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CHAPTER 1

“This is Captain Kamea Lai of the Requin Volant. To the vessel Renard Gris, if you can hear me, acknowledge this transmission.”

He received nothing but dead silence. So far, the only chatter was from Mauto’s small naval force. They were patrolling the east side of the island nation in search of the missing tilapia trawler Renard Gris.

Kamea was ten miles north of the island when he received the call. Preferring to do his fishing at night, he practically had the entire ocean to himself. It was a peaceful way of working. The fish-finder worked just as well as it would at daytime. Generally, the only other vessels he had to worry about were a few party boats full of American, Canadian, and European tourists… and the Renard Gris.

Its owner, Feleti Bennett, shared Kamea’s work preference. The two fishing captains and their first mates were night owls, who often had breakfast at six P.M. By eight, they were on the water, when everyone else was settling in for the evening festivities.

Their day up until now had been routine. The crews met up at their usual breakfast bar where they dined every other morning. Two hours later, they departed for their normal fishing grounds. Kamea and his mate, Akamu, went northwest while Feleti fished a few miles from the north beach, often heading east when he wasn’t having much luck.

It was proving to be a good night for Kamea. He made a few passes near the Turtle Basin, four miles northeast of Mauto’s offshore oil rig Seventh Day. By nine P.M., he had raked in a thousand American dollars’ worth of catch. Just one hour of fishing and he was already a thousand dollars richer. It was a triumph that made him long to show off to his parents and siblings.

“Go to Australia or America. Get educated. Get a job working for a big company,” they had said. “Don’t take up fishing. Those are jobs of the past. There’s no future there.”

For better and for worse, it was advice taken by much of the population of Mauto. Many people departed their little island community to study abroad and obtain degrees and skillsets. For some, it was a worthy investment. Some of the little nation’s best doctors had started their practice within the past few years. For others, however, it was a nightmare with no payoff. They returned home with a degree, and a lot of debt and no job to make their investment worthwhile.

As this shift in the culture happened, many of the island’s traditional markets declined in manpower. For the tourism industry, it was a heavy hit. For Kamea and his buddy Feliti, it was a prime opportunity. With less competition, they were able to squeeze more money from the local businesses, particularly the restaurants.

Tonight was a prime example of the good life. Until ten o’clock rolled around.

Feliti’s mayday signal was brief and frantic. The transmission was hampered by sounds of splashing water and shattering glass, then ended abruptly before he could state his position.

One phrase echoed in Kamea’s memory, one that was repeated three times before the channel went dark. “Oh, dear God!!!”

An hour of searching yielded no results.

As Kamea approached the site of the Shea wreckage, a civilian vessel which had been sunk by the Japanese in World War Two, a new transmission came through the radio.

“MNS Conwell, this is the yacht Musketeer. With your permission, just letting you know, I’m out in northeast bank. I’ll search this area for the missing fishing vessel.”

“Conwell to Musketeer. Much appreciated, sir. We’ll resume our search out here. MNS Armand Annet is heading south.”

Kamea was tempted to chime in and tell them it was a waste of time. Feliti almost exclusively fished north and east of the island, depending on his luck. His fishing grounds rarely failed him, and on the off chance they did, he generally went farther out. His buyers usually preferred mackerel, which usually preferred open water on that side of the island as opposed to the grass beds and estuaries on the south side.

But there was no point in setting them straight. A search like this required the authorities to cover as wide an area as possible. All Kamea could do was continue his part.

His first mate, Akamu, arrived in the wheelhouse. “I don’t see anything. It’s a new moon and the stars are out. We have solid vision. There’s no sign of him.”

Kamea kept his eyes on the horizon. The water was calm, with nothing more than a gentle breeze passing over it.

“You heard the transmission, right?”

Akamu nodded. “Sounded like he was in a storm or something.”

“Or something,” Kamea said.

“Should we try and search near the rig?”

Kamea shook his head. “They have their own chopper unit. It’s likely they’re searching that area. I’ll take us south toward the island.”

“Isn’t the yacht already searching over there?” Akamu asked.

“Yes, but it’s a large area, and it’s where Feliti may have started. That, or the east end of the island, and the Navy is already over there.”

He pointed the Requin Volant south and gunned the throttle. The next few minutes were spent in silence, save for Kamea’s one attempt to reach the lost vessel on the radio.

“You heard of the American boat Long Beach Swordsman?”

