s Pond.”
 Barry nodded his head slightly. “Potter’s Pond?” 
 “It’s what the old guys in town call that pond out behind Greenwillow.” 
 Barry stood and moved toward the door. “I want to find that fish.”
 Joel, noting the stoic determination on Barry’s face, nodded and followed him down the stairs. “I’ll drive,” he called.
 For a moment, Allen hesitated. He glanced back at Scab, and then scurried after them.
 Barry grabbed a fish net and a couple of rods from the garage and tossed them in the back of Joel’s truck. It was an extended cab, but Barry jumped in the front seat, leaving the back for Allen.
 “What’d you catch that thing with?”
 “Just worms,” Joel said. He turned the key and fired up the truck. “We tried blood, liver, all kinds of stink bait, frozen shrimp…nothing else worked.”
 “Figures…”
 “What figures?”
 Barry shook his head. “Just a theory I have. Let’s go—this could take a while. Can we stop by Jenson’s and pick up some more worms.”
 “We have some over at Allen’s place.”
 As Allen slammed his door, Scab came shambling out of the house wearing a heavy coat and unlaced boots. He waved for them to stop.
 “I’m…going…too. I don’t…want to be left…alone.”
 
 
*
 
 
 Three of them spilled out of the cab while the fourth leaned against the small, rear window of Joel’s truck. Scab’s eyes were open, staring out at the field of granite grave markers. “I’m going…to die,” he muttered.
 “Stop saying that negative bullshit,” Barry said. “Look. You stay here. Stay warm. We’re going to catch that god-forsaken fish and figure out how to help you.”
 The three healthy men started toward the fence. Joel and Barry were laden with fishing poles, a net, and various tackle; Allen carried his shotgun, his hands squeezing the stock and barrel until the knuckles went white.
 Joel set his rod on the other side of the fence and pushed a heavy boot against the loose barbed wire, pushing it down so the other two could climb over. “I don’t know why you brought that thing. Not like you’re going to shoot the fish out of the water.” 
 “I just feel safer.” 
 “You’ll probably just shoot yourself in the foot.”
 Joel and Barry led through the winding path to the pond, their feet cracking fallen twigs and sucking against soft patches of mud. Allen trailed behind. 
“Why do you need the fish?” Joel asked.
“Well…the doctor might need to see it, to help figure out what the hell is wrong with my brother’s hand. I’m taking Gavin in either way—with or without Mom’s permission.” Barry looked at the sky. “We don’t have long.” Sunset was still two hours away, but the maze of dark branches overhead blotted out much of the light.
 “You said you had a theory—about the live worms.” Joel pulled back a limb so Barry could climb underneath.
 “Yeah. It’s a little crazy maybe, but I figure all that run off near the Republican must have something to do with that weird fish. None of my professors had heard of anything like it, but all of the chemicals the farmers dump on their fields, all the crap folks in town dump in the sewers…add up to a pretty nasty cocktail.”
 “So?” Joel asked as he stepped into a small patch of clearing by the water’s edge and laid down his tackle. 
 “It’s called non-point source pollution, and the ditches around the edge of the fields are full of it. If anything could survive in that shit, it would have to be pretty hearty.”
 “The fish you mean? I still don’t get it.”
 “No—not the fish, exactly. I think all that chemical soup has bred some sort of super disease, a virus or bacteria maybe. Something that thrived in the polluted water. When the river flooded last spring, some of the super bug spilled out. Something that zombified a channel cat—that’s why it only went for the live worms. You assholes caught it and brought it home.”
 “Zombified?” Joel tried to laugh as he squeezed a wriggling worm onto his first hook. “That’s nuts.”
 “I told you that it was a little crazy. I figure the super bug killed the fish, but animated it enough to help seek out a new host—another living thing to infect. That ‘fish’ my brother caught on Sunday is one of nature’s grim adaptations.” 
 “Do you think, well, is Scab okay? A germ like that couldn’t jump from a fish to a person, right?”
 “I don’t know. If it was hearty enough to survive in that crap, it could adapt to almost anything.” 
 Joel stopped baiting his hook for a moment. “Look, Barry. Sorry I’ve given you so much shit for being a college boy.”
 Barry shrugged. “I’m not sure I know what the hell I’m talking about.”
 Both men turned around as Allen stumbled from the brush. Allen smiled briefly, but his grin drooped into a frown as he glanced beyond his friends. “Hey, what the hell is that.” He pointed with barrel of his gun.
 On the muddy bank only ten feet from where they gathered, a group of gray, flopping things crawled toward them, using their fins as makeshift legs. Joel thought they were too big for the bullhead that used to live in the pond; these creatures, drained of color like the fish Scab caught a few days prior, were the length of a man’s forearm.
 Barry picked up the net and took a few steps toward the pale, writhing lumps. “Maybe we don’t have to catch that big one after all.” 
 Allen raised his gun halfway, but Joel caught the barrel in his hand.
 “Careful there General Custer.”
 “Looks like Gavin’s catch contaminated the pond.” With a swift motion of the net, Barry scooped a few of the fish-things from the mud. He reached into the net, careful not to catch his hand on the sharp spines poking from their pectoral fins, and lifted one out. “They’ve learned to crawl out of the water,” Barry said, his voice tinted with awe. “This thing isn’t breathing—it’s not alive, but...” 
 “We caught some healthy fish out of the river. How’d the whole pond go bad so fast?” Joel asked.
 Barry held the gray mass in front of his eyes, studying it as its gaping mouth flapped open and shut—not for breath, but trying to bite Barry’s fingers. “The pond is stagnant. The river kept a little clean because of the running water.”
 “Watch out.” Allen stepped back toward the path, unable to keep his eyes from the squirming thing in Barry’s grip. Having crawled through the mud, it looked more like a giant slug or worm, and less like a fish.
 At Barry’s feet, a few more inched from the water. He stumbled over one. “Shit…they’re everywhere.” As Barry glanced down and tried to regain his balance, the thing he held lunged forward, squirting out of his hand. One spine raked across his throat before the creature flopped on the ground. Barry dropped to his knees and immediately pressed his hand against his neck. A crimson stain, almost black in the twilight near the pond, throbbed from between his fingers. A thick moan squeezed from his mouth as more of the things leapt toward him, lancing him with the spines on their pectoral fins.
 Allen ran. Joel took one step toward Barry, but it was too late. Within moments, Barry’s body was covered with what seemed like hundreds of the flopping aberrations. Joel’s eyes caught more crawling from the murk at his feet. The edge of the water boiled with them. He kicked one away, launching it into the pond with a plop. Lifting his right foot, he ground another into the soft mud. There were too many. Retreating slowly at first, he remembered the afternoons in junior high when they would catch dozens in just a few hours. He hurried after Allen, crashing through the trees, hesitating only slightly as branches snapped and caught him in the face. 
 Clearing the edge of the path, he tried to hurdle the fence, but the top of his trailing boot caught, and he tumbled to the ground. Pushing off with both hands, he staggered to his knees and glanced behind him. The ground under the trees seemed to be alive, a moving shadow, shambling toward the fence as hundreds of undead fish struggled toward him.
 Joel scrambled to his feet and rushed to the truck. Allen was twenty yards away and still running. Without looking inside first, Joel opened his door, and the reeking thing that had been his friend lunged for him. 
 The living and undead crashed on the ground. All trace of Gavin Hullinger’s humanity was gone. Its face, ashen and wasted with visible, black veins beneath the translucent surface, twisted into a snarl with bared teeth. A fishy stench of rot and decay spilled out.
 “Allen!” Joel cried, kicking against the ghoul. He dug his fingers into the dead grass, pulling out little tufts as he struggled to free himself. “Allen, you son-of-a-bitch!”
 Allen skidded to a stop. Now nearly forty yards from the truck, he looked back to see two bodies on the ground. Scab looked to be hugging Joel around the lower legs, and Joel fought to get away. Allen clicked the safety off on his gun. “Too far to shoot.” Shame more than courage forced him closer; he ran back another fifteen yards and raised the gun again. 
 “Do it!” Joel shouted.
 Allen, never a good aim under the best circumstances, cracked off a shot. 
 Joel howled. 
 Instead of hitting the undead Scab, Allen missed his mark and peppered the meaty part of Joel’s upper thigh. Spatters of his own blood caught Joel across the face. Wincing with pain, he stopped struggling just long enough for the ghoul to sink its teeth into his calf. Joel managed to work his pocketknife from his jeans, snapped it open, and plunged it into Scab’s eye socket. 
Allen began to cry, and through his tears, he saw the undead fish undulating toward him. 
 “Oh god,” he muttered. With a few backward steps, he turned to run, but collided into a headstone, wrenching his ankle and toppling to the ground. The shotgun skidded from his hands.
 “No..no..no,” he sobbed through the pain. The gun had landed a few yards away, and Allen began to crawl toward it. His spindly fingers dragged the rest of his body, but the things were close. Flopping and writhing, twisting through the brittle brown grass, they worked their way to him. Allen’s fingertips touched the end of the shotgun’s stock, but he already felt their sharp spines and nibbling sandpaper mouths at his ankles. Abandoning the gun, he dragged his body upright against a granite cross. He shook a few of the putrefied fish-things from his feet, and began a slow, but panicked limp toward the gates of the cemetery and away from Joel’s fading cries.
 The fat, gray former-fish crawled after him, slowly at first, but as they adapted to the land, their awkward movement became rhythmic. They gained momentum, hundreds of tainted and ravenous undead fish, following Allen in his terror, as he inadvertently led them, pied-piper like, to the rest of Springdale. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Blood in the River
 
 
By Steven R. Southard
 
 
 
 
“You really want the truth?” Dennis Ribeiro gave us a half-smile. “I'm asking, 'cause if I tell you, neither one of you will leave this room alive.” 
 Pretty bold words, I thought, from a guy sitting with his hands in double-lock cuffs and his ankles in leg irons.
 My partner, Sam, stopped pacing around the tiny interrogation room and burst out laughing. “I'm shivering in my Florsheims here. Ken and I like to live on the edge. Start talking, scumbag.”
 “Been awhile since I told my story to anyone.” Ribeiro’s voice sounded polished, with no Mexican accent. “Should be amusing.” 
 Sam bent over and looked the suspect in the eye. “Amusing? You think I'm funny, punk?”
 “You’ve been brought in, Mr. Ribeiro,” I broke in, “so we can question you in connection with several murders.” The kid had already waived his attorney privilege. 
Ribeiro sat there scowling at me like I was a cockroach on his sandwich. A young, good-looking guy, he had probably broken a few hearts and then stomped ‘em flat. His eyes had a depth to them, each one a mysterious abyss, a long tunnel to a twisted soul. 
 “Want it from the beginning?” Ribeiro asked. His eyes wandered, as if scanning the framed pictures of butterflies hanging on the wall. The department shrink had somehow gotten the idea that butterflies would calm a suspect, make him willing to confess.
 I preferred more direct methods. When it came to questioning, Sam and I made a good team. Around the El Paso P.D., they said Detectives Sam Beaumont and Ken Monroe could wring the truth out of a grizzled used-car salesman in five minutes. We usually chose the standard good-cop/bad-cop routine. Since he was white, Sam played good cop for white perps; for black no-goods, I did. With Hispanics, like Ribeiro, we flipped a quarter. I'd lost this time.
 “Yeah, the beginning,” I said.
 
 
*
 
 
 How they found and captured him, Dismas Ribeiro did not know, so suddenly had they moved in. A score of bandeirantes stood in a half-circle in front of him. Behind him, a rocky ledge formed a low precipice hanging out over the river. Two of the strongest Portuguese slavers held him up, his feet dangling.
 Just a little of the morning sun penetrated this part of the Brazilian rain forest, bringing out the lighter greens in the foliage and glinting off the ripples in the Amazon. At this early hour, the forest had only begun to awaken with a mild buzzing of daytime insects, an occasional chatter of monkeys, and a bird squawking now and then.
 Dismas Ribeiro took in the semicircle of staring eyes, the accusing eyes of his former companions. He gulped and tried to master the terror he felt. Better to die like a true man, stoic and peaceful, not like some pathetic whimperer begging for mercy, his final utterance a scream. But his heart hammered and his spine tingled. Sweat ran down his face. He urinated—
 
 
 
 
 “What in the hell are you talking about?” Sam asked. “The sign outside says ‘El Paso Police Department’ and last I checked, El Paso ain’t in Brazil. We don’t want your sick bedtime story; we want to know about the murders here in El Paso.”
 Ribeiro looked from me to Sam, then back to me, without any apparent emotion. “I will tell you all about the murders, before I kill you.”
 Sam snorted at that comment. 
 “You said to start at the beginning,” Ribeiro continued. “Want me to go on?”
 “You’re wasting our time,” said Sam.
 “Yeah, go ahead,” I said, hating the role of good cop. 
 
 
*
 
 
Sweat ran down his face. He urinated down one trouser leg.
 “You rank lower even than the savages,” said the bandeirante leader. He strode forward and faced Ribeiro from just inches away. “At least I can seize them as slaves. But a traitor...” he scowled and pulled out his dagger. “There is only one penalty for a traitor.” 
 Yet I am in the right, thought Ribeiro. As a bandeirante himself, he had marched with these men from São Paulo in search of gold and native slaves. Portuguese by birth, he believed in European superiority as a matter of course, felt it only right that they should enslave the savages. But the bandeirantes had not stopped there. They had raped and killed women in full view of the bound and helpless native men, slaughtered children, and then burned villages. This barbaric cruelty had been too much for Dismas Ribeiro.
 He had escaped from the slaver band, snuck away from camp at night. After covering many miles, hiding when he could and being careful to leave no trail, he came upon a Guaraní tribe. Ribeiro had befriended the Indians and stayed among them for many months. He learned Guarani customs, religion, and a little of the language. He witnessed the subtle complexities of these people, people that he’d dismissed as simple savages. He discovered that individual Guarani Indians could be good or bad, just as with Europeans. But he witnessed no examples of the superior attitude, the violence aimed at women and children, the brutality directed at an assumed “lesser” race that his own Portuguese had demonstrated. He’d even come at last to despise the practice of slavery. 
 And now his old band had found him. 
 The bandeirante leader used his dagger to slice the skin of Ribeiro’s chest, stomach, arms, and thighs. Each cut brought a lancing pain, a fresh agony. Ribeiro winced and shut his eyes, biting his lip to hold back screams. At last the bandeirante completed his bloody work, wiped his blade on Ribeiro’s shirt, and stepped back to stand among his band. 
 “Throw him in,” said the bandeirante leader. 
 The two Portuguese slavers that held Ribeiro heaved him out over the precipice into the water. Though braced for impact with subsurface rocks, he didn’t touch bottom after the splash. As he bobbed to the surface and took a breath, he felt the cool, fresh water sooth his wounds. The bandeirantes stood on the rocky shelf looking down at him, many wearing sadistic grins. 
 Ribeiro sensed movement in the water before he saw any surface ripples. It seemed like dozens of fingers gently touched or brushed him. Fighting back panic, he knew that soon the Candiru and Piranha would be upon him, attracted by his blood. The Candiru would worm their way into every body crevice, attaching themselves with spiny barbs and drinking their fill of his blood. The Piranha would tear his flesh out in chunks, leaving nothing but his skeleton. 
 “I curse you all!” he screamed at the bandeirantes, a last act of futile defiance. He could now feel little nibbles of tiny teeth at various spots on his body. “I curse you, your wives, your children, and your descendants.” The water started to froth as hundreds of fish swarmed in for the attack, driven to a frenzy of slashing teeth. Amid the torture of being eaten alive, Ribeiro could only recall the names of two minor Guarani spirit-gods. “I curse you in the name of Mbói Tu'ĩ and Abaangui!” 
 
 
*
 
 
 “Thanks for sharing that irrelevant nonsense,” Sam said. “That killed a half-hour that I’ll never get back. Now I’m gonna ask you one more time, you sick little twerp: what do you know about the murders that have been taking place in this town? Starting with the two that happened earlier tonight.”
 The kid, who couldn’t have been older than his early twenties, regarded Sam with a calm demeanor. “It’s all connected. That actually happened to me in the year 1635. After cursing the bandeirantes, I became a vampire.” 
 “A vampire,” Sam repeated, deadpan.
 An unexplained chill ran through me. I didn’t believe in that stuff, of course, but there were a lot of bizarre entries in this kid’s police file. 
 “That’s right,” Ribeiro answered. “A vampire – not living, but undead. I live in-between, in ‘twilife,’ if you want to call it that.”
 “Okay, that’s it,” Sam headed for the door, moving past a couple of the butterfly paintings. “I’m calling in the shrink. This guy’s a nutcase.” 
 “One more minute, Sam,” I said when I noticed Ribeiro had not reacted. “Let’s explore this a bit more.” Jeez, I hate playing good-cop. I glanced at my notes and looked up at the suspect. “So you claim to be a vampire. Who is Dismas Ribeiro? Relative of yours?”
 “My real name. I go by Dennis when I’m in gringo country.”
 My cell phone rang. Without thinking, I looked at the number and answered it. “Tyrell, what are you doing awake?” I asked. The phone said 2:37 AM. Sam frowned at me. Really bad form, to leave the stupid thing on during an interrogation. “Uh-huh. Well, nuke some popcorn; it’s on the shelf above the stove.” I ended the call and turned off the phone. 
 “Sorry, Sam,” I said. “Kid’s gonna eat the furniture next.” I’m not making excuses, but its tough being a single dad with custody. So much for that old line about boys getting easier to raise when they hit the teens. 
 I looked down at my pad. Time to reset from Super-Dad to Super-Detective. “So you’ve been hanging out as a vampire since 1635, is that right?” 
 “Hanging out? I’ve been busy the whole time, carrying out the terms of the curse.” 
 “The terms...?” My notes provided no help this time. 
 “It’s become my mission to kill the slaver band, wives, children, and descendants. The bandeirantes themselves were pretty easy; I got to all of them within three days. Wives and children were a bit harder. Had to go to São Paulo and hunt them down. After the first few killings, word got around and most of them fled back to Portugal. So I went there too. It’s been nonstop since then. Asking around, poking through government records and ship manifests. And all the time my targets are breeding like crazy. No, I do not just ‘hang out.’”
 I slid the photographs of six people over to Ribeiro’s end of the table. Each picture had a name typed across the bottom. All six started wearing toe-tags within the last few days, two of them earlier that night. “Were these people some of your ‘targets?’?”
 He studied the photos for a few seconds. “Yeah. Most of them were. And, yes, I killed them all. There’s one more here in El Paso that you must not know about yet.” 
 Just like that. A confession, of sorts. Sam appeared shocked. I looked up at the wall-mounted camera to ensure the red light was on. 
 “That won’t do you any good.” Seeing my glance, Ribeiro leaned back in his chair and smiled at me. “I don’t appear on recording equipment. That video's just going to show you two talking to an empty chair. Then it will show you both dying.” 
 Sam laughed. “Can’t be recorded, huh? Bet that makes your family’s home movies pretty dull!” 
 I flipped through the contents of Ribeiro’s file. Not a single photo of him – only police-artist sketches. Eye-witness reports by people swearing they’d seen him, but nearby surveillance cameras not showing anything there. That creepy tingling in my backbone returned, but I disregarded it. 
 “Tell us about these two,” I said, tapping the pictures of the most recent victims. 
 He held up one of them, a photo of a young Hispanic girl. “Hey, you can’t blame a vampire for enjoying his work.” 
 
 
*
 
 
 “Thank you for the wonderful dinner,” Rita Crespo said to her dreamy date. He had just walked her from his car to her apartment’s entrance. Her heart beat fast as she tried to look nonchalant. “Would you like to come up? I could make us some coffee.” 
 He seemed to ponder the question for a moment. “If it’s not too much trouble.” 
 “No trouble at all.” She fumbled with her key-chain and dropped it. He gallantly bent down, retrieved it, and placed it in her palm. His touch seemed electric. 
 They rode the elevator to her floor and walked to her room. 
 “This is it,” she turned on the light and waved her hand to encompass the main room. “Make yourself comfortable while I get the coffee ready.” 
 He is so damned handsome, Rita thought as she poured water into the coffee maker. With the coffee brewing, she slipped into her bedroom. She’d seen Dennis Ribeiro several times over the past month at the bar she frequented. He stood out from other men somehow, with his muscular build, his face with its almost feminine softness, and those eyes. His dark eyes appeared to reveal the emotions she most valued, all at once – acceptance, amusement, and compassion. He’d come over to talk to her on the third time she’d seen him at the bar. His voice had captivated her, and he seemed genuinely interested in what she had to say. Dennis had never talked about himself except when she pressed, and then he said little. Her ex-boyfriends had talked only of themselves or their interests. She and Dennis had met and talked several times at the bar before he asked her on a date. That first date had ended with him going back to his car and leaving her wanting more. But tonight... 
 Bringing in a tray with cups and saucers, she found him examining her wall pictures. 
 “I like how you decorated your – wow! You let your hair down.” He smiled and his eyes lit up.
 “Here’s your coffee. Cream and sugar are right there.” She set the tray on a low coffee-table, and then sat on the couch, swishing her long, black hair as she did. He sat next to her. 
 “I like your hair that way,” he said, but his eyes lacked the hungry, lusty look she’d seen all too often. From him, it somehow sounded like the appraisal of an expert fashion designer. “Mmm. Good coffee, too,” he sniffed the cup and smiled. “Bourbon Santos, from Brazil.” 
 “You know your coffee.” she said. 
 “I get around. Those pictures – your mother and father?” Dennis pointed to the framed portraits on the wall.
 “Yes.” Rita looked down as a sudden pang of sadness overcame her. “They both died last year.”
 “Oh, I’m so sorry.” Ribeiro’s eyebrows curled in a look of real concern. 
 “And the smaller pictures beneath are my sisters and brothers, and a few cousins.” 
 “Really? A fine-looking family.” 
 He urged her to point out and name each family member. None of her former boyfriends had been interested in her family at all. Dennis appeared content just to sit with her and talk about things she found interesting. Time passed, and the discussion went on until Rita felt she would explode with desire, or else die waiting for him to make a move. 
 Finally, she helped things along a little, showing her interest with subtle body language. He picked up the signal and responded in a tentative, deliberate manner. Still sitting on the couch, they kissed, and she felt a stimulating thrill from the contact. His lips felt gentle and warm. Rita shut her eyes and simply rode the waves of bliss passing through her. She touched his face with her hands, and then stroked his thick, wavy hair. 
 Dennis’ arms embraced her in a hug that felt at once tender and protective. She felt a primal, sexual urge building up inside, a euphoric surge of passion. Long accustomed to the rush-rush of her former boyfriends, she almost felt upset at Ribeiro’s slow pace, but instead found it wildly arousing. While one of her hands mussed his hair, the other rubbed up and down his muscular back, finally passing under his shirt and lifting it up. 
 In moments she had him undressed, and found herself craving him, greedily eyeing his well-chiseled chest, the flat and toned abdomen, and his – how can he still be limp? I can definitely help with that, she thought. 
 His hands inched her dress, bra, and panties off with a patience she found unusual, and yet erotic. Rita had the strange sensation that she was enjoying the strip-tease more than Dennis. She arched her back to make her breasts more prominent for him, but he seemed to lack the typical male attraction for breasts, and gave them no more attention than any other part of her. 
 As his hands moved about her body, they caressed and stroked with a light touch that left her skin afire with pleasure. “How does that feel, Rita?” he kept murmuring. “Do you like this, Rita?” She loved hearing him say her name. No man had ever known to fondle her there, or – Oh, God – there! 
 With her vigorous encouragement, his penis soon stood up tall and proud. She had never wanted anything so much. They repositioned. She smiled and moaned with pleasure as he slowly, slowly lowered onto and into her. An electric ecstasy surged through her body, a delicious elation that she’d never known. As the slow rhythm increased in response to her raging desire, she knew that she loved Dennis, and believed in her heart that he must love her, too. 
 A euphoric feeling welled up from somewhere deep. On the verge of orgasm, she shuddered and stiffened. So soon now, Oh God, so soon--
 A sudden, stabbing pain shocked her. She screamed. It seemed a dozen switchblade knives had snapped open down there, inside there. She tried to push him off, push him away. 
 But that only hurt worse, indescribably worse. Something punctured and lacerated her vagina. Strangely, Dennis didn’t seem bothered by her distress. Damn, the man was smiling. 
 Only a part of her mind could afford to do anything but cope with the excruciating pain, and it wondered what was going on. “What...happened?” she managed to gasp out. 
 He laughed, but his laugh sounded far away. “Your brothers and sisters will be next.” 
 The pain lessened at last, and it left her tired. A wave of exhaustion overcame her. Fighting for consciousness, she felt bewildered. “My brothers and...?” A peaceful coolness overwhelmed her then, beckoned her to sleep, urged her to let go and enjoy a welcome slumber. 
 