Kamea nodded. “Tourist fella. Left the island for Hawaii a week ago. Never reached port.”

“And the whale found floating near the Seventh Day?”

“Partially decayed carcass,” Kamea replied. “Full-grown grey whale, wasn’t it?”

“They don’t think it was decayed,” Akamu said. “They said it had been killed.”

“Whalers?”

Akamu shook his head. “It was torn in half. Whalers wouldn’t do that kind of damage.”

“Sure they would.”

“They didn’t harvest the blubber. Much of the valuable meat was left intact.”

Kamea remained silent. He had not given much thought to those reported incidents, mostly because he was a night owl who was focused on his work. If something didn’t concern him, he paid little attention to it.

“How long ago was that?”

“Four days, I think,” Akamu replied. “Some people have speculated orcas and sharks, but nothing has ever done that kind of damage.”

“Hmm.” Kamea listened to some of the chatter coming from his channel. It was both a distraction from his idle thoughts and speculations, as well as a way to keep updated on the progress of the other search parties. “Better get back out there. I’ll keep my door and window open. Keep your eyes peeled. Perhaps some drunken boat rental had an accident with him.”

It was a dumb and unlikely hypothesis, but it was the only thing that seemed even a little bit plausible. Then again, the rental boats were always operated by a business employee, and they were known to be highly professional. Not once was there an incident in which the company personnel were at fault.

Akamu stepped out and resumed panning the spotlight back and forth. Now along in the wheelhouse, Kamea picked up his speaker mic for another go at reaching his buddy.

“This is Captain Kamea Lai of the Requin Volant. To Captain Feliti Bennett of the vessel Renard Gris, if you can hear me, acknowledge this transmission.”

Forty long minutes passed, during which they found nothing but ocean. Feliti did not respond to anybody’s radio calls. By now, his family members had been alerted to the situation. The American Coast Guard had been contacted by Mauto’s Navy and agreed to send a cutter and some choppers to assist in the search.

During those transmissions, the night got increasingly bleak. The reason the cutter was even within range was due to the disappearance of another vessel from one of the French Polynesian islands. A party vessel, carrying six tourists from London, had vanished without a trace. Like Feliti, its disappearance occurred during clear weather conditions.

With the boat on autopilot, he stepped outside onto the aft deck to join Akamu. The thirty-nine-year-old fisherman stood at the transom of their forty-foot trawling vessel. He had the spotlight on a swivel, endlessly panning left and right. At his feet were folded nets and tubs of bait.

“Want something to drink?” Kamea asked.

Akamu turned to look at him. “I think a shot of whiskey is in order.”

“Yeah. I think so too.”

Normally, Kamea didn’t permit more than two beers during their time on the water. Two was usually the magic number, anyway. It made the nights more enjoyable without making him or his mate too tipsy. They had yet to get started on their beers for the night. Usually, they waited until midnight. The shots of whiskey, if Kamea had some available, didn’t come until after the fish was offloaded.

Tonight was a different story. The disappearance of their friend had them both on edge. A shot or two of his Irish whiskey would help quell their nerves.

He stepped into the wheelhouse and dug into his drawer.

THUMP!

A mild vibration rippled through the hull.

“The hell?”

He killed the engine and rushed outside. Akamu heard it too. They moved to the portside and aimed flashlights into the water.

Floating past them was a piece of white aluminum and fiberglass. The two men knew exactly what they were looking at: Fragments of a boat’s hull.

A few yards behind them were pieces of wood from the boat’s deck. A little farther was a piece of furniture floating amongst an empty life jacket, some fishing buoys, and a number of other miscellaneous objects.

Akamu motioned the sign of the cross. “Kamea, I think we found him.”

Kamea could not believe what he was looking at. Sure, he had made some speculations during the search based on the nature of Feliti’s distress call. But they were all guesses, none of which he really believed in. Nothing made sense. The weather was perfect. There were hardly any other boats on the water.

“What on earth happened?” he asked himself aloud.

“I don’t know,” Akamu said. “He couldn’t have hit anything. There’s nothing out here.” He sighed and looked at the Captain. “You don’t think some psycho could have done this, do you?”

“With what?” Kamea said. “A bazooka? Damage like this requires tremendous force.”

“Whatever happened, we missed it.”

Kamea cupped his hands over his mouth and shouted “Feliti!!!” His voice traveled far into the night. His hope that his friend was floating somewhere amongst that wreckage went unrewarded.