 
*
 
 “Damn, now I’m gonna need a cold shower,” Sam said. 
 “So you killed Ms. Crespo,” I said, “but how, exactly? With a knife?”
 “Nah,” Sam broke in. “He turned into a bat, said ‘I vant to drrink yourrr blood,’ and bit ‘er on the neck.” He drew an imaginary cape in front of him. 
 “I wish,” said Ribeiro, apparently taking the joke seriously. “A bat would have been easier. No, every moonset I become a fish, and at moonrise I turn human again.”
 “A fish,” Sam rolled his eyes. 
 “Specifically a Vampirefish,” the suspect said, “relative of the Candiru.” He grinned at Sam. “You know, the ones that can swim right up your penis, latch in with their barbs, and—“
 “Got a thing for dicks, do ya, girlie-man?” Sam said. 
 “Not me,” replied Ribeiro. “I’m too big to change into a little inch-long fish. There is the Law of Conservation of Mass, you know. Sorry, Detective, for using a four-syllable word there. When I change, I shape-shift into a huge vampirefish, about eight feet long.” 
 I had a momentary flashback to some long-forgotten high school science class, with my teacher talking about Conservation of Mass and Conservation of Energy. Man, I gotta focus here. Eventually, I knew, with enough pressure, the kid’s bizarre story had to break down. They always did. 
 Before Sam could fire off a snappy retort, I gave Mr. Good Cop another turn. “Ribeiro, I’d like to believe you; I really would. But, man, you’re telling us that you change your shape into a fish. One thing can’t change into another.” 
 The kid thought about that a moment. Then he pointed to one of the shrink’s butterfly pictures. “Tell that to a caterpillar.” 
 Sam looked at me with raised eyebrows. Kid had me there, no doubt. 
 “All right. Let’s return to Ms. Crespo. How did you kill her?” 
 “Vampirefish have spiny barbs that stick out and latch inside their victim so they can drink its blood. When I’m in human form, my penis has barbs like that.” He gave Sam a sneering grin. “Care to suck on it?”
 Sam turned to me and struck his left palm with his fist. “Can I beat the shit out of him now, Ken? I’d really like to.”
 “One moment, Sam,” I said. “So, Ribeiro, why do you change into a fish?” 
 With his hands still cuffed behind his back, he shrugged. “My own fault. I cursed the bandeirantes right at moonset, invoking the name of Abaangui, the moon god, and Mbói Tu'ĩ, god of river creatures. Even though I expected death, the gods made me undead and ordered me to carry out the curse. Hey, it’s a living, sort of. Not much fun being a vampirefish for half of each day, but there are compensations. I don’t age, I have super-strength, and I’m invincible.” 
 The boy had obviously rehearsed well. Nobody makes up this kind of stuff as he goes along. Looked like it would take a few more hours to force the truth out of him.
 I sighed and rubbed my forehead. “All right, Ribeiro. You said your targets are descendents of the Portuguese slave-traders. What about this guy?” I pointed to one of the six photographs in front of him. The pictured man looked as Anglo as you could get. “Doesn’t look Portuguese to me.” 
 “Him? Oh, yeah. Not a target,” the suspect shook his head. “But some people just piss me off...”
 
 
*
 
 
George Bishop knew he should pack it in for the day. Still, as the gorgeous sunset lit the sky to the west, he decided to sit and enjoy another moment of blissful peace as his fishing boat floated on tranquil Ascarate Lake. 
 It pleased him that the El Paso authorities periodically stocked the lake. He had caught catfish, crappie, flathead, and bluegill, but most of all, he came to catch bass. He and his former fishing partner, Bo, used to catch plenty of bass in the days before Bo came down with cancer. Unable to find another partner whom he could tolerate, George now fished alone. But such solitude gave a man time to think, about life, good times, and good friends.
 He felt a nibble. George tightened his grip on the rod just as something powerful yanked on the line. Jeez, it's big, George thought. In the dwindling sunlight, he could not see the fish fighting him beneath the dark surface. George worked the fish, now giving it some line, now reeling some in. The fish actually towed the boat for awhile in varying directions. Even when the fish pulled the boat to the east, George missed the first silver glimmer of moonrise on the horizon, so intent was he on landing this beauty.
 Finally the line went slack. He started to reel in when he saw a pair of hands come up out of the water and grip the boat’s gunwale. To George's complete surprise, a man hauled himself up and into the boat, causing it to rock gently as he did so. 
 The man stood at the boat's bow, naked and dripping wet. A Mexican, George thought, another damned illegal crossing the border. His anger flared and he almost said something, but then noticed the naked man reaching for his own mouth. A fishing line led between his lips and the point of a hook protruded from the man's cheek. Despite the lack of any blood, a sickening feeling of horror gripped George as he realized what he had done. The naked man pried the hook out of his cheek and pulled both it and George's finest bass lure out of his mouth.
 "I-I'm sorry," George stammered. "I didn't know. Are you hurt bad?"
 Stepping around a cooler and tackle box, the dripping, naked man moved toward George. A prickly sensation of fear seized George Bishop, as he stared into eyes of deep, blazing intensity.
 "Let's find out how you like it," the stranger said in perfect, unaccented English. He pointed his right index finger straight at George's mouth and thrust it in.
 Surprise had just turned to revulsion at this odd action when George felt an explosion of unspeakable pain. It felt like he’d swallowed a porcupinefish that had just inflated and driven its spines throughout his mouth. Opening his mouth as wide as possible hurt his jaw, and closing it hurt much worse. Reaching up, he tried to pull the Mexican's finger out, but the spiny barbs dug even deeper into his flesh, taking him to a higher threshold of pain. 
 George screamed in terror and agony. Tears ran down his face. He wanted to beg for mercy, but with his jaw locked open, only inarticulate crying noises came out. Through his tears, he saw the nude man smiling at his misery. 
 He felt suddenly weary, overtaken by fatigue. Unable to keep his eyes open, his body sagged and George Bishop gave in to the overpowering drowsiness. 
 
*
 
 
 Sam stood and towered over the seated Ribeiro. “All right, punk, time to cut the cr—“ 
 I stayed him with a raised hand and Sam sat back down. Good-cop/bad-cop is just a role-playing game, but I sensed that Sam and I were no longer pretending. As bad cop, he really didn’t believe Dennis’ story. As for me -- God help me -- I couldn’t see any other explanation that fit the facts. 
 Some bodies, like Rita Crespo’s, still awaited autopsies. For the rest, results showed they’d all lost a lot of blood with no external wounds. George Bishop, for example, had “extensive lacerations within the oral cavity.” If Ribeiro wasn’t a vampire, then he’d picked a really difficult way to kill people when there are so many easier ways. 
 “So, Ribeiro,” I kept to my smooth, caring voice, “how many people have you killed, in all?”
 “Five hundred and twenty seven,” he replied without hesitation. “Of those, four hundred and sixty three were part of the curse. The rest either got in the way, or else I did ‘em for fun.” He smiled. “You two will add to my total, and will be just for laughs.” 
 It bugged me that he rattled off those figures with all the emotion of a tax accountant. “You’re pretty exact with your numbers.” 
 “For a dumb-ass spic, you mean?” He sneered. “Look, I’ve been around for almost four centuries, but I’ve got the mind and memory of a twenty-one-year-old. To do my mission, I’ve got to keep track of dozens of family trees. I’ve killed in thirty-three countries. I speak eleven languages, each with no accent. I could tell you the name, date, and place of death for every one of my curse victims.” 
 I took out my pen and dared him. “I’m listening. Start with the ones in El Paso and work back.”
 Damned if he didn’t actually start reeling off a long string of killings. I stopped writing after the first twenty, but he kept going. 
 “...and the one before that was on February 17, 1913 in Santiago. Hey,” he looked back and forth at Sam and me. “I know what you’re doing. You’re stalling for time until moonset, four minutes from now. You think that when I turn into a fish I’ll die.” 
 “I wasn’t thinking that,” Sam said as he made a fist. “I was thinking how much fun it’d be to—“
 “Well, it won’t work,” Ribeiro interrupted. “I told you, I’m invincible. If I change here, I’ll just crawl on my fins. It’s only two blocks to the Rio Grande.”
 I pictured an eight-foot fish flopping its way through doors and down the streets of El Paso at dawn. Something you don’t often see. Then I thought how he said that moonset would occur in four minutes. He wore no watch; he hadn’t glanced at mine or Sam’s; and the interrogation room contained no clock. I guess after hundreds of years of being synched to the moon’s cycle, he’d gotten to know it pretty well. 
 “What I still don’t get, Ribeiro,” I said, “is why you’re doing all this. You said some gods ordered it, but why listen to them? Why not just stop? I mean, what’s in it for you?” Here’s where suspect’s stories often broke down -- the motivation part. And if the kid was really a vampire, this just might give us an angle...
Ribeiro looked at me like I was the lab rat that couldn’t find the cheese. “When two gods save you from death and want a little something in return, you do it,” Ribeiro said, as if that explained it. “Besides, when I’m done, I get to live in ywy mara-ey, the Guarani land-without-evil, where I’ll live with the gods, dance and eat all day, and live as a human forever.” 
 “I’ve heard about enough of your creep-show fantasies,” Sam stood again and approached Ribeiro. “I’m gonna get the truth out of you if it kills you.” 
 “I’ve had enough as well,” said the suspect. “This has not been as amusing as I’d hoped. But before I go, I did promise to kill you both, and it’s time.” His shoulders flexed slightly and I heard a loud, metallic snap. He raised both hands up and, I swear, each handcuff had a half-length of high-strength steel chain dangling from it. While Sam and I gaped at him, Ribeiro reached over and pried each handcuff off the opposite wrist, letting the twisted metal drop to the table. He then bent down and forced off the leg-irons. No human could possibly do that. 
 I realized then that the vampire had wanted to be caught, since he could avoid capture whenever he wished. No fetters or cage could hold him. He must have allowed it, as he’d said, for amusement. 
 The vampire rose and walked toward Sam. Sam stood a head taller and outweighed Ribeiro by sixty pounds of gym-toned muscle. Even so, my partner shrank back with dread in his eyes. He groped about near the neck of his shirt and withdrew a small gold cross on a chain. This he held out toward Ribeiro, his hands shaking. 
 The shorter man laughed. “You’ve been watching the creep shows, Detective Samuel Beaumont. I’m a vampire by Guarani curse, not because of some Christian burial problem. Happen to have any Guarani Indian icons on you?” 
 Ribeiro paused while Sam reached for his handgun. “No? Sucks to be you.” He reached forward and grabbed Sam around the ribcage.
 With a clear shot at Ribeiro’s side, I raised my Glock Model 22 and fired twice. One hit the side of his left shoulder, and the other struck an inch above his ear. That noise should bring the whole building in here, I thought. 
 Without seeming to notice, the vampire flung Sam against the far wall in a blur of speed. Sam struck the cinderblock surface back-first and crumpled to the floor, his skull split and a couple of limbs bent wrong. Two of the butterfly pictures fell and crashed near him. 
 Aw, Sam, Jesus, I thought. 
 Looking at Ribeiro, I saw a .44 Smith & Wesson bullet worm its way back out of the hole above Ribeiro’s ear and drop to the floor. The skin sealed around the hole like nothing had happened. 
 He turned to face me and suddenly the interrogation room seemed to shrink in around us. I’m alone with an invincible monster. And it’s pissed off. 
 I holstered my useless handgun and rushed to the side of the table opposite Ribeiro, as if the table posed an obstacle to him. We feinted in opposite directions for a moment. 
 “You can’t run from me,” he said. “Admit it, black man, a part of you even likes me. After all, I opposed slavery and made it my mission to kill slavers and their descendents.”
 I said nothing to the sick hell-creature that had killed my partner. Circling the table between us, I reached down low under it as I passed one corner and grabbed the table leg. Giving it everything I had, I pulled and snapped the inch-thick wood. The table slanted, and cups, files, photographs, and handcuffs spilled on the floor. In my hand, I held a two-foot wooden rod with one nicely jagged end. 
 Ribeiro looked at me with a quizzical, bemused expression. He’s got no idea, I thought.
 Grasping the shaft two-handed, like a saber, I let out a yell and rushed him. I plunged the splintered end into the left side of his chest and kept going until his back hit the wall. I twisted and drilled it until I felt sure that it had passed through his back and scraped against cinderblock. His head hung down and his body sagged against the wall. I backed away. In a slow, deliberate manner, Ribeiro raised his head to look at me. He broke into a twisted grin and straightened up his body. He reached for the improvised stake protruding from his chest and pulled it out. So help me, there was not a drop of blood on the stick or his shirt. 
 He regarded the table-leg with apparent interest. “Stake through the heart. Nice, but sorry. Won’t work. Another vampire myth debunked.” He dropped the stick on the floor. “You don’t quite get the meaning of ‘invincible.’ Another word with too many syllables, I guess. Still that smarted a little, so your death will be slow, Detective Ken Monroe.”
 “My name,” I said with the only thread of defiance I had left, “is Kendis. Only my fellow cops call me Ken.” 
 “Kendis,” he corrected himself, no doubt mentally adding me to his long list. In a flash he moved in front of me, pinning me to the wall with an iron-hard grip on my arm. The index finger of his other hand pointed straight at my mouth. “Open wide, Kendis.” 
 I clamped my mouth shut tight. He was going to drain me like George Bishop, and hundreds of others like him.
 “Perhaps you’d prefer my dick up your ass,” he said. I could feel his finger pushing, pushing between my lips, ramming like a sharp, iron poker between upper and lower teeth. 
 He was in. And then, sudden, incredible pain like a hundred pins driven deep into every surface of my mouth. I opened wide to relieve the stinging, jabbing sensation, but it didn’t help. The barbs must have just extended farther in response. 
 Any movement of my head brought the agony to a new height, so I held steady. In my panic, I swept the room with my eyes, searching for inspiration – some idea, something I could use. What was keeping the cavalry? Someone on the night-shift must have heard the shots. 
 The chill began in my mouth. Somehow I knew it meant a loss of blood, and I found myself hoping I’d fall asleep soon.
 Ribeiro shifted his finger slightly and I yelled as the stabbing pins drove deeper on one side. “Yes, you’re going to go slowly, painfully,” he said.
 The first sensation of fatigue set in. My thoughts became fuzzy, less panicked. The vampire wiggled his finger again and that snapped me awake once more with an excruciating piercing of flesh. 
 Looking around again, I saw Sam’s lifeless body on the floor. Lucky bastard, he got to die quick...
 There’s the remaining butterfly pictures lining the wall. If he thinks those work, our staff shrink should have his head examined... 
 My son, Tyrell, will be woken up with a phone call about my death...
 The pain vanished. At first my muddled, foggy mind thought I’d gone beyond pain at last, crossed the final line. 
 No, the barbs had retracted; the vampire’s finger was withdrawing from my mouth. What the...?
 I looked down at him as my sore, aching jaws closed. He was changing, morphing, oozing into a new shape. Head lengthening, neck widening, arms shrinking, legs joining, skin turning a gray, translucent color. The room reeked of fish. 
 The transformation was mesmerizing, eerie. His legs merged and he could no longer stand, so he collapsed to the floor. The man-fish-thing writhed and flopped, its jaws snapping at me. There was something – what was it? – something about change...something important...
 The door burst open. About damn time. My gun in my hand. Two shots...
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 “Ken, wake up.” 
 “Wha?”
 “You gotta tell us what happened in here, man.” 
 I opened my eyes. Bill was shaking my shoulders. “Alright, alright. I’m up.”
 The interrogation room. “Jesus, the fish!” I sat bolt upright and looked around.
 “You mean that thing?” One of the others pointed to the floor. The vampire lay there, unmoving, a half-transformed fish-man wearing Ribeiro’s clothes. 
 “Stay away from it!” I shouted. “It only looks dead.” But it can’t die. It’s invincible. 
 Invincible as man or fish. But I’d shot it halfway through its change. And the thing about change, I realized, it takes energy. No free lunch, my high school science teacher had said. Caterpillars can become butterflies, but only after being in a chrysalis for a few days, conserving energy. Children can change into adults, but only by eating a lot of food as teenagers and using that energy for growth. 
 The vampire’s only low-energy time had been while he was changing, his only vulnerable moment. And that’s when I’d shot it. 
 “God, what’s happening to it? Ken?” Bill pointed to the monster.
 Dark blotches appeared on the vampire’s skin, each one growing, spreading, merging. Holes appeared within the blotches, holes that widened and deepened. 
 “Aw, that’s rank!” said someone, and we all smelled an overwhelming stench of death and rotting meat. Still, nobody left. We all held our noses and watched, unable to tear ourselves from the sight. 
 The thing that had once been Dismas or Dennis Ribeiro began to collapse, as more of it fell into the holes. It shrank, settled, withered. In minutes, nothing remained but a slimy, black stain. 
 “Ken, what the hell?” Bill’s voice sounded nasal while he pinched his nose. 
 “Shoulda died over three hundred years ago,” I said. “I guess he had some decaying to catch up on.”
 “I don’t understand.”
 “I’ll file my report, Bill, but you’re not going to believe it. I mean, someone spends over three centuries fighting slavery and he’s killed by a black guy?”
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 As they pushed deeper into the Amazon Basin, following a winding series of tributaries, their guide told them one randy tale after another of what he called the piraya. He was a kind old Yagua Indian from the Javary named Rico Uara Valqui and had come highly recommended. He told them wild stories about the old Conquistadors who’d made the unpleasant mistake of wearing blood-red trousers in piranha-infested waters. About swimmers getting their nipples bitten off and skinny-dippers who’d gotten more than their nipples bitten off.
 At that last one Jack chuckled, wiped sweat from his face, and gave Elise a jab with his elbow so she’d see it was a joke, too. But Elise did not think it was funny. The others in the low-bottomed boat—Cutler and Basille—just smiled thinly.
 “And all true, I swear,” Rico said, crossing himself after telling a particularly lurid tale of a madman named Crazy Lupo who’d caught his limit of piranha by using his murdered wife’s corpse as bait. Rico grinned, ran fingers through his stubbly white hair. “But it not all bad, eh? You wait, we catch our limit, conk-conk-conk, we knock the fight out them sumbitch pirayas, then we clean ‘em out, slit-slit-slit, some the garlic, the salt, the spice root, then cook ‘em up over the fire. Taste real good. You see, eh?”
 “That’s what I’m looking forward to,” Jack said. “I heard they taste like catfish.”
 “Sure, like you say.” Rico looked at him and grinned. “Hey, maybe Rico show you how to make piraya-head soup, eh? It make a man more a man. You eat the soup, Jack, your wife she not enough for you! You need ten wives!”
 Elise sighed, waving flies away from her face. She hated fish in general. It was Jack’s idea that she’d come. He told her that she’d never know Peru, the real Peru by hanging around the hotel in Pucallpa. And her answer to that was she did not want to know the real Peru. Pucallpa was bad enough with the bugs and the stench coming in from the docks, she didn’t need to get devoured by man-eating fish to boot. But Jack had explained that there was nothing to fear. There were twenty-five species of piranha in the Amazon and most fed on other fish, on insects, on fruit that had fallen into the water. Only six species were true flesh-eaters and of those six, only the Red-Bellied Piranha and the larger Black Piranha were dangerous to man.
 So here she was, deep in the backwaters of the Amazon with a guide who kept telling one raunchy tale after another, showing off the stump of the finger he’d lost taking a hook from a piranha’s mouth. There was absolutely no breeze. The air was damp, the river stank like something dead. They had rubbed Vick’s Vapo-Rub over their faces and arms so the clouds of mosquitoes wouldn’t drain them dry. As it was, she was drenched with sweat, her eyes were burning, and Cutler kept staring at her.
 From the moment they stepped into the boat—a flat-bottomed motorized skiff—Elise was aware of his eyes on her. His gaze was perverse. Something about it made her stomach roll. Not that she hadn’t dealt with men like him before, but the way he looked at her, sizing her up like a tasty slab of beef, was just too much.
 “Why don’t you take a picture, it’ll last longer,” she told him.
 Cutler grinned. His teeth were yellow, tobacco-stained, there was a sheen of sweat on his face. “Was I staring?”
 “Yes, you goddamn well know you were.”
 Cutler shrugged, licked his lips, and stared out over the shimmering expanse of the upper Amazon. What he saw was pale green flora growing in and out of the dirty brown water, clouds of gnats rising and falling, broken stumps and dead trees rising up like monuments. A steam condensed above the water, rolling over its surface like a sluggish fog. Tanagers and barbets cried out in the treetops, insects buzzed and flies nipped. None of which was as remotely interesting to him as Elise and her fine cleavage which made him feel weak in the pit of his belly.
 “Simmer down,” Jack said under his breath and not for the first time.
 Elise scowled at him. “If he keeps staring at me, he’s going overboard.”
 “Quit staring at her, Cutler,” Jack said, smiling. “I won’t have it.”
 Cutler was one of his drinking buddies from Pucallpa. He was a small, wiry man with the eyes of a rodent. He made Elise’s flesh crawl. Basille, the other occupant of the boat, was a round, portly businessman from Lima. The only thing that excited him was money.
 Elise tried to ignore the both of them.
 They were on the Ucayali River in central Peru, the main headstream of the Amazon formed by the junction of the Apurímac and Urubamba. A wild green world like something out of the Mesozoic: hot and steaming, clotted with palms and creepers and hanging vines, the jungles haunted by jaguars and poisonous snakes, black caimans and anacondas waiting in the stagnant river bottoms and flooded undergrowth.
 They had come because Jack wanted to go piranha fishing.
 And that was so like Jack, Elise thought. If he couldn’t catch it
with a hook or shoot it with a gun, he had no interest in it.
 The jungle seemed endless as it pressed in from all sides. Rank, uniform, monotonous, licked by the foul-smelling serpentine river. Now and again they came upon clusters of palm huts belonging to families of Yorba Indians. But that was it. Rico moved the boat along, still telling stories, still making the men laugh. Elise sighed. He was exactly the kind of man Jack always seemed to find. 
 There was a sudden gagging stink of fleshy decomposition that put Elise’s belly in her throat. She smelled it right through the Vapo-Rub and the pungent brown river. And from the looks on the faces of the others, they smelled it, too. Rico steered them around a few stumps, navigated a turn in the river and there—in the center of a wide channel—was the bow of a large boat rising from the murk. A wood stork sunned itself atop it. All around the bow were hundreds of dead fish floating, belly-up. There were flies all over them.
 “What the hell is that about?” Jack asked.
 Rico shrugged. “Some kind research boat…she sink. Hit something and sink. They suppose to come, tow her away. Ah, but the state…ha! Probably be year before they do!”
 “What killed the fish?” Cutler wanted to know.
 Rico shrugged again. “Chemical or something. It were a biotech boat out research things. Everyone get off okay. So no worry…except for them sonofabitch fishies, eh?”
 Elise was holding her nose. The stink of those rotting fish was hot, nauseating. It crawled up her nose and down her throat, tried to drag her stomach back up with it. She noticed that there was a funny purple sheen to the water around the sunken ship. Something about that she did not like at all.
 But no one else seemed bothered.
 Rico steered them away from the main channel and into the igapo, or flooded forest. The meltwaters of the Andes overflowed the rivers between January and June, creating a weird world of flooded jungle. He steered them around huge vine-covered trees and clotted stands of foliage, finding the channel where he knew the fishing would be good.
 “Yes,” he said, “this will do. Them sonofabitch pirayas travel in schools, hundreds of them, eh? They come to the igapo because they know game in the water and the eating she is good.”
 Jack was excited. “All right, let’s do some fishing.”
 


*
 
 
 As they made ready with the long bamboo poles, Rico told them that during flood season the pirayas were not truly dangerous. Their hunting range was expanded into the jungle and there was plenty to eat. They were only really a threat when there was no food. In fact, he said, during this time of year men wade into the river and spearfish, women wash clothes, and children swim in piranha waters without any harm.
 Elise figured he was saying that for her benefit.
 The jungle was primeval, silent, unbearably eerie. The channel they were in was maybe forty feet across, a stew of brown steaming water. Leaves and sticks floated on its surface. Trees grew from the water in tangled, knotted masses to either side, rising up on snaking roots and filling out, growing thickly until their twisted limbs joined together overhead like woven canestraw. The result was like being in a tunnel…a hot, smelling, claustrophobic tunnel of stagnant water and warm decay.
 Rico tried to give Elise a pole, but she refused. The bamboo poles were about four feet long, set with six-pound nylon lines and triple-barbed hooks that were baited with chunks of raw beef and chicken liver. To attract the piranhas, Rico tossed some bloody chum into the water.
 “They smell this for miles,” he said.
 The men tossed their lines into the water.
 Rico rolled a cigarette, told a story about Isobel, his first wife, who was so crazy she’d once chased him down the muddy, winding streets of Cerro de Pasco with a baseball bat. She had been naked at the time. “And that, my friends, is no thing to be looking on first thing in morning.” He shivered. “Yah!”
 Then the waiting began. Elise sat there, beads of sweat rolling down her face. Swarms of gnats and mosquitoes hovered over the water. Dragonflies buzzed about. Howler monkeys wailed in the treetops. Elise listened to the blue macaws screech and watched palm vipers thread through the spoking branches.
 Basille suddenly stiffened, his bovine face beaded with perspiration. “I…ah…I think I have a nibble,” he said.
 “Easy,” Rico told him. “The piraya is sneaky little devil. Don’t scare him off. Let him take good bite first…then he yours.”
 Basille waited, looking very nervous. Suddenly his rod jerked, then bowed as something below tugged at the line. He pulled up his bamboo pole and there was an oval-shaped fish on the hook. It was silvery, its belly a dull orange. Jack and Cutler cheered. Elise was the only one that saw something was terribly wrong with the fish. But as Basille swung it on board they all saw it. On one side the fish looked like any other Red-Bellied Piranha, though maybe faded in color, but on the other: just bones. The head was intact, but it was just bones straight down to the tail.
 “You hooked a dead one,” Cutler said.
 Jack laughed.
 “It wasn’t dead,” Basille said. “You saw how it attacked my bait.”
 Rico swallowed. “Yes…but they are the cannibals, them piraya. They attack one another. You hook a live one, but its fellows…ha! …they strip it before you pull him in.”
 And that seemed a perfectly logical explanation…but then the fish moved. Stripped to bone on one side or not, it began to flap its tail and writhe on the line, its hooked jaws snapping.
 “That’s not possible,” Jack said.
 Elise was getting a real bad feeling now. She didn’t believe for a moment that other piranhas had cannibalized this one, at least not recently. Because the fish stank…it was putrescent.
 Basille, a look of horror on his face, just stared at the fish dangling over his lap. Then a slender green worm slid out of its side and dropped into his crotch. He tossed the pole, shrieking, brushing the corpse worm off him and smashing it beneath his shoe.
 Cutler jumped away from the dropped pole and what flopped on the end.
 Rico, looking dead serious now, grabbed it and threw the line overboard. He slashed out with his knife and cut the piranha free. The fish hit the water and swam away like it was perfectly healthy. Nobody said anything for a time. They listened to the jungle. The silence was deadly, ominous.
 Then Jack’s line was hit. Cutler’s, too. Both men looked at each other, for the first time in their lives almost afraid to see what was on the end of their hooks.
 “This not right,” Rico said.
 And then, from below, something hit the boat. In fact, several things hit the bottom of the boat in rapid succession. One after the other, like hammers. Then it stopped. Everyone just sat there, wide-eyed, the boat moving in a slow counterclockwise rotation from the impact. Then it started again and this time there was no stopping it. From below it was hit again and again and again, maybe hundreds of times. The boat shook. It canted this way and that. Bamboo poles were yanked from hands and dragged beneath the surface. 
 “This is crazy!” Basille cried out. “We’re being attacked!”
 Jack held Elise to him, either for her protection or his own. He looked frantically at Rico. “Croc? Is that what it is? A croc? A big fucking croc?”
 The boat was hit so hard from beneath that it jumped an inch out of the channel and came back down with a cascading splash of murky brown water. Basille lost his nerve. He screamed, elbowed Cutler out of his way in a frenzied attempt to get out of the bow. Cutler took hold of him. They wrestled, they swore. Rico shouted for them to stop it, stop it, stop it—
 But it was too late.
 Tangled together, they fell over against the lip of the boat and it flipped up out of the water from the sudden shift in weight. For one frightening second it hung there, its side parallel to the river, while everyone tried to hang onto the seats for dear life.
 Then it flipped right over and all five of them went into the drink.
 
 
*
 
 
 Elise surfaced, her legs bicycling and arms thrashing. She spat out a mouthful of water that was brown, slimy, and warm like some primordial ooze. Rico was only maybe five feet away, pulling himself up onto the overturned boat. Crying out, she swam towards it as it drifted away from her. She could see several fish attached to Rico’s legs as he dragged himself out of the river. They had bitten right through his pants and blood was blossoming from the wounds.
 Somebody shoved her forward and she was never sure if it was Cutler or Basille. She heard Jack shouting out in a high, almost girlish voice: “Swim! Elise, swim for the boat! Swim! Swim! Swim!” His voice broke into a note of absolute terror.
 Elise pounded through the water to the boat. She felt something bite into her knee. Her ankle. Her hip. Then she was at the boat and Rico hauled her aboard by grabbing her hair and yanking her up out of the water with considerable strength. She flopped onto the bottom of the overturned boat, glad to feel the hot sun upon her. She spit out more water, coughing and gagging. Cutler pulled himself aboard and so did Basille, both men tearing biting fish off their legs. Rico grabbed the one chewing on her knee. It was bloated green, eyeless, its triangular teeth red with her blood. It was so rotten it went to a soft, oozing pulp in his fingers. He tossed it away.
 “Jack!” Cutler cried. “Jack!”
 Elise, shocked and trembling, looked for him. In her panic she had forgotten about everything but survival, everything but getting out of the water and getting away from those flesh-shearing jaws.
 Jack was still in the water.
 For whatever reason, he had been thrown out farther from the others. The drift of the overturned boat had put him even farther away. He was closer to the trees so he swam for them. They saw him grip the solid spiraling anchor roots rising from the water. He got his hand on one and pulled himself to it, then up out of the water and it seemed like he was going to make it, he was really going to make it—
 And then, as he pulled his upper body out of the slop, the water around him began boiling like a pot, seething in a great fountain of thrashing silver bodies. Jack screamed. Screamed with a wild, almost animal sound of agony and horror that echoed off into the jungle and sent a flock of birds winging into the sky. “Help me! Help me! Somebody fucking help me—”

 His cry turned into a moist gurgling sound as he swallowed water, fighting to pull himself away from all those razored, chomping jaws. But the limbs of the trees were damp, green with fungus and he couldn’t quite get a grip. He’d pull himself up an inch or two, then slide back down. His body was shuddering as he was hit by hundreds of piranhas and the thrashing water around him gushed a brilliant red.

The agony.

Oh Jesus, the agony. When they first started hitting him, Jack felt the impacts, boom-boom-boom, and the nipping pinpricks of their teeth. And within seconds, not a nipping, but a biting, a ripping, a feeding frenzy. It felt like a thousand razors were slicing into him, carving him, slitting him open. The water was churning with red bubbles, foaming with blood and tissue and thousands of fish, gutting him to the marrow—
 Elise was screaming.
 Jack was making a gobbling, clotted sound in his throat as his own blood filled his mouth. The fish kept hitting him and with one last valiant effort he pulled himself up out of the water. Beneath the hips, he was nothing but bleeding red muscle, yellow ligament, and knobs of white bone. There were hundreds of fish hanging from him, biting and tearing. They were bloated green, looping with worms, many nothing but fleshy skeletons. They could not possibly be alive, yet the inborn instinct to feed was driving them on. Blood burst from Jack’s mouth in a red mist, his eyes bulging, his face twisted in a silent scream.
 Elise was hysterical.
 Rico tried to hold onto her but she was hot and greasy in his hands, squirming wildly.
 Jack was pulled down into the water, still trying to yank himself up, but the fight was gone and he slid into the boiling mass, his body thrown from side to side, jerking and jumping like some grisly marionette. He broke out of the water, a bleeding husk that had been shredded down to basal anatomy. A fleshless hand groped over the surface. He let out one last cry and everyone saw that the left side of his neck and face were eaten right down to muscle-covered bone. He looked like a living, bleeding shank of raw beef.
 He went under.
 Then he surfaced once again, more skeleton than flesh, fish clinging to him by their jaws. His skull was trembling as if there was still life in it, one single eyeball staring from its hollow of bone with a deranged look of absolute shock.
 Then he sank from view leaving only a slick of blood and tissue.
 


*
 
 
 Elise was hysterical and it was Cutler who slid over towards her and slapped her across the face. And he didn’t just slap her once, but four times. Maybe he would have kept at it but Rico stopped him, shoved him away and almost into the drink.
 “That enough, you crazy punheteiro.”
 Cutler didn’t like being handled like that, but he took it and kept his distance because, white-haired or not, he had no doubt that the old man would have given him the beating of his life with those rough, callused hands. They looked like they could split kindling.
 Next to Cutler, Basille moaned.
 “Easy now, lady,” Rico said, pulling Elise to him. “There, my lady, easy now.”
 She was limp, face wet with tears, blood running from her mouth. Her shorts were stained red, her legs open in several places from the bites of the piranhas. He comforted her the best he could even though he himself was leagues beyond comfort.
 She kept shuddering, shaking her head from side to side. All she could see was Jack, Jack, Jack—

The school of living dead piranha hitting him again and again, chewing and tearing, engulfing him in a primal bloodlust of cutting teeth, and that look in his eyes, that terrified, agonized, insane look in his eyes as they reduced him to a bleeding pulp.
 She sat straight up and screamed.

 Rico held her tighter. “Easy, you got to be easy now.”

 “You better shut her the fuck up,” Cutler said. “We got enough problems here.”

 Rico gave him a look that burned right through him. It was easy to read. It said: Just you and me alone, sonofabitch. That’s all I ask. You and me alone and, God above, how you gonna hurt when I put my hands on you.
 He looked away. “I fish these waters sixty year,” he told them in a wounded voice. “Never…never I see merda like this.”
 Cutler offered him a sarcastic grin. “Zombie piranhas.” He shook his head. “That boat…that research ship. They must’ve spilled something in the water, set some bug loose, a virus or something…”
 Rico shrugged. “I not know. And what does these things matter, eh? God help us.”
 Basille had been badly ravaged and he kept moaning and groaning. He had lost consciousness now and was probably in shock. His white pants and shirt had nearly been ripped away. What remained were bloody rags. He was laid open in a dozen locations with deep, cutting wounds. Blood ran from him, pooled under him, and ran down the boat into the water where it floated like a slick of grease.
 Cutler stared at it, his face sunburned, blue-eyed, and stark with fear.

 “We gonna get out of this,” Rico said. “We gonna use shoes as paddles and get us to the riverbank. You see if we don’t.”

 Cutler laughed with a dead, hopeless sound. “We ain’t fucking going nowhere and you know it.”

 “You shut that mouth, punheteiro.”
 Cutler turned away, staring at the blood seeping from Basille into the water. He started to make the connection. “His blood,” he said. “It’s in the water.” He looked over at Rico, his eyes wide and glassy like he was out of his mind. “You hear me, you goddamn idiot? His blood…it’s in the fucking water…his blood is in the fucking water…”
 Rico got it, all right.
 Blood in the water. Those devil-fish. And them floating on the overturned skiff, its flat bottom a scarce four inches above the river.
 Elise snapped out of her fugue. “Listen,” she said. “Listen…”
 Yes, they heard it, too. Beneath, in the water, the piranhas were hitting the boat again, one after the other. The sound of their gnawing teeth on the wood was almost like a muted sawing. They were trying to chew their way through it. It was insane but that’s what they were doing, driven by some malefic force to eat and kill. The water was filled with their darting bodies, slivery, scaly, discolored and putrefied…but alive, somehow alive.
 “We have to get out of here!” Cutler cried out, beside himself with fear.
 More fish now.
 The water began to roil. The piranha were swarming like locusts, pouring themselves at the boat in a steady stream of teeth. They chewed from below, from the sides, so many pressing in that hundreds were pushed flopping up out of the water and hundreds more were pulverized by the greedy appetites of the expanding shoal. And they were not just centered around the boat, it seemed, but the entire channel as if there was not a school of hundreds, but perhaps a school of thousands or hundreds of thousands. The frothing of the water made the boat roll in the water like it was caught in a good swell.
 The carrion fish were whipped into a wild eating frenzy, driven mad by the taste of blood dripping into the water. Sawdust was floating to the surface as they chewed at the skiff. The flat hull Rico and the others sat on was greasy with water and blood. They gripped each other so they’d didn’t slide off. 
 All except Basille.
 His unconscious form was sliding nearer and nearer the edge.
 Nobody made to grab him for there just wasn’t time. The boat was rocking under the onslaught of the fish, the water a churning maelstrom of snapping jaws and bones, piranhas and parts of them. And maybe the motion of the boat would have carried them to the treeline, but something happened first: the fish started leaping on board. Driven by a relentless hunger, they leaped out of the water and started landing among the survivors, grotesquely bloated and decayed, some little better than living skeletons held together by leathery sinew and ligament.
 But dead or undead, they were united in a single purpose.
 Rico shouted as he ducked away from two or three that sailed at him, swatted two more out of the air, and was hit by three more that fastened their sawtoothed teeth right into his flesh. He yanked them free, tearing out flaps of skin as he did so.
 They landed on the hull, flopping and chomping their jaws.
 Cutler kicked them back in, slapped at them, smashed a dozen to a foul putrid paste with his fists. But for every one he destroyed, there were ten more vaulting at him. They bit into his arms, his shoulders, his hands, dozens affixed to his boots, their teeth sunk into the leather. One caught him by the chin, biting deep.
 The air was filled with fish, a steaming brew of blood and corpse gas.
 They hit Elise, too. They fastened on her legs, her arms, one sank its triangular teeth right into her breast. She pulled them off, screaming, hitting and crushing them under her fists. She was completely out of her mind, ripping them free, kicking and slapping. She smashed them in her hands into a black gushing slime of drainage and tiny bones. She tore one off her left arm and the whole body came away in a pulping flap, but the small chambered skull remained, those serrated jaws holding tight, teeth punctured deep. She beat at it until it shattered to fragments.
 And when one clamped its interlocking jaws on the knuckle of her pinkie, she attacked it without thinking: clamping its foul, festering body in her own jaws and biting down until it exploded in a gushing spray of putrescence in her mouth. More hit her, but she craned her head and vomited putrid flesh, scales, and tiny bones along with a few squirming, severed worms.
 More and more were coming out of the water and there was simply no defense. 
 Cutler fought through the rain of fish, shouting, “It’s him they want…don’t you see?”  He ripped piranhas free, tearing one from the end of his nose and leaving several teeth sunk into the cartilage. “THEY WANT HIM! THEY WANT BASILLE! NOT US! THEY DON’T WANT US—”
 And with a sideward kick, he knocked Basille’s body into the foaming water.
 It was the sort of deranged diversion only a psychotic mind could come up with, but there is no sanity in survival. The water instantly went red in a swirling eruption. It frothed and boiled like a cauldron. Basille’s body was covered in a living, biting tarp of the monsters…and somewhere during the process, he came awake, thrashing and screaming, gulping in water, his own blood, and piranhas. His body rolled over and over in the churning wake, voracious jaws shredding him as the others watched. He was like a shank of bloody meat tossed into a shark tank.
 But it worked.
 The diversion worked.
 The school enveloped him and no more fish dove at the skiff. In fact, the very act of the piranhas abandoning the boat left the water roiling and this pushed it out of harm’s way, precious feet from the devouring shoal.
 Out there, you could not even see Basille any longer. He was buried in thousands of fish, their teeth in constant industrious motion in that simmering sea of blood. And when they finally fell away, glutted, there was nothing but a freshly-picked skeleton that bobbed to the surface for a moment or two, then sank from view. 
 


*
 
 
 Maybe Cutler expected some gratitude for what he had done. Maybe in his crowded, twisted little mind what he had done to Basille was seen as an act of selfless heroism. But once the remainders of the biting fish were disposed of, gratitude is not what he got from Rico and Elise.
 Bitten, ravaged, bleeding, they came at him with hooked fingers and eyes glazed with madness. To them, sacrificing one of their own to those hideous little monsters had never been an option. So they came at him with murder in their eyes.
 “Wait a minute!” he told them. “I saved us! Not just myself, but all of us!”
 Elise just glared at him. “You sick bastard! It was murder! Murder! You fucking murdered that poor man!”
 Cutler’s face was bitten, scratched, stained with blood. But now all the color ran from it because he knew, he knew, that they were no longer in their right minds. They were going to throw him overboard.
 “Don’t even try it,” he warned them.
 “Killer!” Rico said, “Dirty stinking killer!”
 Cutler was right on one thing: they weren’t in their right minds. Had they been, they would never have considered throwing him to the fish. But they had been through too much, suffered through imaginable horrors, been strained to the limit, and now they were thinking survival and nothing more.
 Cutler edged as far as he could away from them on the flat hull, sliding his ass through the blood and water. “I swear to God! You try it! Either of you try it and I’ll flip us all in! I goddamn well fucking mean it!”

But they didn’t seem to believe it. They kept inching forward. In their minds, they already had Cutler pegged for the selfish, narcissistic piece of shit he was. He wouldn’t sacrifice what he loved best even to thwart his enemies. They knew it. And, sadly, he knew it.
 Elise honestly didn’t want to hurt him. Maybe Rico did, but she was really just taking out her frustrations by putting a scare into him. And maybe that might have worked…had the situation not been so damned desperate. When she got within a foot of him, Cutler looked out at the slopping brown water, the dry islands rising up in the channel—maybe wondering if he could reach them in time—then turned back quick. And before Elise could react or even think of it, he hit her in the face with everything he had. Her head snapped back and she would have went right into the drink had Rico not grabbed her.
 That was it for Rico.
 He was Yagua Indian and where he came from, you did not hit women. But the men who struck them? Oh yes, you beat them silly. He came right at Cutler and Cutler through a few sloppy jabs at him that seemed to bounce right off that old, seamed brown face.
 And then Rico had him.
 He bounced Cutler’s head off the hull two or three times, then hit him barefisted again and again. Cutler’s face was a mess now but still he fought. He shook and raged, trying to hit the old man, trying to deflect those huge callused hands. They grappled. The boat rocked uneasily. Grinning with pure wicked delight, Rico hit him again.
 But he didn’t see Cutler fish the lockblade knife from his pocket, snap it open.
 Elise did. She shouted: “Rico! Look out! He’s got a—”
 Too late, Cutler brought the blade up and sank an easy three inches of it right into the side of Rico’s neck, severing the carotid artery. Rico, looking stunned and shocked, fell away grasping a hand to the wound. The artery was laid wide open, blood squirting between his fingers. He fell onto the hull face-first making a moaning, gurgling sound in his throat. His blood was everywhere, pools and rivers of it flooding their banks, vivid red and shining.
 Elise launched herself at Cutler and he slashed her across the arm. “Next time it’s your throat,” he promised her.
 Rico tried to pull himself to his knees and slid on the greasy spill of his own blood. He tried again and Cutler lashed out with his foot, caught the old man in the ass and propelled him forward.
 Blood bubbling from his wound, Rico tried to stop himself and was only partially successful. His hands found purchase so he didn’t go all the way in, but his head and upper shoulders went under and the rest of him followed right to the waist. The piranha hit him like bullets. Their teeth punched right into him as he tried to pull himself up. But his blood in the water drove them to new heights of mania. His head was still underwater in the churning mass of feeding piranha, hands hooked into claws, splashing and flaying madly. Each time an arm came out of the thrashing water, there were more decaying piranhas on it. And each time there was less flesh.
 Screaming, Elise took hold of one of his ankles, trying to pull him back on board. But he was a big man, under attack, and fighting with everything he had. Cutler would not help. He stayed as far away as he could. The more Elise pulled, the more Rico seemed to slide deeper into the seething pool of teeth. Blood and water splashed against her as the jaws of the living dead fish cut into him like buzzsaws, pulverizing his flesh, puncturing him.
 And it was bad for her…but those scarce seconds underwater were an absolute horror for Rico.

From the moment his face and upper body submerged, they were at him. Their slimy, putrefying bodies, teeth slicing into him like knives. They hit his face, his arms, his shoulders, but especially his throat. Dozens of them fighting their way in, chewing and sucking at the hot flow of blood, drilling into him, gnawing through muscle and tissue. But what was worse, was that as he fought, his mouth open screaming and gargling in the water, they swam right in. Right into his mouth, chewing his tongue away and biting their way into his throat, deeper, deeper, filling him, making him gag—

Rico came out of the water with a fierce backward lunge, knocking Elise aside. He came out fountaining water and blood. From the waist on up, he was bitten, mangled, simply laid raw. There were dozens and dozens of piranha in every state of decomposition hanging off him, jaws shearing, tails flapping. His face looked like the surface of the moon, cratered down to shining white bone from hundreds of bites. His eyes were gone, his nose chewed down to a hollow, his lips gnawed down to the bleeding gums.
 He thrashed about like some obscene zombie, spraying blood and drainage and fish in every direction, a horrible gagging sound coming from his pitted throat. And then his abdomen, so bitten and torn, seemed to dissolve before Elise’s eyes. It exploded outward as the fish that tunneled down his throat ate their way back out, macerating organ and muscle and membrane, scissoring jaws rupturing through like drill bits. A slopping, slimy tide of blood and carrion fish and half-eaten tissue came flooding out and he flipped back into the water where the real devouring began.
 Elise reached out, managed to grab a hand as he was caught in the surging maelstrom. He nearly dragged her in, but she pulled back with everything she had left and, to her surprise—and horror—he came up. Or his hand did. It was clutched in her own, the wrist gnawed to a bloody stump.
 She screamed and threw it, hysterical and shaking.
 The rest of Rico sank away in the foaming scarlet water.
 
 
*
 
 
 On her hands and knees on the blood-covered hull, Elise called out his name again and again and again.
 But he was gone.
 She was alone with Cutler and even being eaten by the living dead fish seemed preferable to that. When she turned back, Cutler had the knife in his hand and he was making his way toward her. “Now it’s your turn,” he said. His face was an absolute atrocity: a gouged and chewed waxen mask, streaked red and lit by two blazing hungry eyes and a grinning mouth of pink-stained teeth. 
 Elise could see it in on him.
 There was no mistaking it.
 He had been watching her ever since they got on the boat like a child molester watches a schoolyard. He knew what he wanted and even the misery they’d all been through had not vanquished the flame of lust burning in him, it had not dulled the perverse edge to his soul. He had a knife. They were alone. There were no witnesses. She had a choice: she could either give him what he wanted or he’d take it.
 But he’d have it. There was no doubt of that.
 She sneered at him. “YOU FUCKING ASSHOLE! YOU FUCKING SLIMY DISGUSTING PIECE OF SHIT!”
 The words meant nothing to him.
 As he came forward, the knife edge catching the sun, his eyes were wild, filled with a shocking animal delight.
 “You can either enjoy it, Elise, or I can make it worse than anything you can imagine,” he told her.
 “Get away from me!”
 He laughed. “You know better.”
 He reached out to touch her and she slapped his hand away. He sliced at her with the knife, again and again, pushing her closer to the edge and the waiting jaws. She had no choice now. There was nothing left but to allow it…as vile and repellent as that would be.
 She shoved him away.
 “ALL RIGHT! ALL RIGHT!” she said, tearing her blouse open, exposing the cones of her breasts. “IS THIS WHAT YOU WANT? IS THIS WHAT YOU FUCKING WANT?”
 It was. It was obvious that he had been thinking of nothing else. With Jack alive or Rico he would never have dared to do what he was now going to do. But now all bets were off. He was practically drooling. He unzipped his pants and he was already hard. Not letting go of the knife, he squirmed his way out of them until they were down past his knees.
 And Elise, her belly flooded with a warm rush of nausea, stripped the rest of the way and stood up so he could get a good look at her. Although bitten and bloodied, it was easy to see that the only place she wasn’t tanned was where her bikini had been.
 “Get over here,” Cutler said.
 She went back down on her knees, knowing that what she must now do was the only way. She sucked down everything inside herself, forgot about such trifling things as self-respect, dignity, and honor. She replaced it all with something that was dark and grim. Maybe Cutler saw it in her eyes for just a second, for he cringed.
 “Now,” he said.
 “On your back,” she told him. “You want this, we do it my way.”
 He was so excited he didn’t question it. Not for a moment. Elise went right over to him and felt his grubby, scaly hands roughly fondle everything she had. Then with a crooked, salacious grin she took him by the shoulders and forced him down on the hull. She squatted over him, gripping his hard little penis and then forcing herself down upon it. She gasped. He trembled. He had forgotten his knife now. Forgotten everything but what he was getting which was all he’d ever dreamed about. Elise rode him until he came, making a good show of it, the whole time thrusting down hard on him and sliding his body across the greasy hull ever closer to the water.
 “Oh God,” he said. “Oh God that was good…”
 “I’m glad you enjoyed it,” Elise said and then sprang on him, shoving him with her weight and every ounce of muscle she had. Her strength was irresistible and especially to a man who was as spent as Cutler.
 She forced him over the edge of the hull and he immediately started shouting, swinging, trying to throw her off. But she pinned him down with her legs and, grasping his throat, forced his head into the water…then beneath it.
 The piranhas struck right away in wave after wave of shearing jaws.
 Cutler thrashed, gyrated, but Elise clung to him, straddling him and locking him into place. She barely felt his fists as they bounced off her head or his nails that laid her face open.
 She was only aware of the churning water and the swarming fish, how Cutler jerked with each attack.
 Even submerged she could hear them feeding: the tearing of flesh and soft tissues, the chomping of muscle and connective tissue, the dull crunching of bone that sounded oddly like someone chewing on ice cubes. They bit at her fingers, too, which were just under the surface, but their main interest was the head.
 Cutler died horribly.