He moved to the wheelhouse, stopping briefly to speak to his mate. “Keep that light on the water. I got to let everyone know we found him.”

“Consider it done,” Akamu said. He was back at the main spotlight, swinging it back and forth like a World War One soldier with a mounted Victors machine gun.

Kamea went into the wheelhouse and grabbed the speaker mic. Before he could make his transmission, he found himself caught off guard yet again, this time from what he was hearing from the MNS Conwell and Armand Annet.

“Our sailors are reporting wreckage everywhere,” the Conwell’s radio operator said.

“Any sign of survivors?”

“Negative. It’s like the vessel was torn apart. We’ve recovered numerous pieces of hull, including a fragment with the vessel’s designation.”

“This is the Captain of the Armand Annet here. Conwell, is there enough to confirm the wreckage of the Renard Gris?”

“That’s affirmative, Captain. My Captain and his Executive Officer confirms it.”

Kamea was stiff as a statue, holding the mic in hand, unsure of what to say. How could they have found the remains of Feliti’s boat when they were floating right here beside the Requin Volant?

“That doesn’t make sense,” he mumbled. “Those fragments couldn’t have drifted this far…”

Kamea stood frozen again as a new realization took form. He peeked out his window at the debris in the glow of his outside lamp. White pieces of hull, black furniture… perfectly consistent with Feliti’s vessel.

And that of the party yachts.

He raised his speaker mic to his lips with a force that nearly tore the cord from the radio.

“Requin Volant to Musketeer, please state your location for me.” His heart fluttered after receiving nothing but dead silence. “Requin Volant to Musketeer, do you copy?”

More silence.

“MNS Conwell calling fishing boat Requin Volant. If you’re unaware, we have located the remains of the Renard Gris. There’s going to be an investigation to determine what happened. Requin Volant and Musketeer, thank you very much for your assistance.”

“Requin Volant to MNS Conwell,” Kamea replied in a feverish voice. “I’m maybe five miles northeast of Plage de Gloire. We’ve discovered the wreckage of a boat. I tried calling the Musketeer, but they’re not answering. I think, maybe—”

“Jesus! Sweet Mary—”

SPLASH!

Kamea jumped at the sudden exclamation coming from the back of his vessel.

“Excuse me for one moment, Conwell.” He placed the mic down and went outside. “The hell’s going on with you, Ak—”

Akamu was nowhere to be seen. The deck was empty, save for a few aluminum and plastic fragments. Jagged edges outlined a massive gap in the transom, giving a view to a frothing area of ocean behind the ship.

Part of the transom had been ripped from the boat. And Akamu with it.

“Akamu?!”

Kamea ran to the back of the deck and gazed into the water. Flopping in the waves was a black rubber boot and a white ball cap. Several feet underneath them was the glow of the spotlight, spiraling counterclockwise as it descended to the bottom.

There was no blood, no body, nothing.

All at once, Kamea put together all of the horrible coincidences into one horrible conclusion. Something was in the water.

It was an insight that came too late.

An enormous shape passed over the spotlight, its glow bringing to light the shape of countless squiggly digits bending near the surface. They were like horizontal strands of seaweed, with seemingly no will of their own, bending to the direction of the current.

Then, all at once, they took definitive action. Rising from the water like hungry sea serpents, they towered over the frightened Captain and his vessel.

Kamea backed away, all while trying to make sense of what he was looking at. They were like massive tentacles to an octopus or a squid, except they lacked the distinct suction cups. Like worms straight out of hell, they were pale and leathery, lacking eyes, veins, or souls. They danced in unison, appearing to operate under one hive mind.

Or, like the tentacles they resembled, they were the limbs of one, horrible beast. Whichever the case, benevolence was not part of their nature.

All at once, they bent and lashed at the vessel.

The Requin Volant shook violently, caught in a four-way tug of war. It was a game in which all contestants came away with something, for the vessel split apart like a medieval prisoner being drawn and quartered.

In seconds, Kamea found himself in the water, splashing among pieces of his own boat. Mackerel departed from their prison and swam in all directions, leaving their captor to be hoisted from the water in a similar manner.

Clutched by one of the slimy arms, Kamea yelled into the night sky, only to be dragged under the thrashing waves. Like the fish he made a living off of by delivering to factories, he was passed over to a processing station, where his body was reduced to pulp and sucked into a dark chamber called a stomach.