It did not even occur to him that the cunning bitch had led him into a carefully baited trap until she shoved his head underwater, into that murky brown water, and the searing, unbelievable agony began. He could not see them, just a darkening mass of seething bodies that covered his face and head as the water boiled red. Their jaws snapped, tore, cut, ripped, and ultimately rendered him to bone. But he fought, oh how he fought, striking at the evil bitch and tearing at the biting fish that went to corpse jelly under his fingers. But it was futile, of course. A school of living piranha can deliver 1200 bites in less than a minute and who could say about these monsters? Their jaws punctured his face, sawed and bit and stabbed. His eyes went fast as did his tongue and lips. His nose and ears took a little longer. All in all, his head was devoured to a ball of fleshy mucilage in thirty seconds.
 After maybe fifteen seconds, Elise fell away, gasping, sobbing, studying the ruin of her once long attractive fingers. Just bloody stumps now, worried right to the bone.
 Cutler’s head finally came up out of the water and it was really little more than an eyeless, earless, scalpless skull covered in pink, rutted, well-gnawed tissue. He rose for a second, his head bobbing like some gruesome Halloween prop and then he fell backwards and splashed into the drink. The school finished the job they had started.
 Elise watched until there was nothing but a bubbling scum of blood and fragments on the surface. Then lying down on the hull, she closed her eyes.
 
 
*
 
 
 The moon came up over the Amazon River basin.
 Elise woke, raw and hurting, aware of nothing but the agony that pulsed through her body in punishing waves. Botflies had laid their eggs in her wounds. Clouds of mosquitoes had drank their fill. Gnats and chiggers had feasted on her throat. 
 Out in the rainforest, night birds cried out and snakes slid through the wet leafy loam. Spiders spun webs larger than men in the branches and huge Amazonian leeches clung to the thick cable roots just under the water. Moths fluttered over the clotted surface of the channel and crab-eating raccoons chattered in the jungle.
 All was well in the hot, misty night world.
 Elise went to the edge of the hull and peered into the water. What the moonlight showed her should have been shocking, but she was well beyond things like shock or fear. She was bruised, bitten, slit, peppered with dozens upon dozens of swelling insect bites. Botfly larva were already wiggling in her wounds. She knew only agony and misery and there was no light at the end of the tunnel. Only nature at its fiercest and a channel filled with unnatural things. This is what the moonlight showed her in the water: the piranhas.
 Hundreds and hundreds of them surrounding the overturned skiff. Just waiting. Row upon row of them breaking the surface, their jutting jaws wide open. Greening things, bloated things, wormy things, glaring evil skulls. They were not alive and had not been in some time so they did not need to swim to force oxygenated water through their gills. The leaking chemicals from the biotech ship that poisoned the school also resurrected them. Once they had been alive, filled with a rapacious vitality. Social creatures that lived to defend the school. Not truly dangerous to man except in the dry season when food was scarce. But now they no longer mated and swam for the glory of the school. Now all they had left was an insatiable appetite.
 And this is what they offered Elise: their appetite. Serrated rows of triangular teeth activated by powerful jaws. The sort of jaws that could bite through fishing nets and steel hooks. It was all they had and they offered it to her now.
 Elise looked down at them surrounding her little island. Like loyal subjects surrounding their queen. And they were loyal. She did not doubt this.
 They waited.
 They knew she would come to them. 
 Finally, staring out across those yawning, tooth-studded jaws gleaming in the moonlight, all open in her honor, she said, “Please, I hurt so bad, so terribly bad…let it be fast.”
 Somehow, she knew they would make it so.
 She thought then of Peruvian cattle herders. Jack had told her how they would sacrifice a cow downstream in the dry season to the hungry piranhas so that the rest of the herd could cross safely upstream. Elise knew then that she would be such a sacrifice.
 Sucking in a breath, she slid into the water and submerged amongst them and they accepted her. And true to their promise, as the water gushed red with her blood, it was mercifully quick.
 The skiff drifted on upstream.
 A giant otter splashed in the distance.
 And in the treetops, a pygmy owl screeched.
 
 


 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

SOMETHING FISHY IS GOING ON
 
 
By Mark Zirbel
 
 
 
 
 
 
 Ben had been married to Liora for nearly a month when it occurred to him that he had never seen her vagina.
 He had felt it, of course, plunged into the depths of its silky wetness. But it was always with the lights off, always under the covers. One time, Ben had tried to slip down below and perform oral sex on Liora. But she quickly stopped him.
 “Sorry...is too much that way,” she explained in her stilted English. “Is too intense...afraid I crush your head.”
 Well, Ben certainly didn’t want that
to happen. But he did wonder if this was Liora’s real reason, or if she just felt uncomfortable with that type of intimacy. Maybe it was a Russian thing -- some sort of cultural modesty. That would explain the floor-length nightgowns she always wore to bed. Liora definitely wasn’t a Victoria’s Secret kind of gal.
 But so what, Ben told himself. After all, the woman was no prude! In fact, once she crawled into bed for the night and clicked off the bedside lamp, she became insatiable. They would have sex for hours at a time, doing it again and again and again. It was always Ben who would eventually insist that they stop, either because he was too sore or because he just didn’t have another erection left in him. It amazed Ben that Liora’s vaginal muscles never got tired -- they just kept clenching and unclenching, clenching and unclenching. The sensation brought to mind a hungry little mouth, gumming incessantly at his cock. Ben sometimes wondered if that’s how it felt with all women. He had no way of knowing, no other point of reference. Ben had been a virgin when he married Liora. 
 Or so he told himself.
 But sometimes late at night, as he lay in bed beside a sleeping Liora, a voice inside Ben’s head told him a different story.

A virgin? Who are you trying to kid? the voice would ask. Aren’t you forgetting about sophomore year in high school? Aren’t you forgetting about Nelson Lake?
 “No, no, no, no, no!” Ben would shout (silently, of course, so as not to awaken Liora). “Nothing happened on Nelson Lake! So just shut up about it. Shut up!”
 And then he would curl up with his lovely Liora and try in vain to get a few hours of sleep.
 
 
 “So, tell me more about Volochayevka,” Ben said to Liora one night, holding her in his arms after a particularly vigorous session of lovemaking.
 “Is fishing village,” Liora replied. “The stink of fish is everywhere. The men reek of it. Is impossible to wash away that fish stink.”
 “Not a big fan of fish, I take it?”
 Liora shook her head. “Horrible creatures. Worst are carp, so ugly and fat. Hundreds swim in shallow waters of Volochayevka. I never hear such noisy fishes! Each night, they stick dirty snouts out of water and squeal like swine.” Liora began to laugh.
 “What’s so funny?” Ben asked.
 “I see you not like fish, too,” Liora said, pointing to the goosebumps on Ben’s arms. 
 He hadn’t even been aware of them.
 “Poor baby,” Liora said as she rubbed down the raised flesh. “I give you something else to think about.” She pulled Ben on top of her.
 It took a few minutes to coax another erection out of Ben, but soon he was diving into Liora’s vagina once again, feeling that wet, gulping suction on his cock.

That hungry little mouth.
 Ten minutes into their lovemaking, Ben realized that his goosebumps hadn’t gone away.
 
 
 Walking to work the next day, Ben passed a construction site and overheard a conversation between two workers:
 “Going out with Brenda again?”
 “Yep...third date. Tonight’s the night –- I’m finally gonna get me some fish mouth.”
 Ben stopped in his tracks and spun around. “What did you just say?”
 “Buzz off, asshole,” one of the workers said. Big guy –- if he wasn’t sidelining someplace as a bouncer, he was passing up good money.
 “Please,” Ben pleaded, “tell me what you said!”
 “I said I’m gonna get me some pussy tonight. Got a problem with that? You some kinda Jesus freak or something?”
 “You...you didn’t say fish mouth?”
 “What the fuck are you talking about?”
 “Never mind...sorry,” Ben said, doing an about-face and hurrying on his way.
 
 
 Ben was having trouble concentrating on the notes for his 11:30 appointment. It was his first meeting with a potential client, so he wanted to be sharp. But he just couldn’t focus. His head was filled with visions of bloated carp, sloshing mindlessly in the muddy waters of Nelson Lake, dragging long strings of shit from the underside of their filthy bodies.
 Ben looked at the framed picture on his desk –- Liora, dressed in her wedding gown. His beautiful bride, his wedded wife. And yet he had never seen her vagina. Not one single time. Was she ashamed of how she looked down there? Was she hiding something?

That hungry little mouth...
 There was a knock at Ben’s office door. Ben glanced at his notes to remind himself of his 11:30’s name –- Andrew J. Magnus III. “Come in,” Ben said.
 Given his client’s proper-sounding name, Ben had been expecting a distinguished, older gentleman. But Andrew couldn’t have been much older than twenty, wearing tennis shoes, jeans, and a t-shirt. 
 “Let me guess,” Ben said, standing up and extending his hand. “Newlywed?”
 “That’s right!” Andrew laughed as he shook Ben’s hand. “How’d you know that?”
 “Most guys your age aren’t thinking about life insurance, unless they’ve just gotten married.”
 “I guess that makes sense. And I bet you’re a newlywed, too.”
 Now it was Ben’s turn to laugh. “Okay, how did you know?”
 “Most guys don’t keep a bridal picture on their desk, unless they’ve just gotten married.”
 Ben picked up the framed photo. “Oh, right. This is my lovely Liora.”
 “Liora...is that Russian?”
 “Yes it is. Believe it or not, I met Liora through a Russian mail-order bride company.”
 “Really! What was that experience like?”
 “It was great. Everyone I dealt with was very friendly, very professional. The whole process went very smoothly.”
 “I’m kind of surprised. I’ve always had my doubts about those companies. They seem kind of...I don’t know...kind of fishy.”
 A chill shot up Ben’s spine. “What do you mean by that?”
 Andrew’s face flooded with crimson. “I’m sorry...I didn’t mean any offense.”
 “Tell me what you meant by that comment,” Ben demanded.
 “Nothing! I mean, I’ve heard some news stories about those kinds of companies...stories about them running scams on their customers. But I’m sure that’s not true in your case! I’m sure the company you dealt with is very reputable. It’s just that some of them are a little shifty.”
 “You didn’t say shifty before –- you said fishy!” Ben slammed Liora’s photo onto his desk, shattering the picture frame’s protective glass. “Why did you say fishy, goddammit?”
 Andrew looked like he was about to cry. “I don’t know...it’s just a word. Fishy, shifty, suspicious, whatever.”
 “No, you specifically said fishy. You even gave it a little extra emphasis. What are you trying to imply? That there’s something abnormal about my wife’s vagina?!”
 Andrew hightailed it out of Ben’s office without saying another word. Moments later, the telephone rang.
 “Hello!” Ben shouted into the receiver.
 “Ask Liora about the Butcher of Volochayevka.”
 That voice. So familiar, yet impossible to place.
 “Who the hell is this?” Ben asked.
 “Ask Liora about the Butcher of Volochayevka. Ask her what he did to his victims.”
 The line went dead.
 Ben stood at his desk for a long while, gripping the telephone receiver in one fist, and grinding his other fist into the shards of broken glass from Liora’s photograph.
 
 
 When Ben got home from work that evening, Liora immediately noticed his bloodied hand. Ben told her he had tripped and fallen onto some broken glass in the alleyway behind his insurance office. She believed him. Liora’s eyes were moist with love and concern as she cleaned Ben’s wound, disinfected it, and bandaged it. There was no way Ben could stare into those dark, beautiful eyes and interrogate Liora. So he waited until bedtime, waited until Liora’s eyes blended seamlessly into the darkness of the bedroom, before asking, “Liora...? Have you ever heard of the Butcher of Volochayevka?”
 There was a loud rustle of sheets from Liora’s side of the bed. “What? Why you ask such horrible thing?”
 “So you have heard of him?”
 “Of course. That monster terrorize Volochayevka for a year. Twelve women dead before he is finally caught.”
 “What did he do to his victims?”
 “Please, I not want to talk about—-”
 “Dammit, Liora –- tell me what he did to his victims!”
 “He cut them...down there.”
 With his eyes adjusting to the darkness, Ben could see that Liora was timidly pointing to her crotch.
 “He cut everything away,” Liora continued. “He leave nothing but a bloody hole. And in that hole, each time he stick a fish head.”
 “A fish head?”
 “Yes. He was local fisherman. That fish stink drove him crazy, I think. They say he was...”
 Liora was still talking, but Ben had tuned her out. In his mind he pictured a Russian morgue: twelve cadaver tables, each table occupied by a dark-haired beauty, each woman with a fish head where her vagina should be. The women were all dead, but the fish heads were very much alive, their gaping mouths coughing out soggy words: “Fuck us, Ben. Fuck us!”
 Ben bolted toward the bathroom, making it there just in time before his dinner splashed into the toilet bowl. 
 “Ben...? Ben, are you okay?” Liora called from the bedroom.
 Ben staggered to the doorway. “Give me a minute!” he shouted down the hall, then closed the bathroom door and locked it. A pair of Liora’s panties hung from a hook on the back of the door. In all likelihood, these were the panties that Liora had worn that day. Which meant that as little as twenty minutes ago, they had been rubbing right up against her private parts. What was so damn private about them? That’s what Ben wanted to know! 

That hungry little mouth...
 Ben grabbed the underwear, buried his face in the crotch, and inhaled deeply. They smelled fishy. But that’s normal, isn’t it? Ben asked himself. Don’t most women have sort of a fishy odor down there? He tried to recall that rhyme he had once heard about cunnilingus:
 Smells like tuna,

Tastes like chicken,

So hold your nose,

And keep on lickin’.
 Ben took another whiff of the panties, and this time he almost retched. This was no tuna smell! This was the smell of dead carp floating in muddy water, baking in the summer sun, being pecked at by seagulls as they stood atop their scaly, fly-ridden meal.
 It was the smell of Nelson Lake. 
 Nelson Lake was actually more of a big pond than a lake -– hidden from sight by a tangle of thickets, just beyond the trailer park where Ben’s friend Ed Obluck lived. Or “Evil Eddie,” as the kids at Woodside High called him. Ever since moving to town at the beginning of the school year, Ed had been at the center of a growing mythology. According to the rumors, Ed had beaten the crap out of his stepfather, who was now in a coma. He was fucking his eleven-year-old sister. He owned a video of a woman getting raped in a men’s room by a bunch of drunken rednecks. He was maybe even the person who had shot the video.
 Ben figured that these stories were, at best, half-truths, and in all likelihood, outright lies. Still, they managed to rile people up and get Ed noticed. Best of all, the bullies didn’t mess with Ed, because they perceived him as someone who would retaliate by burning down their house and gutting their dog. That’s the kind of status that Ben wanted: to be well known and left alone. Maybe if he spent enough time with Ed, he’d become known throughout the school as “Big Bad Ben” (which would be a definite improvement over Dorkwad, Shitfuck, Retard, and the other assortment of names that the popular kids currently called him).
 And so it was that on a hot afternoon in late May, Ben found himself sitting with Ed on a makeshift raft in the middle of Nelson Lake. They had passed the after-school hours discussing the lyrics to Rush songs, debating whether An American Werewolf in London or The Howling was the better werewolf movie and, most of all, talking about girls.
 “Who would you rather rape,” Ed asked as he dropped his fishing line into the water, “Cindy Johnson or Ann Cody?”
 Those kinds of comments sometimes worried Ben -- made him wonder if Ed might be as screwed up as people said he was. “Why word it like that?” Ben asked. “Why not say, ‘Who would you rather fuck?’”
 “Because neither one of them bitches would fuck someone like me. So I’d have to rape ’em!”
 “Come on, Cindy and Ann aren’t so bad. Sure, they’re pretty stuck up, but it’s not like they’re mean or anything. They’re actually pretty nice –- especially Ann. She sits next to me in Chemistry. Sometimes we talk and joke around before class. I’m actually starting to like—-”
 “Got a bite!” Ed interrupted, the tip of his pole bending sharply toward the water. “Let’s see what it is.”
 What the fuck do you think it is? Ben wanted to say. Nelson Lake was basically a big, muddy carp hatchery. Drop a worm anywhere in the lake and a carp would be chomping at it within a minute. In the shallow water, you could reach in and grab one at will. On the shore, you had to watch your step to avoid tripping over the dead ones.
 “Hey, it’s a carp!” Ed said as pulled the snorting fish to the surface.
 “Now there’s a surprise,” Ben replied. He watched Ed lug his catch onto the raft –- looked like a four-pounder. Its color was grimy and nondescript, probably because of all the time it spent burrowing in the muck at the bottom of the lake. Despite the summer weather, Ben felt a chill come over him –- these dirty bottom feeders really gave him the creeps.
 Ed pried open the carp’s slimy mouth to check on his hook. “Aw man, she swallowed it good,” he said. “This one’s gonna croak for sure.”
 “That’s a shame.”
 “Are you kidding me? This is the perfect catch. Just enough life in her for sucking, but not enough for biting.”
 “What are you talking about?”
 Ed unzipped his jeans and pulled out his penis -- his full erection pointed up toward the blazing sun. “Let’s just say that all the talk about raping those two little bitches has got me good and horny!”
 Christ, is he going to jerk off right in front of me? Ben wondered. A moment later, he got his answer. Holding the carp at waist level with both hands, Ed worked the head of his penis into the fish’s mouth. He then slowly pulled the fish toward his crotch, as more and more of his erection disappeared inside its gullet. “Aw man, that’s nice,” he muttered through clenched teeth.
 Ben just sat there and stared. What was he supposed to do? Sure, he could look away, but there was something perversely fascinating about this. He watched as Ed pushed the carp up his shaft and shoved it back down again –- all the way down this time, until the fish’s face was mashed against his pubic hair. “Yeah, that’s right,” Ed said. “Gag on it, you fucking bitch!”
 Ed’s tempo began to increase, sliding the fish up and down, up and down, up and down. “Oh God...oh fuck...” Ed closed his eyes as he ejaculated into the carp’s mouth. For the first time, Ben turned and looked the other way. He stared back toward the pier, where Ed’s mutt, Rosco, chased a squirrel across the muddy shore. Rosco ran and ran until the end of his staked leash choked him into giving up his pursuit. After a few moments, Ben checked out Ed from the corner of his eye: he had already zipped himself up, and he held out the lifeless fish like an offering.
 “Here you go, buddy...give her a ride.”
 “What?”
 “She’ll be extra juicy for you, with all my pecker-snot in there!”
 “Umm...no thanks.”
 Ed looked baffled, as if Ben had just won the lottery and turned down the prize money. “What do you mean, no thanks?”
 “I think I’ll pass.”
 “Are you some kinda homo or something?”
 “I’m a homo because I don’t want to fuck a fish?” Ben said this in an attempt to joke around, to get him and Ed shooting the shit again. But he could tell from Ed’s hardened expression that it hadn’t worked.
 “I suppose you don’t need to whack off, because you’re gonna be nailing Ann Cody.”
 Ben shook his head. “No, I don’t think that’s going to happen.”
 “You’re damn right it’s not!” Ed exploded. “You’re never gonna fuck her –- hell, you’re never even gonna go out with her! You’re a fucking loser, just like me. Guys like us don’t get the chicks – we get the chum. So have at it!” Ed shoved the carp into Ben’s chest like he was handing off a football, and Ben instinctively grabbed hold of it.
 He was shocked to see that it was still alive –- barely alive, but alive nonetheless. The carp slowly kissed the air as globs of semen fell onto the raft. Its pink, gaping mouth looked like it belonged on a blow-up sex doll. Is that what had first given Ed the idea to stick his dick in there? Whatever the case, Ben wasn’t in the mood for sloppy seconds –- especially from a smelly gutter fish! I’m going to throw this disgusting thing overboard, he decided.
 As if he had read Ben’s mind, Ed pulled out his pocketknife and popped open the blade. He didn’t say a word, just waved it in Ben’s general direction. A few weeks earlier, Ben had watched Ed use this very same knife to cut through a bunch of empty beer cans as effortlessly as if they were overripe plums. He knew the knife could filet him just as easily as the carp he held in his hands.
 But Ed wouldn’t hurt me, would he? 

 Are you kidding? the carp mouthed in silent response. He put his own father into a coma, for Christ’s sake!
 That was his stepfather. And it probably never even happened!

Are you willing to take that chance? 
 What choice do I have?

Fuck me.
 I can’t! It’s too gross!

Oh, it won’t be so bad. See these feelers on the sides of my mouth? Get a nice rhythm going and they’ll slap right against your balls. 
 Shut the hell up!
 Look, do you want Ed to think that you’re not really his friend? That you’ve been slumming with him this year?
 Of course not!

Then prove your loyalty. Fuck me, Ben. Fuck meeeeeeeeeeee!
 As Ben contemplated this most unnatural of acts, the sounds of nature filled the air: Rosco barking, crickets chirping, pussywillows rustling, a telephone ringing...
 A telephone ringing?
 “Ben...telephone! Is for you!”
 Liora’s voice startled Ben back to the present. Who the hell would be calling at this hour? He opened the bathroom door and marched back to the bedroom, where Liora stood in her floor-length nightgown, looking sad and confused, holding out the receiver for him. Ben grabbed it from her.
 “Hello!”
 “If you want to meet with me, go to the Third Street Fish Market at noon tomorrow. Order a pound of carp and await further instructions.”
 It was the same voice from earlier that day. Except this time, Ben knew exactly who it was.
 “I’ll be there,” Ben said, with the steely resolve of someone determined to settle an old score once and for all.
 
 
 Ben was exhausted when he arrived at the Third Street Fish Market at quarter to twelve the next day. He had spent most of the night holding a sobbing Liora, apologizing for how he’d been acting lately, promising that he still loved her very, very much. When her tears finally subsided, Liora wanted to know who Ben had been talking with on the phone. He was glad he didn’t have to lie when he told her, “An old friend.”
 The market was bustling with people –- there were three men working behind the counter, and Ben still needed to take a number. Most of the customers appeared to be housewives, buying fresh seafood for their evening meals. They ordered from a large menu board on the wall, which listed the specials of the day. There was tuna, salmon, halibut, cod, trout, sea bass, red snapper –- just about any kind of fish you could want. Except carp, of course.
 Ben hadn’t expected it to be on the menu. He knew there was a good possibility that this trip to the market was nothing more than a prank. Something to throw him off the trail –- a red herring, no pun intended. But if there was even the slightest chance that it would bring this madness to an end, Ben was prepared to follow his instructions to the letter.
 “Number thirty-two!”
 Hearing his number called, Ben stepped up to the counter, where a fat, sweaty fishmonger awaited his order.
 “Could I get a pound of carp, please?”
 For a moment the man just stared. Probably coming up with a wise-ass response, Ben thought. Very good, sir. And would you like some pigeon or sewer rat with that?
 But instead, the man lifted a partition in the counter and said, “Follow me.”
 He led Ben to a door at the rear of the market, down a flight of stairs, and through a long, narrow hallway, illuminated only by an occasional dangling bulb. Finally they arrived at a closed door. Ben heard music on the other side -- deep, funky bass lines rattled the doorknob.
 “That’ll be ten dollars,” the man said, holding out a grubby hand that desperately needed to be washed with lemon.
 “A pound of carp is ten dollars?” Ben asked.
 “That’s right.”
 Ben opened his wallet, stealing a quick glance at the photo of his lovely Liora, before removing a ten and handing it to the man.
 “Enjoy yourself,” he said as he pushed the door open. “The afternoon entertainment will be starting shortly.”
 With the door open, Ben could clearly hear the song playing inside. It was “Sushi Girl” by The Tubes. He stepped through the doorway and found himself in a large, classy looking nightclub. No, wait. Runways...interconnected stages...dance poles.
 It was a strip club.
 The place was nearly empty –- no customers, just a few workers. Two bouncers wearing red SECURITY t-shirts flanked the main stage, waiting for the first dancers of the day to make their entrance. Ben did a double-take at the sight of the guys. They were the construction workers he had overheard the day before.