CHAPTER 2

Dr. Howard Tate slapped some water from his cabin’s sink to his face. “Ughhhh!”

Dripping water from his two-week beard, he stared at the man in the mirror. Next to his left hand was a box of Dramamine, which had yet to take effect. Next to his other hand was his clippers, which were badly needed to bring order to the forest growing on his face. The headaches, nausea, and general lack of sleep eradicated the motivation to perform even that basic task.

Even the advanced naval research vessel USS Jack Arnold was at the mercy of the motions of the Pacific. The expedition sparked jokes from the other team members that Howard had heard a hundred times since his days in the Navy. ‘How could a Navy man be so sensitive to seasickness?’

Howard had always been easily susceptible to it. Rough road trips, plane and helicopter rides, and trains had no effect on him. But for some stupid reason, being on the water made his insides feel brittle.

If anything was going in his favor, it was that he did not have double-up with anyone. The members of Raptor Pack were treated as officers and given individual quarters. Of all the perks from being a member of Raptor Pack, this was currently his favorite.

He saw the light on his walkie talkie go from red to green. Next came Captain Thomas Rodney’s pestering voice.

“Dr. Tate? You still alive?”

Howard drew a breath and pulled the radio from its charger. “Never better, Captain.”

“You sure? I’ve heard people with tuberculosis who sounded better than you.”

“I’m fine.” Howard cleared his throat, then put a hand on his stomach. At this point, he was trying to convince himself as much as he was Thomas. “I’m fine. I don’t know why my voice is so husky, but really, I’m fi—”

He wasn’t fine.

Howard threw himself over the toilet, the tension making him unwittingly repress his thumb against the transmitter.

***

“Bleeeeeeeeeeeech!!!”

Thomas Rodney leaned away from his radio as though concerned some unwanted residue would come flying through the speaker. He turned around to face Dr. Charity Black and Lieutenant Renee Larson, both of whom stood with an equally perplexed look.

“Yeah, that sounds like him,” Renee said.

Thomas, deciding not to pester Howard anymore, clipped his radio to his duty belt and walked the length of the aft deck.

“Has he always been…?”

“Ohhhh yes,” Charity and Renee said simultaneously. “Uh-huh. Always.”

“Every time we’re on a boat,” Renee continued.

“Hmm. What about when we were in the Everglades?” Thomas asked. ‘We were on a boat for a good amount of time then. Didn’t seem to bother him.”

“Anything to do with the ocean,” Charity said. “In a sub, on a boat—doesn’t matter if it’s a canoe or an aircraft carrier.”

Thomas shrugged. “G.O.R.E. Sector hires only the best of the best.” He put his hands behind his back and stopped to admire the floating titanium titan he stood on. It was called the USS Jack Arnold, and it was entirely at G.O.R.E. Sector’s service. Just as they had their own air and ground units, G.O.R.E. Sector had its own naval force. The Jack Arnold was roughly the size of the USS Missouri and equipped with all of the standard artillery of a Naval destroyer, with a few extra landing pads at the stern for helicopters. It was operated by a crew of one-hundred-and-seventy sailors, all personnel of the sector.

In a world full of monsters, General Austin Kilmore, Commander of G.O.R.E. Sector, knew to be prepared to do battle on land, in the air, and at sea. Following the reports of missing ships near the island nation of Mauto, it appeared their next battle would be at sea.

To determine this, they needed to perform the ‘reconnaissance’ part of Giant Organism Reconnaissance and Extermination. Part of that job would be handled by the ship’s sonar. In addition, they needed to locate and inspect the wreckage of some of the missing ships that had disappeared in this area.

Thomas gazed at the advanced equipment designed by Raptor Pack’s engineer Howard Tate.

Harnessed to the deck was a line of submersible equipment. Six of them were R.O.S.E. submersibles (Remote Operated Submarine Explorer). Simply referred to as ‘roses’, they were designed for underwater reconnaissance, inspections, excavations, and repair. They were fairly large, bulky machines, equipped with aft and underside thrusters, port and starboard wheel systems for transportation, and a variety of limbs to climb over uneven terrain. Essentially, they were mechanical crabs. Howard had designed their hulls to withstand depth pressures up to three-thousand meters, with efforts underway to design drones to delve even deeper. Additionally, they were adjusted for great bursts of speed exceeding sixty miles per hour, enabling them to cross their ten-mile range in a relatively short timeframe.