Going out with Brenda again?
 Yep, I’m finally gonna get me some fish mouth.
 Ben glanced toward the bar, where the bartender was busy washing glasses for the lunch-hour crowd. It was Andrew J. Magnus III.
 Those mail-order bride companies seem kind of fishy to me!
 And there at a table by himself, in a roped-off portion of the club reserved for lap dances, sat Ed Obluck. He looked older, heavier, and balder than he did back at Woodside High, but it was definitely Ed. He poured two glasses of champagne. “Ben, there you are! Please, come and join me.”
 There wasn’t even a trace of his old redneck drawl in Ed’s voice. It was one of the reasons Ben had such a difficult time identifying him on the phone. Ben walked over to Ed’s table but didn’t sit down. Ed was drinking Dom Perignon, and his suit looked like it cost a couple grand. Ben wanted to haul off and deck Ed right then and there. But he knew he needed to be patient, needed to wait and see how this thing would play out.
 “Welcome to my grand opening,” Ed said with a smile. He pushed a glass of champagne toward Ben. “Sit down. Since you’re my very first customer, drinks are on the house.”
 Ben remained standing and ignored the drink. “You own this place? So what’s with all the secrecy? Strip clubs aren’t illegal in this town, are they?”
 “No, but city ordinances only allow for topless dancing, whereas I feature full nudity. But by paying off the right local politicians and policemen –- as well as keeping a low profile –- I have no doubt that this venture will be quite successful. After all, why go to another club and see some titties, when you can come here and see it all?”
 “How are you going to get any customers if you have to keep things hush-hush? You don’t even have a sign out front!”
 “I’ll rely on word of mouth.” Ed’s smile broadened. “Or should I say, word of fish-mouth?”
 Enough waiting: Ben punched Ed in the face as hard as he could. Considering he had never hit anyone in his life, Ben was quite pleased with the results. Sure, his hand hurt like hell, but it was worth it to see Ed topple backwards off his chair, knocking over his glass of Dom Perignon on the way to the floor.
 “That’s for what you did to me on Nelson Lake!” Ben growled.
 The bouncers/construction workers bolted toward the fracas, but Ed quickly sat up and held out a hand like a policeman halting traffic. “Stay put, boys,” he said. “I’ve got this under control.” But Ed’s wild eyes made him appear anything but composed. A red stream flowed from his nose, covered his mouth with bloody lipstick, and continued down his chin.
 “I almost completely repressed my memories of that day,” Ben continued. “I convinced myself that you and I just happened to drift out of touch junior and senior year. No particular reason. Sometimes friends grow apart, right? But as it turns out, sometimes one friend forces the other to fuck a fish at knifepoint.”
 Ed laughed so hard that he began to cough, hacking up blood as he cackled, looking like a deranged plague victim.
 Ben silenced him with a kick to the ribs. “You think this is funny? Do you have any idea how badly that repressed memory messed me up? It turned me into a thirty-year-old virgin, for Christ’s sake! And now that I’m married, it’s even managed to fuck up my relationship with my wife.”
 “Ah yes, your lovely Liora.”
 “Listen, you piece of shit. It’s one thing for you and your employees to mess with my head. But leave my wife out of this!”
 Ed stood up and smoothed his suit. He wiped the blood from his face, and his rage seemed to disappear right along with it. “You’re right, Ben –- we have been messing with you. But it was all in good fun, one old buddy to another. I didn’t mean to send you off the deep end! After all, the whole reason I invited you here today was to see if you wanted to invest in this place.”
 Ben couldn’t help but chuckle. “You’ve got to be kidding.”
 “Not at all. I need money to conduct a world-wide search for more dancers.”
 “Put an ad in the paper. Strippers are a dime a dozen.”
 “Not the kind I’m looking for. My taste in women is...unique. I finally found twelve in Volochayevka that met my specifications.”
 “Twelve...?” 

That monster terrorize Volochayevka for a year. Twelve women dead before he is finally caught.
 “The victims of the Butcher of Volochayevka,” Ed said, as if he was relaying a perfectly mundane piece of information.
 “You’re insane. Those women are dead.”
 “You’d be surprised by all the new procedures that Russian doctors have discovered from studying Chernobyl victims. Everything from the mutation of living flesh to the re-animation of dead flesh. Take a look for yourself –- here comes the first dancer of the afternoon right now.”
 A dark-haired beauty hit the stage, completely naked, except for her high heels. It took Ben a few moments to recognize her. Maybe it was because he was viewing her in such a foreign context. Or perhaps it was because he had never seen an enormous pair of red-glitter platform heels in the shoe closet at home. But whatever the case, it wasn’t until the dancer smiled, waved, and said “Hello, Ben” that he realized he was staring at his lovely Liora.
 So much for spending her afternoons at home, studying her English! She climbed down from the stage, walked over to Ben and Ed, and gave Ed a long, passionate kiss. When they finally finished with their tongue wrestling, Liora turned to face Ben. “Thank you so much for helping me get Green Card so I can come to America and work for Mr. Ed.”
 “Yeah, we really appreciate that, buddy,” Ed said, giving Ben a friendly punch in the arm.
 Ben felt his stomach roiling. Dear god, was he really married to the re-animated victim of a Russian serial killer? Had Liora been lying to him all along? Lying to him about everything?
 As if on cue, Liora hopped up on the table, planted her butt in a puddle of champagne, and spread her legs wide open. For the first time in his life, Ben got a clear view of Liora’s crotch.
 It looked like she was giving birth to a fish.
 The thing between her legs appeared to be a seamless extension of Liora’s own flesh, the smooth, white skin of her inner thighs curving upward to form a slimy, black head. Its jaws moved in a wildly animated fashion, like one of those novelty-mounted fish that sings Christmas songs. But this one wasn’t trying to belt out a tune –- it was searching for food, desperate for sustenance.

That hungry little mouth...
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
DAWES
BY
Steve Ruthenbeck
 
 
 
 
 
 
 Blood misted out the hotel window. The five-gallon spray can Dawes used sat next to a triangular steel frame that was bolted to the floor and housed an oversized fishing reel. Rope from the reel played out the third-story window and was attached to a six-foot leader made of dog chain. The leader dangled a baling hook baited with mutton over the patio.
 Dawes read the Bible while he waited — Romans chapter six now. He started reading the book after Melissa’s death. Sometimes he found answers; sometimes he didn’t, but the ratio leaned far enough to the positive to keep him searching the pages. At one time, he wouldn’t have had the patience or the perspective. Now he had nothing else.
 The bedside clock said three-sixteen in the morning when the rope twitched.
 Dawes looked up from verse eleven, a man who had recently entered his thirties but exited life years ago. His hair was buzz-cut by his own hand, and stubble darkened his features. He was thin — but not because he took care of himself.
 The rope tightened over the windowsill…and went slack once more.
 Dawes set the spray can nozzle on the floor and the Bible on top of the newspaper lying on the bed. The newspaper’s front page had stories about war, energy conservation and a cat who predicted the deaths of nursing home patients.
 The reel clicked once, softly under the sound of surf whispering through the window.
 Dawes rose from his chair and seated himself behind the triangular steel frame. He stuck his legs through its base and pulled on a pair of work gloves.
 The rope and reel sat motionless now.
 Dawes made sure the other item on the bed was within easy reach. The tip of the spear gun gleamed silver and pointed to the fourth story on the newspaper’s front page — a story about a shark attack. The victim was a thirty-year-old father of three who took his kids for a Saturday swim. His body was recovered sans head.
 A similar story ran in the paper two years ago when Dawes and Melissa were in the same beachfront hotel on their honeymoon. Dawes read that paper while Melissa changed into her bathing suit. Later, when they walked down to the ocean, the laughter of beachgoers rang up and down the sand. The water was cold, but Dawes and Melissa soon grew accustomed to it. They floated on their backs, holding hands. Being buoyed by the water made Dawes feel like Melissa’s touch was the only thing that tethered him to the world. The next sensation he felt was like being hit by a Volkswagen. Clouds were moved along by the sun. Seagulls dipped in the wind. As Dawes flipped in midair, he saw the shark’s head breaking the surface of the water. It seemed to grin, a welcome-home-old-chum smile that widened into a gaping hole ringed with buzz-saw teeth. Its eyes were as blue as Melissa’s, who looked up at Dawes with surprise. Then she went under. They found no body sans head. They found no body at all.
 The rope started running over the windowsill with a liquid hiss. Dawes didn’t try the crank yet, nor did he tighten the drag. He was afraid those actions would tear the hook loose. Let it set first. Even though Dawes’s heart pounded and sweat dotted his brow, these decisions comforted him. They were the products of rational thought. During his years of waiting and watching, Dawes had begun to question if he was still capable of such a thing.
 That final swim with Melissa was certainly the last time he felt rational. The next thing he remembered was being in a hospital bed. Every thought felt muffled with mentholated cotton and his body and soul felt like they floated among the Zombies of the Stratosphere. Melissa couldn’t be gone — not like that. And it was more than just Melissa gone. It was every plan they made and every hope they had. They stopped being we’re and started being were.
 The rope continued to spin out of the reel in a blur of blue. Dawes tightened the drag a notch and could tell the rope slowed by the pitch of its hum.
 The homemade reel had been one of Larson’s ideas. Larson came to Dawes’s hospital room that second day, an older man with a worn face and hair that was not so much gray as it was drained of vitality. He was dressed in faded jeans, a chambray work shirt and an absurdly new tie. Grief rested on Dawes’s chest like a boulder, and his compressed heart seemed to pump acid through his veins. He barely looked at Larson, but everything changed when the man said what he had to say. “I know how it feels” Larson said. And I can give you a chance to get even. “You might not believe a word of what I’m about to tell you, but I can prove myself with a single question — did the shark have blue eyes?”
 Dawes tightened the drag another notch, and the rope slowed further. He let it run through a loose fist and felt his prey’s movements through the thrumming rope. It was fighting and that was fine. There was no danger of the hook coming out now unless it pulled it out. Dawes wouldn’t give it that chance. He grabbed the reel’s crank.
 Normal sharks had black eyes, of course; looking into them was like looking into a bullet hole. Dawes listened to Larson, listened and joined. It didn’t matter if it sounded insane. Dawes’s grief swallowed the madness hook, line and sinker. It took years of waiting and watching coastal papers for that unique modus operandi. It liked to take heads, and such sadistic precision made it different from the other attacks. Beyond that, they knew little. Larson lost his son off the coast of Haiti. Local stories said that might be where it came from. And Florida — where Melissa was killed — was not that far away.
 Dawes started cranking, and a ratchet sound filled the room. His back muscles seemed to wring his spine as they worked against his vertebrae to generate the necessary torque. Dawes grabbed the rope with his freehand and leaned back, creating slack, which he would draw up with the crank. He had a long ways to go, and it would only get harder, but that’s how it had to be; that’s why he was on the third floor, so he could get it off the ground. Then it would be helpless. Larson’s mistake was trying to face the thing on its own terms. Remembering Larson’s screams off Maine made Dawes’s sweat turn icy, but he wanted to face it again. He wanted to look it in the eyes when he killed it — for Larson, for the thirty-year-old father of three, for all the others and most of all for Melissa, for the way she looked at him in surprise before she went under. A person shouldn’t have to remember their love like that. The fact that it would end on the beach where Melissa was lost brought small comfort. Dawes hadn’t been sure if he would even be able to enter the hotel again. He did, though, and it frightened him that he felt nothing during the return. A person had to be dead to feel nothing.
 The rope creaked and strained, but Dawes didn’t worry about it snapping. It had a wire core and was rated for over five thousand pounds. He turned the crank, muscles trembling and the veins of his neck standing taut. Applied force and leverage gave him the advantage. His nemesis had no foundation from which to resist while Dawes had a steel frame bolted to the floor and a pulley system that magnified his strength. The amount of rope on the reel increased in thickness. The crank turned with something like ease now.
 Dawes had marked the rope with a piece of tape. As soon as that piece of tape came over the windowsill, he would know it was off the ground and helpless.
 “Soon,” Dawes said with each turn of the reel. His chest heaved with the effort. The first time he met Melissa played behind the spots dancing across his vision. She moved into his apartment building one fall day, wearing shorts, a sweatshirt and carrying a garbage bag full of books. He said hello, spent a year and a half trying to say more, finally succeeded and ended up not getting a chance to say goodbye.
 The tape came over the windowsill, and Dawes engaged the reel’s brake. He jumped to his feet, removed his gloves and grabbed the spear gun, his grin not unlike a shark’s itself. He leaned out the window, and a gray blur exploded upward, enveloping him with an overpowering fish smell. Dawes was knocked onto the bed, and the spear gun flew from his hand.

It climbed the rope!
 The wereshark’s rubbery flesh was caked with sand. It stood on two legs, gills flexing and its tail curled with cobra tension. Its ventral fins had muscular shoulders and were tipped with spindly fingers, which struggled to pull the hook from a mouth filled with triangular shark teeth and human molars. Instead of a tapered lower jaw, the creature had a chin. The rest of its face was all shark, except for the flash of blue eyes.
 Dawes frantically looked for the spear gun and spotted it beside the room’s desk. He bounced his way off the bed and darted for it. The wereshark succeeded in pulling the hook from its mouth and lashed out with its tail. Dawes slammed against the wall. His cry of pain seemed to come from far away, and he clenched his vision down to a pinprick, like his eyelids were tiny fists holding onto consciousness. When he was sure he wasn’t going to go under Melissa went under Dawes sought an opening.
 The wereshark advanced, making an eager grunting sound. Dawes tried to buttonhook around it, but the room was too cramped. He ducked a swinging gray arm and got hip-checked by the TV. After getting a nose full of carpet, Dawes had his ankle grabbed and found himself being dragged toward gnashing teeth. Visions of Larson’s mangled, decapitated body filled his head. Dawes kicked with his free leg, hands scrambling for something — anything — to use in defense. All he got was the bedspread. It pulled onto the floor, dropping the newspaper and Bible within reach. Dawes grabbed the Bible and shoved it into the wereshark’s mouth before the monster sucked up his leg like a string of spaghetti. Gagging, the wereshark dropped Dawes and swiped at the obstruction in is throat. While it was distracted, Dawes went for the spear gun once more. He brought the weapon to bear as the wereshark spat the Bible out.
 Thwip! Thunk! The spear stuck quivering in the wall.
 Trembling muscles caused the shot go wide, and frustration caused Dawes to scream in disbelief. The wereshark, meanwhile, advanced with that half-grin on its face. Dawes could see the pores on the wereshark’s nose — Ampullae of Lorenzini — which sharks used to detect bio-electrical impulses in the water. He had studied them during the years he spent waiting and preparing for this moment. Sharks were made to kill, and combining their nature with human nature made for a creature even more deadly. The wereshark’s nostrils flared. They could smell one part blood in one million parts water, and when they smelled blood, they went into a frenzy. This fact caused an idea to shoulder its way through Dawes’s dismay. He lunged for the spray can, twisted off its cap and doused the wereshark with the remaining blood. It stopped advancing, head thrashing side to side, teeth snapping its senses overloaded.
 While the beast was confused, Dawes danced around it and wrenched the silver-tipped spear out of the wall. Dawes screamed and charged, burying the spear in the wereshark’s chest. Momentum from the attack carried them toward the open window. A lunatic laugh of victory escaped Dawes’s throat as he stared into the wereshark’s eyes. It was the moment he had been waiting for, what he paid for with his inability to let things go. He wanted to see that same look of surprise he saw in Melissa’s eyes. And pain. Then Dawes shrieked as he and the wereshark went out the window — not because of the fall but because of impossible recognition.
 They shattered one of the patio’s glass tables. Dawes landed on top of the wereshark, and its body broke his fall. He bounced away and rolled to his feet as the wereshark crawled behind one of the hotel’s beach chairs and collapsed. Only its hindquarters remained visible. The gray of its legs faded, growing pink. Its tail shrank in on itself, retracting out of sight like an earthworm into its burrow. Throughout the process, Dawes bit his knuckle hard enough to draw blood. It couldn’t be, but he knew what he saw when he looked into those eyes. Nausea churned his midsection. Dawes had to look, but trepidation blocked the signals between his mind and limbs, like his will was a frozen computer that needed rebooting.
 When Dawes finally moved, he was driven by emotion rather than conscious thought. He crept forward, mouth dry with the metallic taste of dread. He peeked over the edge of the chair, and a face came into view like the moon going through its phases.
 “Melissa,” Dawes said.
 Bare skin and hair slimed with mucous — she was hunched around the spear in her chest. Blank blue eyes found Dawes, and sparks of consciousness ignited in their depths. “Robert,” Melissa said. “I had a bad dream. I was drowning.”
 Dawes’s hand seemed to travel the distance of the universe. When he finally touched her, he was tethered to the world once more. Melissa’s fingers were cold and clutched his own with feeble weakness. He didn’t know how to react to the sensation; it had been too long and the situation too insane. Dawes’s lower lip trembled.
 They never found a body.
 She was bitten.
 She changed.
 She was out there the whole time.
 A sob caught in Dawes’s throat like a hook.
 “Something’s burning in me,” Melissa gasped.
 Dawes grimaced at the blood. “It’ll stop soon.”
 Melissa’s eyes went wide with remembrance. “The shark!”
 “It’s gone now.”
 “No,” Melissa squeezed his hand. “He’s here!”
 The hairs on the back of Dawes’s neck rose. He turned, and there it stood in the shallows, as still as a stone idol. Water lapped around its white belly. Its triangular head was shaped like a missile, and its teeth reminded Dawes of a living table saw. Its blue eyes glared; looking into them was like looking over the edge of a cliff.
 “He’s here for me,” Melissa said. “Run…”
 This time it was Dawes who looked surprised. “Never.” He removed his hand from Melissa’s with some difficulty. Then he stomped off across the sand.
 “Robert!” his wife called after him.
 Dawes didn’t reply. He marched toward the creature that awaited him, having no idea what he would do when he got there, only knowing he couldn’t let it touch Melissa again, even if she was only going to remain in the world for a short time longer — that and the fact that only one of them was going to come out of this fight alive.
 The wereshark met Dawes halfway. Dawes swung an ineffectual fist, and the wereshark batted him aside with steel strength. Dawes hit the beach, biting his tongue hard enough to draw blood. He expected to be fallen upon and rolled into a crouch. The wereshark ignored him, however, and stalked across the beach toward the patio. Desperate, Dawes dove and tackled the wereshark from behind. Its skin was smooth as silk rubbed one way and rough as sandpaper the other. Abrasions erased the epidermis from Dawes’s hands and arms. The wereshark planted a powerful leg in Dawes’s chest and kicked. Dawes skidded through the remains of the patio table, nearly impaling himself on one of the larger shards.
 The wereshark reared up over Melissa. What had to be seawater dribbled from the creases around its eyes. If it wasn’t seawater, it was tears, Dawes realized. The ramifications of that numbed his already unfeeling self even further.
 The wereshark took heads. Dawes and Larson thought it sadistic precision, but what if it was something else? According to many shape-shifting legends, only two ways to kill werebeings existed: silver and beheading. What if the wereshark took heads because it was compelled to kill but still human enough to spare its victims its curse? But it didn’t take Melissa’s head. It took her. Why? Because it was tired of being alone? Because it wanted companionship in the abyss, to breach the surface and hunt with another?
 He’s here for me…
 Melissa screamed as the wereshark reached for her. Dawes thanked Christ she hadn’t been fully aware of what happened to her while imprisoned in an abominable aquatic form. If she was, she wouldn’t have tried to kill him or think the experience a bad dream. But Melissa was aware now, and she wanted no more of it ever again.
 Dawes lurched to his feet, grabbing a machete-like piece of glass from the broken patio table. The table was made of glass thick enough to withstand the abuse of drunken spring breakers, and the shard was sharp enough to cut Dawes’s fingers. He rose up behind the wereshark and aimed for the base of its neck…
*
 Dawes couldn’t leave Melissa on the patio, and she couldn’t be helped by anyone anyway. Plus, how would he explain her reappearing after two years to authorities? How would he explain the spear in her chest to the paramedics? Dawes carried her across a beach that gleamed like bone under the stars. The ocean embraced him, and its waters took Melissa’s weight. Her hair floated around her head in a blond corona. The undertow tried to pull them out to sea, as it did the headless remains of the man who had been the wereshark — an islander with voodoo symbols carved into his skin. Dawes held Melissa’s hand and resisted the current.
 Melissa’s words become more strained. “You look different. How long?”
 “Not long.”
 “Tell me.”
 “Not long,” Dawes said again. “Time’s never long when it’s about you.”
 “Did you feel bad?”
 Dawes shrugged.
 “Don’t,” Melissa said.
 Dawes had surprisingly little more to say. One would think that having such a chance would lead to a torrent of words, but it was just the opposite. He found he only wanted to say one thing. Until then, he just wanted to be there.
 Melissa’s blue eyes closed and struggled back opened. “I’m tired.”
 “Go back to sleep,” Dawes said.
 A half smile crossed Melissa’s lips. “Goodnight…” While her eyes stayed open, the glow of a quarter moon was the only light in them.
 “Goodbye.”
 Dawes might have stood there hours. He might have stood there minutes. As the sun began to rise, he felt it was time to let her go of her hand.
 Melissa floated away, and he remained in place.
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Searching for the Sea Monster
 
 
By Lance Schonberg
 
 
 
 
 
 
I hate seaweed. Slimy, grasping, puke green ropes reaching out of the darkness to bind you, hold you gently bobbing in place to wait for the end. I wonder what the seaweed gets out of it. Fertilizer, maybe? Not that there’s ever much left behind. All I’ve ever found are a few shards of bone lying in the sand and I don’t see how that would be enough for cooperation.
Maybe I’m crazy, but does that make me wrong. There’s something about this stretch of coast, something that hates, something that strikes whenever we’re not looking. Only I am looking and it doesn’t seem to mind, or maybe it doesn’t care.
If you look at the numbers, really look, the incidence of missing people here is about three times the coastal average, accounting for population density. There’s something here that doesn’t belong.
The seaweed is the key. Any time I get close to a big strand, some bit of it twitches against the current; ready to reach out and take whatever it can, waiting for the right moment, the right command. If I can just catch it in the act, I might be a step closer. Maybe I am crazy, but I will find out what's wrong here.
 
 
*
 
 
Thursday morning clouds roil across the sky, and the wind they ride on pushes waves in fast. Too cold for swimming, but a surfer might find entertainment on the beach today. I haven't seen any yet, just shore birds, sand crabs, and stranded jelly fish.
But something smells below the cedar and salt water. It's faint, too subtle for me to know if it's something coming or something left behind, but it draws me to the ripple of sand where the strongest waves reach up from the ocean. I stand there, staring out into the water, and search the shallows through crash and foam for some sign of why I’m here.
A surge of cold water rushes over my boots reaching all the way up to my ankles and I look down to see the receding wave leave something behind. Wrapped in a few light strands of seaweed, an expensive running shoe sits off kilter in the sand. The next wave licks the toes of my left boot and the one after lacks the will to get even that far. It takes three more before I can do more than stare at the shoe. Some feeling, some subconscious vibration makes me suspicious, unwilling to take the gift.
But it’s not something I can refuse. Holding my breath, I bend over and grab the shoe, expecting to feel something, but it just feels like a wet running shoe. The water hasn’t started to leach away any of the bright colors yet so it can’t have been in the ocean for more than a couple of days.
I lift it almost to eye level. Something tumbles inside, not making any noise but I feel the bounces. I tilt the shoe toward me and shake it. Several more bounces bring the unknown thing to the heel.
It’s a toe.
Not a big toe or a little toe, but one of the ones in between, drained of fluid and bleached white by the salt. The real deal, it’s definitely a human toe. Male or female? Morbid curiosity. It’s a man’s shoe, I think. Whoever it belonged to, for me it’s a gift from the sea or a taunt from my quarry.
More disturbing, it’s probably both.
 
 
*
 
 
It’s a tough decision to call the police. They’ll spend the whole day, at least, sending in divers to look for more body parts or clues, and generally muddying the waters – pun intended. But someone died. If the police can find anything to narrow down who it might have been, that’s as important as my search could be. More important to the dead man’s family, if he had one.
I’m not brave enough to dive at night so Friday morning comes before I’m back at the beach. The sun nearly reaches zenith before the wetsuit shows my bulging middle to the world. Flippers and mask secure, I try to line up exactly where the shoe washed ashore and wade into the gentle surf.
When I reach the point where the waves push up against the bottom of my mask, I stop and let the ocean hold me. It gives me a primitive feeling in the pit of my stomach, imagining what it must have been like for my very remote ancestors to poke up out of the water and see the alien world above. Turning around, it’s an ever stronger feeling as the waves wash up and down showing me varying amounts of beach and tree.
Am I hunting a more primitive mind? Is that why I do this? I think it must be, but I can’t assume it’s stupid. Most of Earth’s predators have primitive minds which doesn’t prevent them from being very good at what they do. My quarry is no exception, or someone would have found it before me.
Another step and my eyes dip under the water. One more and I feel a wave wash over my head. It’s bright here and I almost hope I won’t get to the warm, watery twilight. If there’s nothing to find I can enjoy a nice dive in the light. But it’s wishful thinking. There’s no doubt in my mind that I’ll range out into the murky depths. Yesterday I thought the killer didn’t care if anyone searched for it, or just wasn’t aware. The shoe proved at least one of those false.
I lean forward and start kicking, trying to keep myself straight. Waves try to travel in straight lines but nature doesn’t usually like things so simple. Every tiny thing changes the shape of the wave just a little, driving the currents. But a line is as good, or better, than a random search even if it leads out into the kelp forest.
I find a small strand of seaweed in less than fifteen feet of water. It’s the thick, leafy kind and the police divers spent time here yesterday. They didn’t leave any footprints – the sand here shows the same current ripples – but I can see a lot more broken or torn strands than there should be. A couple of intact vines twitch when I get close, so quick I barely see it, but it’s enough to tell me I’m being watched.
The patch is small enough for me to see through to the other side, but I still feel nervous slipping between the strands. They brush across my body, almost but not quite clinging to the wetsuit with just enough feeling to remind me what it’s like on bare skin. My heart starts to beat a little harder, but I swim through into deeper water, deep enough to see where the darkness begins.
Well, not really, but even as deep as I am, light doesn’t travel far before the ocean swallows every photon. It’s one thing to be fifteen feet under the surface and something else again to look through ten times as much water at that depth. But I still can’t shake the belief that this would be easier a few hundred miles to the south. And warmer.
 
 
*
 
 
Swimming deeper, it strikes me that evolution is an active force. The world is a big, strange place and anyone who will tell you we’ve found everything there is to find doesn’t have much imagination beyond the six o’clock news. Water covers three quarters of our planet. We’ve literally just begun to scratch the surface and new species are turning up all the time. Even if you don’t believe in evolution, you can do a bit of reading to find out how little we really know about the oceans. And if you do believe, you have to admit that it’s an ongoing process. There are more things on Earth, Horatio.
I realize I’m ranting to myself and try to focus more on the water around me. I should be a lot more alert right now, watching and listening. Mostly watching.
Sound carries under water, far but slow and distorted. If you bang two rocks together, the sound is hollow and drawn out. Along with anything else, it hardly makes it through the noise of your own breathing. To me, underwater is noisy and quiet at the same time. If I could hold my breath and listen, I think there must be incredible things to hear. It would only work for those few seconds I held still, not long enough for the roaring silence to fade.
But then, I’m not sure I want to hear the sounds that might come out of the kelp forest in front of me. It stretches far beyond my vision in both directions and swallows up the light just a few feet inside. I can’t know how deep it goes without swimming through, and I really, really don’t want to do that.
No twitching here, the individual strands just wave back and forth almost in unison. I’m sure it’s keeping tabs on me somehow, but maybe the intelligence of a seaweed patch goes up with its size. How’s that for a creepy thought? My mind throws up a sudden vision of a 1950s horror movie, “The Seaweed that Ate New York” or maybe San Francisco. Moments that give me thoughts like that are either brilliant flashes of clarity or quick dips into insanity. Maybe both.
Did the police divers come out this far? They should have caused a lot more damage. Could the forest clean itself up somehow or heal broken strands? God, when can I stop having these thoughts? Floating in thirty feet of water while staring at the kelp forest for thirty seconds, I’ve just taken seaweed from a primitive water plant to an intelligent, self repairing collective creature bent on mankind’s destruction.
A new thought: maybe it’s my own hatred of seaweed driving me into this. Maybe when I was a kid I got stuck in a bunch of weeds while swimming and developed an unusual fear of water plants. The disappearances and deaths are just coincidences wrapped up in my delusion. Finding the shoe yesterday was just bad timing. Half an hour in either direction and I never would have seen it. Someone else would have picked up the shoe, shaken the toe down to the heel, called 911. Watching the evening news, I’d put one more pin in the mystery bulletin board.
Am I just trying to give myself a convincing reason to not go in because it scares the hell out of me? I can admit that, but am I scared enough I’ll be able to live with not knowing?
I don’t know how long I float, staring into the dense weeds, but when a few strands pull against the current, my heart stops for a moment, then starts hammering as they pull apart to make a round hole at least ten feet across in the dark green wall. The ripple of motion continues away from me, a path stretching into the gloom, a tube leading through the kelp, but to what?
My mind screams at me to get away, swim back to the shore, get out of the water and never come back. It’s a trap, a mouth into the maw of the best, a tunnel into its lair. If I go in, I’ll be drowned, killed, eaten. An uncontrollable shiver racks my body and for a moment, the rational part of my mind beats against fear.
The image of an open door snakes its way around the fear and closes it off without removing it. A trap, maybe, but it’s also an invitation. Isn’t it better to be a guest than an intruder? The current pushes me a little closer to the entrance and I lean forward and start to kick even before I’ve made up my mind. The gloom swallows me in a heartbeat.
I can’t resist looking back. The round opening into a suddenly lighter ocean makes my heart jump a little. Whatever mind controls the kelp, it lets me have that glance without closing the opening, but I don’t doubt it’s too late to turn around. Having accepted the invitation, it would be rude to change my mind now and I have no idea how sudden flight might be interpreted. I don’t want my flipper washing up on the beach tomorrow.
I swim through the false twilight for a long time before it opens into a bare area with a sandy bottom, probably about twenty feet wide and more or less circular. Looking up, I half expect a ceiling of seaweed, but there’s only water and dim light flickering on the surface far above me. I’m at the bottom of another tube, this one running straight up to break the surface thirty feet away or more. A little reassuring, if there weren’t so much kelp between me and the shore, and I’m sure plenty brushes the surface for the free photons.
I drift almost to the middle of the circle, then pull upright and let my feet sink to the sandy bottom. Looking around, there’s nothing but the closing curtain, and I bite down hard on the mouthpiece. Committed, and if not, I should be.
Is it a relief to know I’m right, that there is some intelligence at work here? Not yet. Not without motivation. Right now, I don’t feel any malevolence. I don’t feel much of anything outside my own fear, but I want to believe it’s just curious. I want to believe my relentless search for clues and explanations opened my mind to something, and that something just wants to talk.
I’d really like that to be true, but I remember the toe.
I wait long enough that I start to think about how much air I have left. The wrist gauge shows three quarters so I’m not worried yet, but the waiting makes me nervous. Something sent me a clue, an invitation and when I came, it opened a path for me, so unless it just wants to see how I react, it must want something. To communicate?
Maybe I should wish for this to be an episode of some sci-fi show. Where’s my universal translator? Almost everyone has one on TV, except on those odd shows where all the aliens speak English. Somehow I doubt the seaweed speaks English and since whatever’s controlling it can talk to seaweed, I’d bet it isn’t going to swim up to ask me how my day’s going. Ditto if it is the seaweed.
Something changes. It takes a long time to decide what, or at least it feels like a long time. There’s some pressure in the water, not like a wave, exactly, but pushing in from all sides. A shiver runs up my spine, then another, and I peer into the kelp forest looking for something, anything.
Then a wave rolls across me, presses me to my knees, but it’s not water. It’s not even physical, but it feels solid enough, a wave of hunger and raw, primitive hate. Standing on land, I’d cringe or try to step back, but it comes from everywhere at once and the best I can do is wrap my arms around myself, gritting my teeth so I don’t curl up into a foetal ball.
Is it darker? All of the sudden I feel like there’s less light in the dim space but I’m sure it’s only mid-afternoon. The shadows are deeper, darker, menacing. I’m in a fairy tale, deep in the woods waiting for the Big Bad Wolf to jump out at me. I’m far from home with a broken down car in a bad neighbourhood at dusk. I’m a small child who’s locked himself in the basement with nothing but a flashlight to keep the monsters at bay. Does the water or the wetsuit keep me from trembling? What will the Big Bad Wolf look like? And what is that noise?
I’m not sure how long I’ve been hearing the tiny clicks, like - I don’t know, like those noises dolphins make when using their sonar to look for food. But this is quieter, like it’s far away and made by thousands of dolphins at the same time, more dolphins than you could imagine together.
When it comes, it’s small, so tiny I almost don’t notice it but the movement draws my eye. It’s a sand crab, not much bigger than the first joint of my thumb and for just that one heartbeat I wonder why it’s so far from shore. My experience is of them living in that zone between the tides where the sand is always wet, hunting for things too small for me to see. But I’ve honestly never thought about it. Has anyone ever studied them? What’s it doing here?
I don’t wonder for long because it isn’t alone. Three more slip out into the dim light, all scuttling towards me, then a dozen more behind them. I whip my head around, body spinning with it, and the view is the same on all sides. A trickle turns into a flood. A hundred, five hundred, thousands of tiny crabs moving with a single purpose, coming together as a single mind. A swarm.
I’ve found it.
Heart pounding in my chest, I push up off the sand before any of them reach me, finding a new equilibrium about three feet above what’s rapidly becoming a chitinous carpet. Stories flood through my mind about giant killer ants in South America, swarming over prey too slow to move and stripping it down to bones in a few minutes, but those stories wash away under a flood of hate and anger.
Tiny armored bodies crushed under cruel or uncaring feet. Piled on top of each other in a bucket waiting to be thrown against walls or stones or used as bait or just slowly starve to death. Stuck in someone’s pocket to take home and slowly die in a glass box or escape to become a dried, desiccated husk in some corner or on the floor of the car. Millions of cruelties and indignities piled on their species over thousands of years. The images slam into me over and over and I press my knuckles to my temples. Get out, get out, get out!
The images recede, leaving the hate behind. A boiling, seething mass of tiny malevolent eyes and grasping pinchers covers the sand. The clicking sound is obvious now, but knowing doesn’t make me feel any better, especially when I see them start pulling themselves up the nearer strands of seaweed.
Now I understand. Prey, tangled and unable to escape, waits as the horde of crustaceans swarm up the strands and suffers death by a million tiny cuts. How long would it take them to strip a person down to bones? How long would you live while those tiny claws snipped away bits of your flesh? How long to carve through a wetsuit? How long before you decide you’d rather drown? I don’t know if I want any of those answers.
They crawl up the kelp all around me, throwing hate. Everything slides into a new perspective. I’m not here to talk. I’m here to understand. They, it wants me to understand before I die.
What can I say and how can I say it? Humans are cruel and stupid, but we’re learning. And how do I get that across? I think of people walking away from the beach and never coming back, of people just watching them from a distance and never getting close enough to touch. I think of a beach undisturbed by human hands or feet.
Do they believe me? Do they hear? Can they?
A strand of kelp bends toward me, rippling against the current. I snatch my hand back and look around for an escape route.
God, a thousand typewriters heard from a mile away and they keep coming. The carpet of crabs extends into the gloom on every side and they swarm up the kelp strands, following the first few scouts. I’m the next meal. Another strand moves, a slow rippling snake easy to dodge, but still only one.
Stupid. I’m so stupid. Caught up in my own arrogance, I thought the Swarm wanted to talk, but all it knows is hate and hunger. No. No, there’s more than that. It wants me to know why I’m being eaten. It understands cruelty. Based on the visions it showed me, what else could it have learned from us but cruelty? It’s an easy lesson. Are there more than a handful of species that wouldn’t learn the same thing given our history? Even the animals we supposedly love and keep as pets could easily find reasons to hate us.
Funny how the mind works when you think you’re about to die. I should be spending my last few seconds trying to think of a way out, but I just can’t see one. Stupid.
I remember I have a knife and pull it out now. As the next piece of kelp reaches for me I swing, a long slow swish through the thick water. It jerks back before I can connect but the motion twists me to glimpse the surface. My only chance.
A half dozen slimy ropes snake out at once and I kick hard for that dim light. Forgetting everything I ever learned about swimming, I claw at the water with my hands. One strand catches me around the ankle, but I’m strong enough to break one and it doesn’t even slow me down. Two strokes later, one catches my other ankle and suffers the same fate.
I remember the mass of kelp parting to make the tunnel. Why is it only sending a few strands at a time? Why not just wrap half the forest around me and pull me down to the dinner table? Two wrap around my right wrist and I lose the knife jerking it free, making another grab for the surface. It was probably just slowing me down anyway and with the second hand free to pull against the water, I break into air a little faster.
I have to fight the urge to spit out the mouthpiece. Treading water for a moment, I turn to get my bearings and find the shore, shaking my head to clear the water from my mask. It takes a second to understand what I’m seeing.
Standing on top of the kelp, on top of each other, bobbing up and down on the gentle waves, there’s a ring of crabs. In front of me and off to the left I see shore and the edge of the bay which makes open ocean behind me, but the ring goes all around. God, it’s playing with me. The Swarm is playing with me.
Swarm. When did I start to think of it that way?
I am so screwed. And they, it, the Swarm wants me to know it. Like the world’s biggest cat playing with its food. I’m the mouse that sees the tiny opening my tormentor left unguarded and I rush for it only to find it isn’t unguarded after all but exactly where the cat wanted me to go to draw things out and make the meal more entertaining.
That’s me. Dinner theatre for a group mind made up of sand crabs.
Something wraps around my left ankle and pulls. I jerk back and it either breaks or lets go. My kingdom for a giant underwater lawnmower. I’d cut the whole damned forest down right now and mulch the crabs for fertilizer. Better them than me.
Swim for shore. What else can I do? Give up, I guess, but not yet. I plough through the crab ring, feel the tiny impacts on my forehead and shoulders, the little clinks against mask and mouth piece. Clinging strands of kelp reach out and tighten as I pass by, trying to slow me, stop me. But they don’t try hard enough to keep me from moving. Not yet.
My heart pounds like I’m sprinting the last hundred yards of a marathon. I don’t think I’ve worked this hard since track in college, but choosing between being carved into tiny, edible chunks and a heart attack followed by drowning is easy. Heart attack, here I come.
More seaweed tries to latch onto me and every stroke gets harder. I clamp my teeth on the mouthpiece and focus on the beach, farther away than I can possibly reach. Kelp snatches at every limb and I can’t understand why I’m still moving, why it’s still letting me think I can get away, but I don’t really have the breath or energy to waste time caring. Push for the shore. That’s all I can do.
And then I’m free. A few broken strands cling to my wrists, ankles, and waist but nothing else tries to grab me. I swim another dozen strokes to make sure I’m completely out of reach, then slow to a gentle crawl, still making progress, but not working hard to do it. Still alive, I need to catch my breath. I get to keep living. The thought doesn’t bring as much joy as it should because I’m so tired. I can be happy later.
I stick my head completely in the water and just kick a little. The bottom is murky but I can sort of see sand and an absence of crabs. The typewriters, quieter, haven’t disappeared from my hearing just yet. Breathing just a little easier, I keep swimming.
Am I the first one to escape the Swarm? It’s an uncomfortable thought, now that I can think again. Someone would have written about it or reported it. I must be the first, but then my survival doesn’t make sense. Had I just been really lucky and caught the Swarm on a bad day? I have a hard time with that. As hard as I had to work, getting away was too easy.
I see the tiny stand of kelp in shallower water and give it a wide berth, even though only a couple of the strands actually touch the surface. No point in tempting fate.
When I can put my feet on the bottom, I start wading, skipping my little ritual. Arrogance; thinking I might have any real idea what it’s like to live in the ocean. Waist deep, I turn and look out over the waves, finally spitting the mouthpiece out to take a deep, unobstructed breath. The ocean seems less friendly, more alien than it did this morning. Knowing what lurks under that surface isn’t at all reassuring. My ancestors left something of themselves in the water and the Swarm picked it up to scuttle on.
A shiver runs up my spine and I push through the water back up onto the beach, out of the water, waves lapping at my feet. I feel a bit of movement on my right thigh and look down to see three sand crabs poking at the neoprene. Given time and enough claws, they might cut through. I brush them away and run hands all over my body, knocking at least a dozen more hitchhikers free to run for shelter.
One of them turns back after a few scuttling steps and reaches out with its one large claw to grab for my left flipper. My lips curl in a snarl and I lift the foot to grind it into the sand, but my mind hauls up images: tiny crustacean bodies skipped like stones across the waves, smashed against rocks for fun, skewered on hooks to use as bait, left to dry out forgotten in a corner somewhere, or a bucket, or a pocket. No less of an impact second hand.
Maybe it’s time to teach the Swarm something different. I try not to think about the cliché.
I lower my foot, carefully distant from the crab, and reach down to scoop it up in one gloved hand, using the other to pull off my mask. Bringing it up to eye level, I stare at it, this minute fragment of an immense mind. Tiny black eyes wave back and forth on olive-colored stalks, scanning my entire face, I think. Is the whole Swarm watching through those eyes? Expecting an evil laugh as I crush it in my hand?
I can’t project my thoughts and I guess it can’t hear them. It definitely can’t understand my words, but maybe language doesn’t matter, only what we do. The Swarm knows people by our actions, so I’ve only got one way to give it a message.
Putting one knee in the sand to steady myself, I lower my hand until it’s flat against the beach. The eye stalks keep waving back and forth, but otherwise it stays rock still in my palm. Then, so suddenly that I almost jump, it moves off toward the surf, not stopping to look back and I don’t know why part of me expects that human reaction.
I stand up to watch the crab run for the waves and wonder what it will make of my action. We can be cruel, but we don’t have to be, and I’m not. That’s the message I want the Swarm to have, but what message came through?
I’ve found the secret of this stretch of coast. I know why people disappear and die here. I’ve seen the heart of the Swarm and lived to walk on the beach again. What comes next?
My stomach growls. The sun is lower in the sky than it should be, and I’ve had a good workout this afternoon. Next is dinner. I turn my back on the waves and trudge up to my jeep.
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
LOBSTER STEW
by
Gregory L. Norris
 
 
 
 
 
 
 There were two Bruce Marionvilles. 
 The first smiled in the face of most kitchen disasters and could usually be counted upon to right the day’s wrongs. 
 The second had a significantly darker side. That Bruce routinely cut the liquor with water, sometimes recycled uneaten portions of baked vegetables, slaw and even seafood from one plate to another to cut down on overhead, and for the past ten years had skimmed from the Claw & Slaw’s profits to cover his secret identity. Gambling was the worst of his vices, though after turning the big Four-O there’d been women at a motel fifty miles down the coast, usually two of them at a time, one for each of the Bruces, and they carried a hefty price tag for the acrobatic services rendered.
 There were two Bruces, both of them kind, one kind to all the wrong people. Marnie-Rae fell in love with the first, but married the second and was none the wiser. Eleven years later, the color was leeching out of her blonde hair in great gray strokes. The flawless skin of her face sagged off her cheekbones. Her ass had gone doughy, forcing her to renounce the tight prisons of denim that had once contained it so beautifully. Now, she wore stretch pants – appropriately named, he often thought to himself with a humorless chuckle, because of the many marks they hid. She was no longer the woman he’d exchanged I-Do’s with, on the same pier where the Claw & Slaw bought its catch of the day, freshest in all of Pelican Cove – unless, known only to the Bruces, the person who ordered fried shrimp before you didn’t clean their plate completely.
 Mostly, it was the way she smiled that burned him. Her ass had gone to hell in a bottomless all-you-can-eat sized hand basket. Her face was varicose with tiny red veins, and her hair, he sometimes swore, was whitening before his very eyes. But that friggin’ smile of hers was as glowing and welcoming these days as it had been at the beginning, when one Bruce fell in love with her and the other her small trust fund, enough money to buy a lobster shack, right on the water. 
 Good old Marnie-Rae, grinning ear to ear, whether slaving behind the grill, waiting on their summer tourist customers, or cleaning up after the slobs, who’d apparently learned their table manners in a pig pen. As the close of the summer season loomed, she still had no clue that the Claw & Slaw had done its worst season yet, the profits down almost twenty grand on the previous year’s earnings, a drop in take that would matter significantly once the very-long winter descended on Pelican Cove. She didn’t know because there were two Bruces, and that one of them had lost five hundred bucks betting on a baseball game and another grand on the first week of college football. 
 But the first Bruce would make things right, the way he always did.
 Both Bruce Marionvilles were on the pier smoking a rare cigarette, standing with their mutual back and one foot planted flat against the shack, the other on the ancient planks, when the opportunity came to save their lives from economic ruin. 
 The Atlantic beyond churned through the dregs of a hurricane that had taken a spin up the coast, stirring a soupy fog the likes of which Bruce couldn’t remember in his ten years in Pelican Cove. Through it, he heard the chug of Gordon Hewitt’s lobster boat. Heard it, but didn’t actually see it until the weathered old sea beast was nearly on top of the pier.
 The Josie McGhee materialized out of the fog, a ghostly silhouette riding the swollen waves. Bruce flicked his half-smoked butt over the pier and righted. The Josie McGhee, named long before Gordie Hewitt became her skipper, and likely after some Pelican Cove piece of ass planted under the daisies long ago in Pine Grove Cemetery, coasted up to the mooring along the pier. The old boat never fully coalesced out of the fog, any more than the surrounding seascape had following two days of driving rain.
 Captain Crustacean – the first Bruce’s nickname for Hewitt – sauntered out of the boat’s wheelhouse, looking more phantom than man. 
 “What’s the good news today, Gordie?”
 At first, Hewitt didn’t answer. He, like his boat, lingered out of focus in the fog.
 “You look like you’ve seen a ghost,” Bruce said. 
 Hewitt’s large hands, which had shelled infinite muscles and danced around the pincers and claws of Homarus Americanus, the mightily-priced lobster, glowed white in the morning’s overcast, adding to the illusion that the other man was one of the deceased. His long face, with its bristle of chin stubble looked pallid and shaken. 
 “It’s the goddamndest thing,” the other man eventually said. “That bitch of a storm’s really stirred things up out there. I lost half my traps.”
 Bruce ambled closer to the dock and tipped his eyes from the back of the wheelhouse to the deck. The big plastic bins, usually crawling with angry lobsters, their claws neutralized by rubber bands, sat empty. “Shit man, I’m so sorry,” he said. Then he saw the tarp stretched across the deck. “What’s…?”
 “That?” Hewitt said. “I think I caught the Old Chief.”
 
 
 Bruce and Marnie-Rae Marionville had spent an eternity sweating out a living during the tourist season and spending it to the last cent over the off. To most of Pelican Cove however, the owners of the Claw & Slaw were relative newcomers, awarded a single notch of community acceptance above that given to the visitors who spent their vacation money around the sheltered seaside town. Still, it was long enough to have learned about the Old Chief. Every town that makes its living off the water has a big fish story, and the legend of a giant lobster was Pelican Cove’s.
 Old, because the tall tale had enjoyed plenty of spin over the years. Sightings in the late ‘70s spiked on the heels of the shark scare delivered by Steven Spielberg’s don’t-swim-in-the-ocean big screen bloodbath. A similar panic occurred during the 1950s, when Pacific atolls were routinely being fried by American mushroom clouds – a spate of black and white theatrical junk about giant ants, praying mantises, and fifty foot-tall chicks in torn animal print, circus tent bikinis had polarized people away from the sugary stretch of Little White Beach, all the way up to the rocky headlands. 

Chief, the Bruces remembered, due to the politically awkward belief that, if you ever found a stewpot big enough to drop the fucker into once you caught him, he’d come out of that boiling soup redder than the reddest Injun. 
 “You caught…” Bruce stammered.
 Ghost-faced Gordie Hewitt nodded and aimed a pale, chewed-up hand toward the tarp. Then the boat shook with a muffled ka-thump as whatever was beneath the tarp kicked. 
 And the thing was big.
 
 
 That stink.
 Bruce had smelled it hundreds of times over the past decade, but never in such high concentration. The putrid fetor of spoiled seafood. It permeated the space around the dumpster on stagnant summer days. Sometimes, it oozed out of one of the refrigerators. Here, it was many times worse, because it was right in his face, on his clothes, his hands. While carrying it into the restaurant he thought, who needs nukes? Lob this sunna-bitch into the heart of a battlefield and the troops will drop faster than if they were sucking on a cocktail of mustard gas and Sarin.
 “Hooked itself in one of the lines after smashing the trap. Took me most of the morning to haul it in. I thought I had me a killer whale thrashing about ‘til I seen it.”
 The line was still coiled around one of its plate-sized claws, only now it was wound tightly and tied off in a sailor’s knot. Somehow, Hewitt had gotten duct tape around the other. Bruce saw that the other man had taken several gouges to his hand from its scurrying legs. It – the Old Chief, if that’s what it really was – was the size of a coffee table and the weight of a medium-sized dog. Its tail snapped like an alligator’s. Bruce hugged the horror’s ass-end against his gut, happy to leave the claws and whipping antennae for Gordie to corral.
 Up the pier, past the barnacle-encrusted rocks, over a stretch of sand, they finally reached the restaurant’s back exit. They entered unseen, which was just the way Bruce wanted it. This was his big fish now. It would save his ass. Luckily, Hewitt wanted to dump the thing just as fast as he could and return to the clamming bed on the far side of Little White Beach. 
 Five hundred bucks to own the biggest fish in Pelican Cove; hell, perhaps in terms of the species, across the entire planet. He’d pegged the giant lobster at somewhere between fifty and sixty pounds; a big old puke who’d weathered plenty of storms, perhaps hundreds of hurricanes, but Hurricane Bruce would be his last. The Old Chief would be spending his final storm simmering in a sea of bubbles and drawn butter, and this king of all crustaceans was going to make the Marionvilles rich. At least Bruce Marionville and his alter ego. 
 A contest. No, an auction! Certainly, nature freaks from across the globe were bound to pay outlandish sums to save the Old Chief from the lobster pot. Take him away to some ocean sanctuary to be studied, or tag him and toss him back in the drink. The publicity alone…the Claw & Slaw would be overwhelmed during the big off-season, perhaps into the next tourist season. Hell, all seasons! A book deal – sure, why not? Especially in a tabloid society where every celebrity with a sex tape or mother with more than triplets can become a media sensation. Bruce Marionville had debunked a local legend by proving it real. Book deals and TV documentaries and world records and who knew what else awaited him. All of it was quickly adding up to a small fortune in his mind. He owned the equivalent of the Loch Ness Monster, Bigfoot or el Chupacabra. 
 The Old Chief was his.
 