Though they were not built for combat, Howard had made a little modification in preparation for this assignment. Raptor Pack believed in working smarter, not harder, and if one of these remote-operated machines could get the job taken care of, it would make everybody’s day easier. With that in mind, Thomas instructed Howard to equip each rose with a harpoon launcher. Each harpoon contained a canister full of cyanide, which would be injected into the target.

It was everyone’s hope that the job would be that easy. Naturally, Raptor Pack was prepared for the alternative.

If anyone needed to get hands-on in an underwater engagement, they would use the manually operated combat minisubs, called Makos. They were specifically designed to handle the ‘extermination’ part of the job, should a threat be discovered.

Despite their name, they were shaped more like manta rays as opposed to sharks. They were thirteen feet in length, with a wingspan of eight feet. Each wing was equipped with three S-4 mini-torpedoes. Despite their size, they packed enough of a punch to pop a hole in the side of a Los Angeles-class submarine. In addition, the Makos were equipped with a harpoon and tow cable fired from the underside, undersea flares for distraction, and a propulsion system capable of speeds up to forty knots.

In addition to undersea combat, the Makos were also designed for manned repair operations in depths up to fifteen-hundred meters. Folded under the forward section were three mechanical arms capable of welding, collecting samples, performing basic scans, and many others. Each arm was practically a Swiss army knife, designed to switch from its normal claw shape to a welding torch or drill.

Near the Mako combat minisubs stood Ray Archer. He watched the horizon, still as a portrait, with his Pterosaur EM 50. cal. sniper rifle in hand, ready to engage anything that dared rise from the sea.

“Better not have been playing with my toy, Archer,” Renee said. As usual, the sniper didn’t offer a response. Not a verbal one, at least. He shifted his Pterosaur-EM rifle.

I’ve got what I want.

Like most of Raptor Pack’s equipment, it was a state-of-the-art weapon, generally designed for longer distances. In the hands of Archer, any target in front of that muzzle was toast, whether it was two feet away or two-thousand yards away.

Thomas continued walking aft, joining Renee in the admiration of what she considered to be the best machine on this ship. On the back was the M.E.A.V., simply named by Howard as Monster Exterminator Aerial Vehicle. Sparing them from the awkward acronym and the long-winded designation was its official name: Firebird-One.

It was a remarkable piece of machinery, carved from Howard Tate’s clever mind. Resembling a mechanical insect, it did not rely on rotors, but instead on a variety of thrusters attached to maneuverable joints. Renee proved to be a natural at piloting the machine, and was delighted at its speed, maneuverability, and combat prowess. Though not much larger than a typical Blackhawk helicopter, it presumably had the engine strength of a NASA space rocket. According to the engineer, the MEAV was strong enough to tow or even airlift large vehicles to safety.

Needless to say, no G.O.R.E. Sector vehicle was complete without its arsenal. Firebird-One was armed with 50. caliber machine guns, rocket pods, and missile cells on forward and aft sections. In addition, it had a flamethrower unit mounted under the nose—something Thomas was eager to see in action.

According to Howard, there were more armaments to be added to the impressive vehicle, including a laser cannon. Such things would require a little more patience.

Thomas had seen a prototype of the cannon used in testing. It proved devastating against concrete structures, rocks, steel armor, and anything else they put in front of it. Now, all they needed to test it on was a monster.

“Attention on deck!” Renee exclaimed.

Thomas did an about face and offered a salute to General Austin Kilmore and the Jack Arnold’s Commander, Harriman Pidgeon.

Kilmore gave a casual salute. “You don’t have to do that every time, guys. You’re making me blush.”

“Well, sir, it’s proper conduct,” Renee said.

“No more saluting except at formal events,” Kilmore said. “That’s an order. That’s the one downside of being a general; everybody and their mother wants to salute me. My arm gets tired after a while.”

“What about me?” Commander Pidgeon said, sporting a smile.

“You’ve got over four hundred sailors for that, Commander,” Kilmore said. He turned his attention to Thomas. “Howard still in his quarters?”

Thomas’ face stiffened, imagining the engineer’s current suffering. “That’s affirmative, General.”

Kilmore chuckled and shook his head. “Yeah, that sounds about right.”

Commander Pidgeon stepped aside to answer a call on his two-way radio. A man nearing fifty, he had a mustache and finely combed black hair. His voice had a soothing quality which some G.O.R.E. Sector personnel described as almost Shakespearian.