 
 They got it into the lobster tank, a hundred-gallon nightmare Bruce had griped about from the moment Marnie-Rae insisted it be installed three springs earlier. The oblong wall, comprised of a glorified fish tank and a base of decorative glass bricks, didn’t match the rest of the shack’s rustic décor: picnic table seating, walls covered in netting, an old Styrofoam marker, a brass compass and a wooden figurehead that had scandalously flashed her left boob, complete with erect nipple, for decades.
 The lobster tank, separating the register from the dining area and customers, had never contained more than twenty lobsters at the most during the height of the season, because Marnie-Rae had insisted whatever was in there at any given time have enough room to move around, to stretch its legs. 
 A half dozen stragglers from Captain Crustacean’s last visit huddled in one corner of the tank. Marnie-Rae had threatened to release them back into the Atlantic if at least six customers didn’t order whole lobsters over the next few days. Just march out to the pier and drop them right into the drink, even knowing they’d paid well for them. 
 The Old Chief went over the edge of the tank and into the water. The act of maneuvering it into place had been nothing short of Herculean and left both men soaked, along with the floor after the new addition to the tank raised the water level to overflowing. One of the beast’s legs ripped the plastic edging off the top of the tank as it went in.
 Bruce glanced down to see his shirt in tatters. He was scratched and bleeding and there was lobster tank spill-off all over his floor, but he had no idea how long the Old Chief could live outside water and couldn’t risk letting it die. Not now.
 Its belly flop into the tank sent the other lobsters out of their huddle and scurrying. Bleeding and panting for breaths that wouldn’t come fully or easily, Bruce watched the much-smaller creatures, a mix of one-and-a-quarter chicken lobsters and two-pound and up selects, dart away from the monstrosity. They flew ass-over-end, some crashing their carapaces into the tank’s farthest wall. But there was no escaping the Old Chief; as it tumbled and stretched out, landed onto its back and scrabbled off it and righting itself. It filled most of the hundred-gallon space, reminding Bruce of those hideous animal rights photos of veal cows in tiny pens.
 But that wasn’t the worst part. No, that came when the Old Chief’s twitching alien eyes darted toward him, and for a split-second he couldn’t shake the thought that it wasn’t a lobster at all, but some sinister demon that had been stirred out of the deep ocean muck by the hurricane’s surge.
 The black, quarter-sized eyes lacking irises and the bumps across the creature’s exoskeleton briefly froze Bruce where he stood. Icy water soaked through his moccasins. In contrast, his abdomen, forty-years old now and just beginning to droop over his belt, burned hotly from his welts. And the legendary thing he hoped would make him rich, peered at him with what could only be described as hatred, in its eyes.
 
 
*
 
 
 He paid Gordie by check. The second Bruce wanted everything clean and legit, and a check would prove ownership of the cryptozoologist’s dream sloshing angrily about in his lobster tank. Even so, he threw an extra fifty in cash at Captain Crustacean and hurried him toward the exit. Before long, Bruce figured, he’d have a hell of a cushion to cover so generous a donation to his local lobsterman.
 The Claw & Slaw’s kitchen door banged shut behind Gordie, and Bruce was grateful for the privacy though not the terrible silence that followed. He shot a look toward the wall clock to see he had about two hours before Marnie-Rae was due to arrive for her shift. She would come in bubbly. He imagined her smiling as she set tables, turned on burners, stirred chowder in the stewpot, set soft bakery rolls and butter in little wooden baskets, made salads, served plates to their few walk-in customers. Would she still be smiling, he wondered, when she saw the puddle of water an inch deep around the lobster tank, or when she locked eyes on what brooded inside.
 Bruce dragged the mop and bucket out of its alcove. A few seconds after he started swabbing up the mess, he stopped and pondered.
 The second Bruce Marionville, the one who drained the ketchup bottles to the last possible glop, who urinated on hookers in the shower of that seedy hotel room, who routinely considered arson as a viable approach to escaping both his marriage to Marnie-Rae and his indentured status to the restaurant, that Bruce did a happy little dance in his waterlogged shoes. Once the money rolled in, he’d leave her. Leave the Claw & Slaw and Pelican Cove and start a new life, likely kicking it off with two more shady ladies and a super-sized bet. College football, most-definitely.
 A clatter of breaking glass shocked Bruce out of his reverie. He spun in the direction of the restaurant’s dining area, sure the Old Chief had forced its way through the lobster tank’s walls. Still holding the mop by its handle, he spun around, only to see the tank intact and its hideous occupant leering at him with its black eyes.
 A breeze of salty air teased Bruce’s face. He followed it to its source. The ghost was an ocean mist, creeping in through a sizeable break in the front door’s glass, from the height of a man’s knee on down. Chunks of broken glass littered the floor, and the rest of the pane had a decent spider web running through it. Replacing that pane would cost a small fortune. Bruce leaned down and scanned the floor. No rock, no dive bombing bird, no obvious reason why the glass was broken.
 He swore beneath his breath and straightened. His excitement at owning the town’s living legend was considerably less than it had been a minute earlier. Turning away, he dropped the mop into the bucket. He needed the broom now. And then he heard the patter of tiny footsteps over broken glass.
 Bruce revolved and caught a shadow of movement darting at the corner of his eye. It disappeared quickly into the muddy gray half-light beneath a corner booth. The exposed flesh of his arms prickled. “What the fuhh…?”
 He started toward the booth – the booth, and whatever had run into the dining area through the gaping hole blown into the door. His senses clicked to that higher setting a person experiences during moments of flight-or-fight that demand total awareness of his surroundings.
 Bruce noticed a single set of tiny, wet footprints across the tired wooden floor, like the kind a child makes when racing through the house after a summer day’s swim. The glistening line of toes, heels, and ankles vanished beneath the booth.
 “Who’s there?” Bruce called. 
 No answer came in words, just a desperate scurrying sound and a commotion of bare feet slapping against weathered oak. 
 “I said, who the fuck’s back there?”
 Movement flickered to the left of his line of sight, a faint shadow skirting the orbit of the picnic tables, the register, the lobster tank. Bruce whipped around. The mop moved with him until striking a table leg. Gripping its handle, he made a stab behind the cash register.
 The presence behind there shoved back with unexpected strength, almost enough to knock the mop handle out of Bruce’s hands. He yelped in surprise, swung again on instinct. This time the mop struck the corner of the wooden stand upon which the anemic cash register sat. The slap of bare feet on the wet floor resumed, only to quickly drown in a clatter of metal pots bouncing across the floor. The intruder was now loose in the kitchen.
 Bruce drew in a deep breath of air; salty and corrosive with the stink of decaying shellfish, and started toward the kitchen. A ten-gallon lobster pot, two colanders, and a frying pan were strewn across the floor. Among the clutter, he saw the same wet prints from the dining room. Bruce followed them past the stacked plastic crates filled with water glasses, along the wall of industrial-sized containers of spices, toward the fryolators. He cautiously shuffled forward. The fryolators ended at an empty concrete wall. The trail died there.
 As he brushed past the shelves containing dried chives, garlic salt and pepper, a jolt of searing pain exploded across his outer thigh. Bruce screamed a rosary of half-formed sentences and stumbled away. The tines of a large, dirty fork were sticking out of his pants. White-hot agony exploded across his legs. 
 Bruce grabbed the metal utensil by its handle and pulled, aware of its icy slickness. It wasn’t stainless steel or iron, rusted or encrusted, though oxidized to a shade almost the color of turquoise. Bruce tugged. A rush of searing pain followed, but the impalement ripped free of his leg meat. 
 Bruce held up the fork, convinced he was going to pass out at any second. It had three tines, not four, each ending in a serrated arrow that had drawn plenty of blood, along with a few scraps of flesh. His lower jaw chattered. It wasn’t a fork, any more than it was from his restaurant. You don’t live for a decade within pissing distance of the Atlantic Ocean and not recognize a trident – especially, when you’ve just yanked one out of your left quadriceps. The image of the three-pronged fork graced boats, restaurant signs, mugs in gift shops, and the tacky plaster statue of Neptune in the Pelican Cove town common. 
 And something loose in his own kitchen had impaled him upon one.
 Bruce staggered back until a counter stopped his ass from going farther, and tossed the vile weapon. The flesh of his empty hand prickled; the metal cold and wet, conjured images of something that had come from a dark place deep in the ocean.
 Another thunderous crash of glass pulled him back to the moment. A rush of water – lots of it – followed. A deluge that could only mean one thing rained across the Claw & Slaw’s dining room.
 The lobster tank. An aftershock of splintering glass brick followed the first great quake as Marnie-Rae’s hundred-gallon beast came apart in a terrible symphony of destruction. Bruce started out of the kitchen, wincing at the unholy pain in control of his leg. A wave rolled up to greet him at the kitchen’s swinging door, foul-smelling, reeking of the monstrosity now loose in the dining room.
 The Old Chief had broken out of the tank. Something dangerous was running around in the kitchen. Nothing was going according to plan. Things were quickly spiraling out of control. The money – his money, his fortune – were slipping away. Fresh anger boiled through his guts. Suddenly, the second Bruce Marionville was in control. He pushed through the swinging door and felt a sickening crunch underfoot. The Bruces glanced down to see one of the released chicken lobsters lying in a fleshy, twitching puddle under the heel of their right moccasin. 
 Then the swinging door clouted them both from behind, launching them forward, off their mutual feet, and face-first into the slosh. Putrid salt water invaded Bruce’s nostrils and his mouth. His chin struck the floor hard enough to drive two teeth up into his gums and sink more into the tip of his tongue. A supernova of exploding stars filled his eyes. The sickening taste of blood ignited across his tongue. Blood leaked from his outer thigh. Blood and salt water, one the evolution of the other. Dazed and in pain, Bruce remembered this snippet of information from school classes thirty years behind him. The origins of human life can be traced back to the sea, he thought. Our blood is like sea water. Sea water and blood, they were everywhere he turned.
 The clatter and scrabble of movement across the floor pulled him back from the Big Bang to the now. Bruce shook his head, pinched the corners of his stinging eyeballs, and focused. A shape, large and malevolent, crawled toward him. The skitter of its legs, the heavy, wet dragging sounds it made on the floor, filled his being with a level of revulsion he’d never before experienced. Another worse followed; spring-like, that of claws opening and then the whip-crack of them scissoring closed.
 The Old Chief was free of its binds.
 Bruce scrambled back to his feet, slipped, caught himself at the register, and narrowly avoided losing his right foot cleanly at the ankle. As it was, the swipe of the giant claw along his heel unleashed a firestorm of pins and needles up his leg, phantom chills from a living sea monster.
 Bruce rounded the register and stole a clear look at the behemoth. Repellent, the way it walked more like a spider than a crustacean. How it hovered on its legs, danced with an agility and grace not expected of something so primeval, so ugly. The Old Chief, reminded a voice in his thoughts, had to be at least seventy-five years old, perhaps even a hundred. That’s how long the eggheads studying the region’s lobster boom were giving to the other giants caught off the coast of Pelican Cove. Giants. Bruce wanted to laugh. Those giants had weighed in at twelve to fifteen pounds.
 Bruce’s giant skittered closer, its antennules flicking, the click of its legs on the wet floor sending fresh jolts of disgust through his insides, and again reminding him of an enormous, hard-shelled spider more than a lobster.
 The phone – he needed to call for help. As he thought this, he also realized there was still a way to make his million. All it would take is a bit of spin. He had purchased the giant from his pal, good old Captain Crustacean. But it had gotten free and had attacked him, in his very own All-American, mom and pop apple pie restaurant. He would have to prevail and slay it. Kill the monster, like Captain Ahab and his demon whale. Man against evil. The newspapers would love that. So would Hollywood. And in this version, only he would reap the windfall. He wouldn’t share any of it with Marnie-Rae, because he alone had lived it, fought it, slain it.
 Bruce crunched over another hapless chicken lobster on his way to the wall phone, felt its exoskeleton crack and come apart beneath his sole, spilling expensive meat and lobster guts into the briny puddle and broken glass. But his eyes never left the hound-sized horror with its clicking legs and snapping claws a dozen feet away. He fumbled the phone off its cradle, pressed the receiver to his ear –
 And heard nothing. The line was dead.
 Bruce stabbed the hang-up button once, twice, then in a blurry succession. Each repetition caused the monstrosity to snap and dance with greater agitation. Eventually, he slammed the phone in place loud enough to shock the giant back several steps.
 Not a lobster, not really, Bruce thought. A spider. A sea spider, or something even worse than that.
 Clack. The menace snapped one of its claws.
 If the Old Chief was a spider, what the hell was running around in his kitchen?
 Bruce faced the shattered front door. Suddenly, reaching the outside world was his only imperative. Screw the money, the fame, the escape from his loveless marriage. The normal rules of the sane world had been suspended within the walls of the Claw & Slaw. The diaphanous mist, all that remained of a forgettable hurricane that had wreaked more havoc on the sea than the land, obscured the world beyond the door, but truly, somewhere out there sanity would prevail. A world of football games and expensive whores and cold beer and cheese sandwiches. He would never eat seafood again.
 The door.
 Bruce whipped around the other side of the register, ignoring the demonic pain in his left thigh and the satanic agony of the broken teeth sticking in his mouth like missed fish bones. He ignored the stink in the air, spit the noxious cocktail of phlegm, blood, and chips of shattered teeth at the horror and bolted for the door. All it would take was the turning of the old lock, releasing the deadbolt.
 Bruce hurried toward the door, but the other interloper, the one who’d broken into the restaurant, got there first. Bruce skidded to a halt, not sure what he was looking at. A hallucination, brought on by loss of blood, perhaps.
 It was a child, no larger in size than a toddler, dressed in a slick green loincloth of kelp. A string of shells hung around its neck. Seaweed and barnacles grew from its ankles. The cherubic image that formed in his head was fleeting. The child’s eyes were cold, dark, and hateful, similar to the monstrosity’s. The eyes, and the child’s gills. They had to be gills. Crenellated ridges ran along its pale, smooth neck, right behind the jawbone, a shade of color somewhere between purple and indigo.
 “Who the fuck are you?” Bruce demanded.
 In his surprise, he didn’t notice the child had retrieved the trident until it lashed out. The serrated tines sliced into Bruce’s belly, cutting through skin, muscle, and stomach lining. Bruce fell.
 The last two images to greet his wide, unblinking eyes were his stomach juices, oozing out of his perforated guts, white and acidic, reminding him of drawn butter. He started to chuckle at the notion. But then he saw the gilled cherub climb atop the giant lobster, riding the Old Chief the way a human child would a pony, trident raised, legs clamped to the sides of the beast’s exoskeleton. It trotted the clawed horror across the restaurant, right to where Bruce lay sprawled in an inch of water from the ruptured tank.
 The Old Chief opened its claws, closed them, and Bruce ceased laughing.
 
 
 There were two Bruce Marionvilles, and pieces of both were strewn across the Claw & Slaw’s dining room.
 Marnie-Rae Marionville parked the old sedan beside her husband’s truck behind the restaurant and entered through the back door, the way she always did, with a smile on her face. 
 Her smile evaporated at the sight of cauldrons and pans scattered across the kitchen floor.
 “Bruce?” she called. 
 Nobody answered. The restaurant sat under a shroud of silence, except from the bubbling hiss of boiling water. Atop one stove burner, a big lobster pot cooked over a flame.
 Marnie-Rae approached the cauldron, engulfed by a wave of apprehension. She shook down the sleeve of her sweater. Using it like a pot holder, she lifted the lid.
 There were two Bruce Marionvilles, joined by a single brain, and Marnie-Rae found their severed head floating in the lobster pot, eyes steamed white, skin boiled red, just like the hundreds of lobsters that had gone into the scalding water there before him.
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Mike Clute stepped out of the trailer and checked the Sunoco thermometer nailed to the awning support.
 110°F. And it was only 10:00 a.m. He had a feeling the mercury wanted to break some records today.
 He put the beer bottle against his forehead, feeling a delicious shiver as the coldness touched him. He never thought the day would come when he would miss Michigan winters, the snow and slush, the temperature so low your every breath was a gasp.
 But it was the ocean he missed, especially the Pacific and the island of Maui.
 A year and a half. Eighteen months of living in a Mojave trailer without plumbing, getting by on bottled water and bottled beer. Eighteen months of taking sponge baths and staying away from indoor plumbing, swimming pools, and any body of water larger than the average pothole after an all too infrequent rainstorm.
 Any place she might hide.
 So here he sat, one of the richest men in California, living like a pauper.
 Oke would have found the whole thing funny, if he had lived.
 
 
 Mike had been living on Maui for two years. He got along well with both the locals and the tourists, and this helped him build up a snorkel and dive charter business in short order.
 His partner at Deep Blue Dive Charters was Oke, a big Hawaiian from Molokai. They had met when Mike had decked another haole in a local bar for making a pass at a local girl. That girl had been Oke’s little sister Kalea, and the big guy took an immediate liking to the white boy from St. Ignace.
 One day in early December found them without a charter. A family group had bought up the whole day but then had to cancel due to illness. That left Mike and Oke with a fat cancellation fee and nothing to do.
 It was Oke who suggested they dive the Cathedrals out near Lanai. Huge lava tubes that opened to the sky, the Cathedrals offered challenging dives and were recommended for intermediates or betters. As such, Deep Blue rarely went there.
 The day was dreary when they set out, but cleared in true Hawaiian fashion to skies and waters of impossible cerulean blue. A rainbow to starboard seemed to portend good luck and a remarkable dive.
 They anchored in the vicinity of Cathedral 2, the larger of the formations. They donned their gear, cleared their masks with spit and gave each other the waggle-finger “hang loose” sign and dove.
 Mike followed Oke as he made his way to the main entrance to the lava tube. Oke had been diving these waters since he was a boy, and there was very little he didn’t know about dive sites on the various islands. 
 It was a perfect day. No one else was diving the Cathedrals at that moment and the waters were clear and full of fish. A profusion of creatures in electric orange, neon yellow, purple, vermillion, cobalt, obsidian, crimson and teal. Combinations of color and form that were both fanciful and breathtaking.
 Inside the tube, shafts of light from the opening topside refracted into a range of colors with the brilliance of stained glass. It was no wonder, thought Mike, that they had named this place a cathedral.
 Inside, fish gave way to crabs, lobsters and eels. Mike spotted a white tip reef shark, but it hurried away before he could get a good look at it.
 Oke was heading for one of the larger chambers and Mike gave him a signal that he was going to a smaller one off to their right. They agreed to meet up at a main arch in twenty minutes.
 Mike entered the chamber and explored, delighting in a cache of bright cowrie shells which he stowed in a net sack on his belt. He was about to leave the chamber when an eel seemed to emerge from the rock itself. Curious, he swam to the wall and went over it carefully with his flashlight.
 There was an entrance to another chamber, its entrance hidden by the formation of the lava walls and the dim light. It was a tight squeeze but Mike was able to enter.
 The new chamber was dimmer than the others, very little light finding its way past a natural overhang above him. Large black coral waved delicate fronds as he passed, and he glimpsed four or five eels undulating through the chamber like the sea serpents of legend. 
 A cloud overhead cast the chamber in absolute darkness, and Mike switched on his flashlight to better navigate the small space. As he swept his light across the chamber, it reflected off something in a small pocket about ten feet up.
 Something that glimmered in the spectral light.
 Mike swam to that spot, and suddenly a large, black eel lunged at him. It was huge, its body covered with small yellow and purple spots. It thrashed and struck at him, and he dealt it a glancing blow off the side of the head with the flashlight. This only served to enrage it, and it came after him with renewed fury. Fearing for his life, Mike pulled his dive knife from a sheath on his ankle and faced the big fish as he slowly backed away. The moray actually left its burrow to pursue him. In all his years of diving Mike had never heard of one these eels being so aggressive unless it was cornered. 
 The thing kept coming and now Mike found himself backed against the lava wall. He was loathe to hurt any creature, but the bite of a moray could be painful and laced with toxic bacteria. 
 As the thing struck again, Mike lashed out with his knife, and the tip of his blade took the eel’s left eye.
 The creature retreated at once. It did not return to its burrow, but swam swiftly for the narrow passageway and was gone.
 Mike stayed put as his hammering heart slowed. 
 He trained his light up the wall to the vacated burrow.
 Once again he saw a glint of something there, and felt an odd compulsion to see what it was. It was something beyond mere curiosity; it was as if he was being called.
 Mike checked his watch. Three minutes before he was to meet Oke.
 Seeing no evidence of his attacker, Mike swam easily up to the small crevice and shone his light into it.
 There, in a small nest of kelp, were seven iridescent spheres, each about the size of a tennis ball. Mike checked the crevice, but there was no sign of any other creature within.
 He withdrew one of the spheres, and was surprised to feel its warmth through his glove. It was perfectly round and seemed to be made of mother of pearl, though there were traces of gold and crimson forming delicate veins through the turquoise, pink and silver nacre.
 He had never seen anything so beautiful in his life. What was it? It certainly wasn’t an eel egg. Had it not been so warm he would have thought it was some kind of objet d’art, some marine equivalent of a Faberge egg.
 Maybe it was. Maybe the warmth was some illusion, the aftermath of his battle with the eel.
 He knew he was rationalizing, but he could not leave the spheres where they were. He had to have them, had to take them to his home and keep them.
 He emptied his bag of the cowrie shells without a second thought and carefully loaded the nacreous spheres into it.
 He was two minutes late in his rendezvous with Oke.
 “You okay? I was worried,” Oke signed.
 “No trouble, let’s go,” Mike signed back. Now that he had possession of the spheres he wanted to leave before the moray eel returned.
 They left Cathedral 2 and headed back to the boat.
 Once in the boat, Mike tried to keep Oke from seeing his treasure, but the spheres were even more brilliant and beautiful in the sunlight.
 “Bra, what the hell is that?” Oke asked, his voice filled with awe.
 “Something I found in a small chamber, probably nothing,” Mike said, not wanting to share them, not even with his best friend and partner.
 “Come on, brother, let me look.”
 “Let’s head out, and then I’ll show you,” Mike said.
 Oke gave him a puzzled look but weighed anchor and soon they were on their way back to Maui.
 It was only when port was in view that Mike showed Oke what he had found.
 Rather than exhibit awe or wonder, the big man turned pale.
 “Mike, these are the children of U’ua the Fish Girl.”
 “Oke, these are clearly manufactured – they certainly aren’t the eggs of a mermaid.”
 “This is bad, brother, very bad. You have to take them back – we have to go now.”
 “I’m not taking them back.”
 “Brother, you know there is a lot on these islands that don’t belong to anyone but the gods. You know the stories of people who take lava rock from Pele’s beaches.”
 “Dude, I respect your traditions, but all that stuff is just self-fulfilling prophecy.”
 Oke shook his head fiercely. “My great uncle Charlie, they said he found a mermaid egg. Just one. My great aunt, she and the rest of the family begged him to return it, but he said it would bring him good fortune.”
 “Don’t tell me. Next day he got hit by a bus.”
 Oke looked at his friend, his face that of a small boy hearing a ghost story. “Brother, they found him in his bed. The sheets were wet and covered with seaweed. The egg was gone and so was his head!”
 Mike laughed in spite of Oke’s dead serious expression. “Tell you what, bra, I’ll make sure I lock my doors tonight.”
 Oke started to turn the wheel.
 “What are you doing, Oke?”
 “Going back, before it’s too late.”
 In that moment, Mike seriously considered killing his best friend. His knife was close at hand. It would be no trouble to stab the big man, throw him over the side and wash down the boat. He could tell everyone that Oke had been diving and had not come back.
 He was actually reaching for the knife when the two of them heard an unearthly shriek. It was like nothing on Earth. It was a sound both primeval and terrible in its message of sorrow and loss.
 Oke crossed himself, something he did without thinking. It had been years since the sisters at Grace Community School had rapped his knuckles and tried to rein in his native spirit.
 “God help us,” he whispered, and turned the boat back toward Maui.
 In less than an hour they were tied up and walking to Mike’s car, a beat-up Subaru wagon. Oke had pleaded with Mike to dump the eggs over the side or leave them tied to the pier in his dive sack. But the thought of someone else finding them and keeping them was more than Mike could bear.
 Mike dropped Oke off at his home near the docks and continued his drive up to Makawao where he lived in a small house near the outskirts of town.
 His house was a grubby, stucco affair with a waist-high chain link fence. Not the sort of place one pictured when thinking of the islands, but a style all too prevalent in some of the more developed areas. Mike padlocked the gate behind him, something he never did, and locked himself in the small house.
 Inside, the open blinds let the afternoon sun in. Mike closed the blinds and let his eyes adjust to the darkness. Clutching the bag, he did a quick check of the place. Living room, kitchen, hall, bathroom, bedroom. It was a tiny place and took no time to search for intruders. Mike laughed at his own paranoia, but the sound of his laughter was hollow and forced.
 Mike had a fifty-five gallon salt water tank in his living room. He had carefully established a group of clown fish and sea anemones in as natural manner as possible. With little regard for the denizens of the tank he lowered the dive bag of mermaid eggs into it. The clown fish retreated immediately, as if they knew the contents of the bag did not belong there.
 There was a small cut on his hand and he decided he’d better not take any chances. He got out a bright plastic blue and white box with a drawing of an angler on the lid. It said “Sportsman’s First Aid Kit”. He had had the thing since being a Boy Scout in St. Ignace. He carefully washed the wound, covered it with mercurochrome and bandaged it.
 He nuked some leftover pizza and washed it down with a couple of Rolling Rocks. He tried to watch TV but his eyes kept drifting back to the tank. The light and bubbles in the tank caused the eggs to almost fluoresce and sent strange colors across the ceiling.
 It was better than being stoned.
 He wondered what he should do with the eggs. What if they hatched? He was not a particularly romantic soul, and did not think he would have some fantasy romance with a mermaid. Every story he had ever read seemed to indicate that humans and mer-people were incompatible, and one had to become like the other before…
 What was he doing?
 Without thinking he had subscribed to Oke’s superstitious babbling about the spheres being mermaid eggs, or rather, the offspring of U’ua the Fish Girl. The objects were jewelry, nothing more. Some enterprising thief or pirate had stuck them in that crevice knowing its obscure location would keep them safe.
 If he sold them he’d be a rich man. The smart thing to do would be to keep one for himself and sell the others to private collectors. He would get more if he acted like each was the only one he found. The right collectors wouldn’t be sharing their little treasures with the outside world, and he’d be set for life.
 A couple of more beers and he was pleasantly buzzed. He was dreaming of an ocean of money when his cell rang.
 Mike fumbled for the phone, the light from the aquarium turning his living room into some kind of 70’s era lava lamp.
 “Yeah?”
 “Bra, it’s Oke. Somebody’s poking around my freakin’ house!”
 “Call the cops, man, I’ll be right over…”
 “I don’t think the cops – “
 Mike heard glass breaking over the phone and Oke’s cries for help.
 “Oke, I’m coming, man – stay on the line!”
 Mike used his land line to call 911. He gave them Oke’s address and told them the big man was being attacked. He hung up as they asked his name and ran out to his car. He was halfway there when it struck him that he was leaving the spheres.
 What if Oke was playing him?
 Hell, he saw the way the dude looked at the spheres. Sure, he acted scared, but he wanted them, too.
 Screw it, he had called 911. The cops would get there quick. If Oke was in real trouble, there was nothing he could do.
 What came over him then was not a rational feeling, it was something akin to instinct, something raw and atavistic, that begged him to leave a place surrounded by water.
 He had to get out of there.
 Mike packed a few clothes. He placed the net bag of spheres into a plastic bag and stowed this in a carry-on. If they were eggs – and they weren’t – he hoped the airport x-ray wouldn’t harm them.
 He was at Kahului Airport in less than twenty minutes and was able to get a flight to Los Angeles that was leaving in just under an hour. He cleared security without a problem and waited nervously at his gate. He expected the police to arrive any minute and arrest him, though he hadn’t done anything.

You left your friend behind.
 He had done that. But he could never have reached Oke in time. If the big guy was okay maybe he’d send him some of the money he was going to make.
 Maybe.
 His nerves continued to feel frazzled and jangled until his flight was in the air. He dozed for a few minutes, then had a nasty nightmare where the plane was pulled out of the sky by some enormous squid with tentacles a mile long. It grabbed the jet and he remembered screaming with the other passengers as they approached a maw lined with rows and rows of serrated fangs.
 Mike woke with a start. He was relieved that he had not called out in his sleep, and everyone around him was either watching the movie or dozing. He tried to lose himself in the movie, but he kept losing track of the story. He also fought the urge to continually check the spheres. He had already taken a peek at them several times and a man across the aisle had given him a look that was thinly veiled suspicion.
 He decided to start planning his strategy for selling the spheres. Being inexperienced and a stranger to the world of wealth, he’d probably have to hire a go-between, someone who moved within those circles and could broker the deal. That would probably cost him anywhere from ten to thirty percent of his earnings, so he had to choose well.
 He arrived in Los Angeles without incident and took a cab to the Burbank Hilton. LAX was only thirteen miles from the Pacific Ocean and this did not seem enough of a buffer to him. He realized again that he was believing in a mythical creature, moreover, he was unconsciously giving it the ability to swim as fast as a jumbo jet could fly.
 In his room he locked the door and spread the spheres on the bed. They were still warm to the touch, even though the outside temperature was around 60°F. He was pretty sure that if they had been made of nacre or glass they would have been room temperature, which he guessed was about 70°F.
 Living? He needed to verify that before he tried selling them.
 He went online, looking for an ichthyologist who would do some discrete consulting. 
 There were some promising leads at UCLA and the Museum of Natural History, and he figured he would try them in the morning.
 At 11 p.m. he felt exhausted but unable to sleep. He turned on the local news, a nagging feeling of dread heavy in the pit of his stomach.
 The news was filled with dire stories about the economy and the Middle East, the sports world was rocked by another steroids scandal.
 Then came the story he feared he might see.
 “A bizarre occurrence on the island of Maui tonight,” the anchor woman solemnly intoned, “Police summoned to the residence of local Oke Pukui found no sign of the man. However, they did find a huge moray eel in the man’s bed. The eel was dead and an expert from the Maui Aquarium said it had recently lost an eye. Authorities are baffled by this and other aspects of the case, which took place several miles inland.”
 Mike turned off the television.
 An eel that had lost an eye.
 He tried to convince himself that the spheres were treasure belonging to some modern-day pirates with a taste for the theatrical, but he knew the truth.
 He had stolen eggs from a mermaid.
 Which meant he was in terrible danger.
 It also meant he had a fortune sitting on his bed.
 The next day he called around, seeking someone who would broker something both rare and possibly endangered. He wasn’t about to turn any of the eggs over to museums or the government. Their payment would be pitifully small, if anything. Oh, they might agree to name the specimens after him, but you couldn’t buy drinks or a house with a Latin classification.
 Through some networking he found a broker at, of all places, one of the larger talent agencies in Beverly Hills. He met with the agent, a well-dressed and erudite young woman named Claire Nassarian, at the Beverly Hills Hotel’s Polo Lounge.
 Mike had worn his only sport coat and dress shirt, but he felt like a grubby beach bum next to the casual elite of Los Angeles. 
 Claire made no mention of his dress. She had the waiter bring him a beer and then nodded toward his overnight bag.
 “You brought one with you?”
 “Yes.”
 “I’ll be candid, Mr. Clute, I don’t really believe you, but my profession is filled with stories of people who didn’t take the long shot and wound up regretting it. If you happen to be a conman, then at least I will have a good story for the Christmas party.”
 “What guarantee do I have that you won’t just run off with it?”
 “Because I am going to charge you forty percent commission.”
 “Forty percent!”
 “Yes, so I’ll make far more brokering six than stealing one.”
 He had told her he had six of the eggs. He intended keeping one for himself. Somehow, the knowledge he would have one made him feel less anxious about letting go of the others.
 “I think that’s a bit steep, Ms. Nassarian.”
 “Mr. Clute, you are, if I may, out of your depth here. I know three potential buyers just off the top of my head. Collectors who will pay handsomely for such a prize and keep it secret. Unless you want to resort to ebay or risk the government confiscating your find.”
 “No, no, you’re right. How much do you think we can get per egg?”
 “If I can verify that they are indeed what you say they are, I would estimate anywhere from twenty-five to thirty million per egg.”
 Mike gasped. Even with her commission he would be clearing over a hundred million dollars. “Are you… are you serious?”
 She smiled. “I never joke about finances. I know of two clients in Dubai and one in India who will pay at least that much.”
 With that kind of money he could disappear. He was sure that cops in Maui wanted to talk to him. He had no intention of going back there. They would know that Oke had called him at home and that he had called 911. He would be a loose end but not a real suspect. Once he had the money he could buy privacy, isolation and everything he had ever wanted.
 The tests on the sphere took a nerve-wracking week, and Mike moved to a motel further inland, one without a pool.
 Claire called him just before noon, her usual cool façade riddled with visions of what her commission would bring. 
 “It’s real,” she told him, “the expert I hired has never seen anything like it. He pleaded with me to give him the sample, but I’m not in this to advance science.”
 Mike laughed, the first time he had since Oke had died. “He’ll keep quiet?”
 “He’s bound by a confidentiality agreement, plus he had to give me all his data. Besides, without one of the eggs, who will believe him?”
 “But even a sample…”
 “Mike, even if he did break our confidence, by the time his colleagues agreed with his findings we’ll have sold all the eggs, so what do you care?”
 They drew up contracts guaranteeing their mutual interests and protection, and set up an account in the Caymans for the bulk of his coming fortune.
 They had one last dinner together, where he gave her the rest of the eggs. He had paid another attorney to go over his contract, and had been assured that it was legitimate.
 Claire held up a glass of champagne.

 “Here’s to the good life,” she said, smiling.

 Their glasses clinked. “So, are you moving out of that dingy motel?” she asked, her eyes sparkling.

 “Yes. I bought a trailer in Mojave. I’ll give you the address.”

 “Mojave?” She shivered. “Why in God’s name would you want to live there?”

 “Just temporary,” he assured her.

 She shook her head, and then the waiter brought over their meals.

 Mike was very keen on bedding Claire, but they agreed to keep their relationship purely professional. She did kiss him on the mouth as they said goodbye, her lips tasting of raspberries and champagne.
 “Once we’re rich,” she said, and let the unspoken future hang between them like a bubble.
 It was the last time he saw her alive.
 Mike moved out to Mojave, sure that he had made a mistake and that Claire would abscond with her lion’s share of the eggs. But he had chosen well, as Claire wanted to cement not only her fortune, but her reputation as being someone who could be trusted with the most precious and exotic of wares.
 He had been cooking beans on a hot plate when a chime told him he had an email. Only Claire had his new email address, and he prayed this was not some business equivalent of a “Dear John” letter.
 All her message said was: SOLD TWO – CHECK ACCOUNT. GOING TO DUBAI.
 Willing himself to stay calm, Mike called up The Royal Bank and Trust. He keyed in his user name, password and then his account number. The screen went blank as it refreshed.
 NEW ACCOUNT BALANCE: $62,005,650.00
 He felt dizzy, and actually had to lie down. The beans on the stove burned, filling the small trailer with smoke. He was sorry to see that it had ruined the saucepan, one that he had spent his last five bucks on.
 He was crying about five dollars when he had over sixty million in his account.
 The thought of that made him laugh until he was sick, and he barely made it to the small bathroom in time.
 Mike spent the next week shopping online for a new home, and ended up buying a former sheep ranch in Toorale, Australia. Deep in the Outback, it was several miles from the Murray and Darling rivers. The three thousand acre ranch contained a crumbling Victoria mansion from the 1890’s and a rutted airstrip. He got the ranch for a little under a million and invested another seven in getting the home and airstrip restored. The contractors promised the work would take less than a year.
 Mike’s plan was simple: live in Mojave until his new home was finished, then take up residence in one of the hottest and driest places on Earth. Whenever he got lonely he would have his private jet take him to any of the world’s most fabulous cities. As long as he was constantly on the move when he traveled, she would never find him.
 He spent much of his time watching the egg. He had set up a special saltwater aquarium in place of the television and watched it instead. He especially liked it at night, when the only light was from the aquarium and the pearlescent colors washed over him like gifts from the goddess Iris.
 At night he dreamed of the sea, swimming in deep waters and lagoons. Sometimes he was a man, other times a fish. It didn’t matter, he was happy.
 Claire’s foray into Dubai and India were both even more successful than with her U.S. contacts, and his wealth approached the hundred million mark, even with his home restoration, purchase of a private jet, and a collection of sports cars which were garaged for him in Reno.
 Claire had two eggs left. Word had quietly circulated amongst the world’s super-rich, and she told Mike she might actually be able to auction them off. Prospects in Beijing, Rio de Janeiro, Paris and Berlin looked very strong.
 She also apologized, she had always meant to send him the reports from the marine biologist she had consulted with at Scripps.
 A lot of it was beyond his understanding, thing regarding density and pH levels and oxygenation. But there were also ultrasound pictures, and these carried far more weight than the various graphs and tables of electrochemical potential and genetic markers.
 The creature inside the egg looked much like a human fetus, but with a torso that tapered into a long tail with the slightest suggestion of a split at the end. Its face was a mere suggestion of one, its one visible eye overly-large and ill-defined, but still there was a sort of grandeur about it, a glimpse into the Unknown.
 The reports said that the creatures seemed to be in stasis, that they could survive on land if the temperature stayed in the lower 80’s. The biologist postulated that the eggs needed a catalyst to survive, possibly some sort of secretion from the mother.
 Mike printed out a picture of the sonogram and taped it on the tank. He wished some film footage had been included, it would have been nice seeing the little creature move around.
 It made him feel guilty, sometimes, that the egg might never hatch, the creature inside never knowing any world but the one inside its egg. Still, it was a damn sight better than being dissected by scientists and put on exhibit in some museum.
 In October he received reports that a group of people representing the rights of indigenous Australians had blocked construction in several places, including his home. The contractor assured him that such occurrences were part and parcel of living in the Outback, and that they expected to be on schedule after Christmas. Mike offered the man more money, but was told this would not open the roads any sooner.
 His final email from Claire came in late November. It was a triumphant report of an auction she had held in Luxembourg, where the final two eggs had sold for two hundred million dollars. She was coming home to wrap up her affairs in Los Angeles and then was moving to Paris. 
 Mike had discovered that Google and other search engines could act as electronic “clipping services” and collect stories and information. He had programmed his for mermaid sightings and deaths or disappearances where the sea or water were mentioned. 
 Claire had been first.
 Apparently she had been using the pool at the Beverly Hills Country Club, something she did every Tuesday and Thursday when she was in town. Witnesses said she had been swimming laps when she suddenly seemed to develop a cramp at the deep end. She went down with surprising speed. Several members who dove in after her all agreed that she was pulled down into the drain. Every bone in her body shattered as some tremendous force tried unsuccessfully to force her through the small aperture. One man claimed to have seen a hand grasping her, another said it was a tentacle, but the police dismissed these details as a trick of the light and the trauma of the incident. Claire had no family, but her company was suing the country club for negligence.
 Mike had tried to warn Claire away from the ocean, from any body of water. She had laughed and called him her “paranoid golden goose”.
 Wealthy software mogul Dins Tagger was next. He had gone swimming off his private beach in Tiburon, California and disappeared. He washed up on that same beach a day later, his body bloated and cyanotic. Authorities were mystified by spines protruding from his abdomen. A subsequent autopsy showed the presence of two stonefish in his belly. No one would hazard a guess how the spiny creatures had gotten into Tagger’s stomach, but a local ichthyologist said the pain of such a death would be “excruciating”.
Next were Berlin weapons developer Max Krieger and Sheik El Fadil, a member of a Saudi royal family. Both men had been discovered in a penthouse suite of the Burj al Arab hotel in Dubai. Both had been found naked in the center of the room, their bodies enshrouded in a dozen Chironex fleckeri, a box jellyfish reputed to be one of the most poisonous creatures in the world. One source said that that it would have been the “most painful death imaginable”. How a jellyfish indigenous to Australia wound up in the coastal waters of Dubai still had authorities baffled. That and the fact that the security tapes showed that no one had used the private elevator, the only access to the room. Terrorists were suspected, though no group stepped forward to take credit for the grisly deaths.
 Mike had seen that hotel on a cable special. It featured a fountain that shot a column of water from the ground floor up to the ceiling, a distance of a thousand feet. Such a fountain might serve a mermaid well, giving her access to men who has possession of two of her children.
 How angry must she be, Mike wondered, how driven with hatred for humans and love for her offspring? What terrible plans might be conceived in her deep green thoughts as she searched the oceans and rivers for her children. 
 Now there were only three buyers remaining, but Mike had a feeling they were already dead or soon would be. Some might disappear like Oke, never to be seen again, their fate the source of urban legends and endless speculation.
 Christmas came and went with little fanfare. He watched the egg and wondered if the child inside had any idea of the changing seasons. If he held her egg, would she know? Would she one day tell her mother that he had cared for her, literally watched over her day and night?
 The contractor called him with bad news just after New Year’s. His home had been burned down. A call to local papers had said the place was “cursed” and “an abomination”. The statement was anonymous and no group claimed responsibility. Mike approved both new construction and the posting of 24-hour security. The contractor was optimistic that Mike could move to Toorale by September.
 The final death red flagged by his search engine occurred in June. The details were sketchy, but involved Piers Vliet, a wealthy industrialist living in Rome. He had been found hanging from a trompe l'oeil ceiling depicting the Ascension. His ragged skeleton was covered with a variety of portunid crabs, many of which were still feeding on his remains. An official with the Roman Police said that even the most hardened of his men had been sickened by the sight. The death was attributed to organized crime and the case was still open.
 Now he stood on the veranda with his warming beer, the Sunoco thermometer’s red line creeping upward, his thoughts on Oke and the sea.
 Mike knew he had been smart to give up the ocean, although it called to him almost daily. He had tried playing a tape of ambient wave and seagull sounds, but the contrast with his desires and the reality of Mojave made him too heartsick.
 That night he drifted off, as usual, in the chair set before the aquarium and the mermaid’s egg.
 He dreamed he was pouring a beer, and that the only light in the trailer came from the aquarium and the open fridge. Outside the night was the deep obsidian black that only a moonless desert can bring.
 He heard a scraping at the door. At first he thought it was a coyote, and he intended on scaring it away, but then he heard the distinctive sound of metal on stone.
 Someone was outside his door. A chill radiated from his gut and he felt his skin tremble with gooseflesh. He walked slowly and quietly to the door of the trailer, and peeked through the faded curtains.
 Someone was digging at his front step. They were tall and gaunt, and he thought he could hear them weeping, a strange kind of keening sound.
 Mike wished now he had kept a gun. He always thought the desert would protect him from U’ua, but he had not considered that the desert had its own species of predators.
 Mike had his dive knife, but the man outside had a shovel. He would clearly have the advantage in a fight. As Mike watched, the man lowered something into the hole he had dug and covered it. He tamped the dirt down with care and then stood up, wiping the sweat from his brow.
 It was Oke.
 He was impossibly gaunt, almost skeletal, and his hair was white. His eyes were deeply hollowed, giving his face the aspect of a skull. It was the face of a ghoul, or one of those hungry ghosts he used to tell tourists about to make their experience more colorful.
 Mike almost cried out, but was afraid to betray his presence. Still, Oke seemed to stare at the door for a long moment before retreating into the desert darkness.
 Mike woke up near dawn, his body stiff and sore from sleeping in the chair. He went into the bathroom, relieved himself, then filled the sink with bottled water. He washed his face and remembered what he had dreamed.
 He chided himself, but he still peeked out the curtains before going out the front door.

 No one was there.

 He went out, and looked under the metal step bolted to the trailer.

 There was freshly turned earth there.

 Mike broke out into a cold sweat, even with the outside temperature already climbing into the 70’s.

 He had no shovel, so he used his dive knife and a large spoon to dig out whatever was buried there.

 He found a bright blue and white plastic box with a picture of a smiling angler catching a big bass.

Sportsman’s First Aid Kit 

 And his name, printed in his twelve-year-old hand: “Michael Robert Clute, Troop 129”.
 Wishing he could just drive away and get on a plane to Australia, he opened it.
 It was a severed hand, feminine and delicate. The nails were the same color as goldfish, and there was a pale green tinge to the skin. He looked closer and could discern webbing between the fingers.
 It was one of the most beautiful and terrible things he had ever seen.
 He thought of burning it, but the thought of the stench it might make made his stomach roil.
 He pulled it out of the box, despite an irrational certainty that it would grab him. He walked behind the trailer and threw it as far as he could out into the sand. He was sure that insects or perhaps a coyote would take care of it.
 He reburied the box, although he wasn’t sure why. He didn’t want to keep it but the guy who delivered his groceries and took away his garbage wasn’t due for another week.
 He went inside and got good and drunk on beer and tequila, something he had last done with Oke at a bar in Makawao.
 When Mike awoke, his head throbbing and his mouth seemingly filled with sour cotton, it was long past midnight. He was in his chair, facing the aquarium, a dried patch of drool on his “Save the Whales” tee shirt.
 The hand was in the aquarium.
 He started back, falling awkwardly out of the chair and banging his head on a bookcase.
 The hand was not just in the fish tank, it was grasping the egg. It lay on the bottom, palm up, and the egg rested in its grasp. At first he thought he saw the fingers flex, but this was an illusion of the bubbles from the filter.
 He looked around wildly, expecting Oke or some half-human monster to advance on him from the tiny kitchen or the bathroom. A quick search said that he was alone.
 He wanted to get the hand out of there but was loathe to touch it again. Now even the water bore the taint of that severed extremity. Instead, he went out with a flashlight and searched the perimeter.
 There was no one around, and the night offered no answers, no comfort. He wanted to scream out into the darkness that he was sorry, that he wanted to be left alone. He almost offered to return what he had stolen, but the thought of not having the egg made him feel dizzy and unsettled.
 He stumbled back into the trailer and locked it securely. He took several Advil and deliberately went to sleep on the couch along the front wall, the aquarium only visible peripherally.
 He dreamed he was surfing the North Shore, the swells big and beautiful, the beach filled with life and sun and blue sky. He felt a part of the sea, and it enfolded him as he bottom-turned into the barrel. He was laughing and crying at the same time, feeling like he was home for the first time in almost two years.
 A sharp pain roused him, and his first thought was that someone had smashed the aquarium and he had been hit with a shard of glass. The aquarium was intact, but the egg was not. It was lying in pieces at the bottom of the tank, now indistinguishable from the ruins of an abalone shell. The hand was gone as well.
 Mike felt a sharp pain in his breast, and looked down.
 The creature was the size of a kitten, its eyes large and green like a cat’s. It’s hair was more like a profusion of fine tentacles that undulated Medusa-like as it regarded him. It had the merest suggestion of a nose and a wide mouth filled with serrated teeth. Its lips were stained with blood and it bit down on his nipple again, feeding on his blood instead of milk.
 He was afraid but he petted it all the same, it strange hair giving him little shocks, a sensation that was both painful and pleasurable.
 The creature made a sort of purring sound, and its tail slapped against his thigh. The tail was a golden-green and scaled, the tip of it lined with projecting spines of a deep lavender. The skin of its upper half was as smooth and absent of blemish as any human child, just colored a pale sea foam green.
 It squeezed his breast with one pudgy hand and sucked greedily.

 “Drinking the ocean out of me,” Mike thought.

He found himself humming to it, an old lullaby his grandmother had sung to him.

 He phased in and out of consciousness, finally waking when the weight on his chest was lifted away. 

 Oke stood over him, the child of U’ua nestled in his arms.

 “Hey, bra.” Oke’s voice was a whisper, the sound of dust and sand.

 Mike was too weak to move. He wanted to ask for some water, or a beer, but his couldn’t make his mouth work.

 “It’s the venom,” Oke explained, as if knowing what Mike had been unable to articulate, “it’s not fast but it will kill you.”

 Mike strained with what little strength he had and was able to mouth the word “sorry”.

 Oke nodded, and touched Mike’s cheek tenderly. Then he turned and left the trailer.

 The absence of the child was enough to rally Mike, and he was actually able to sit up and look out the window into the noonday sun.
 Oke was walking toward a figure in a wheelchair. The figure was dressed in a broad sun hat and shawl and blanket. As Oke handed the child to the wheelchair’s occupant, Mike caught just a flash of green scales under the blanket, then Oke turned the wheelchair and pushed it to a waiting limousine.
 Mike tried to call out, but his vocal cords were paralyzed. As they drove away he flopped back on the couch. As his heart slowed, Mike stared at the saltwater aquarium, which was the closest he would ever get to the ocean again…
 That, and the taste of his tears.
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