“This is the Commander.”

“Sir, the MNS Conwell is approaching from the west.”

“As expected. Go ahead and inform them what channel I’m on.”

“Aye-aye, sir.”

All eyes turned aft. In the far distance was Mauto’s oil rig. A towering structure standing on four steel legs, it was the island nation’s second largest source of revenue, following tourism. For two hundred people, it was their ride out of poverty into prosperity. For this reason, all of the staff refused G.O.R.E. Sector’s suggestion to remain inland until the waters were confirmed safe.

Half a click left of the large platform was the MNS Conwell. It was a considerably smaller ship than the Jack Arnold, with a length of one-hundred-and-seventy-four feet. Its design was similar to those of U.S. Naval Cyclone-Class patrol ships, and had a similar armament. On its bow was a Mark 38 25mm machine gun, generously supplied by the U.S. taxpayer. In addition to that was a ten-tube “Gunslinger” launcher armed with AGM-176 Griffin lightweight rockets, two crew-operated MK-19 grenade launchers, and two Browning .50 caliber machine guns.

Of course, it was nothing compared to the sheer power brandished by the Jack Arnold. But for a little country like Mauto, it served its purpose. Not since the Japanese occupation in World War Two did its people see any military action.

“They’ve been keeping their patrol close to the rig since the boats went missing,” Charity said. “I wish we could convince those workers to take a couple of days off while we sort this out.”

“Rig’s only a year old,” Kilmore said. “Many of the guys working on it have broken their families’ history of poverty. A few days off is worth several thousand dollars. I’ve tried speaking to the owner of the company, and he won’t cease operations unless there’s clear evidence of a threat to the rig.”

“Clear evidence,” Renee scoffed. “As if multiple vessels disappearing in the vicinity aren’t enough.”

The MNS Conwell moved within thirty yards of the Jack Arnold’s port quarter and stopped its engines. Its Captain stood on the starboard bridge wing and waved to the G.O.R.E. Sector personnel.

“We appreciate your help,” he said through the radio. “I tried to speak with the rig manager. No go on keeping the platform vacant. Stubborn workers.”

The members of Raptor Pack chuckled. It was as though the Captain sensed the topic being discussed on deck and decided to join in.

“Am I correct to assume your president is instructing you to maintain a patrol near the rig?” Commander Pidgeon asked.

“That’s correct,” Captain Tehei replied. “We’ll be conducting regular patrol at a perimeter of six nautical miles around the rig. Believe me, I had to fight to even get that. I spoke to the managing staff, and they’ve agreed to have their chopper crew conduct regular flights. They’ll report to us if they see anything unusual.”

“At least Mauto’s Navy has a little bit of sense,” Thomas said under his breath.

“Understood,” Pidgeon said to Tehei. “We’ll conduct our search three miles east of this present location. That was where the floating debris was found.”

“Copy that. Best of luck to you, sir.”

Tehei performed a salute and returned to the bridge of his vessel. The Conwell turned to port and resumed its patrol.

Commander Pidgeon tucked his radio on his belt and started walking to the main structure. “I’ll be on the bridge. We should arrive at our destination in a few minutes. Captain Rodney, will your team be able to search the waters without Dr. Tate?”

Thomas smiled. “I don’t think it’ll come to that. I’m sure he’ll be fine.”


CHAPTER 3

“Bleeeeeeeeeech!”

Howard thought he was well, only for his body to tell him otherwise. He flushed and sat against the bathroom wall, cursing the ocean and all of the misery it brought him. After five minutes, his stomach began to calm down.

Feeling somewhat content, he stood up and ran his clippers over his beard, evening it out to a half-inch length. After a thorough wash, he finally resembled a human who wasn’t undead.

He returned to the central part of his cabin, changed his shirt, then placed on a duty belt. As he did, his eye caught a glimpse of that enormous ocean outside his window. That tightening feeling in his stomach returned. He shut his eyes to block out the misery.

Instead, doing so brought it front and center in his mind.

Howard saw darkness. In the middle of that darkness came a golden light. The vision expanded, the black dark transforming into a murky blue.

All of a sudden, he was three hundred feet deep, gazing at the gravelly seabed. In the middle of the vast underwater expanse was the damaged exploration sub Amity. It was a Journey-Class minisub, designed by him for twenty-four-hour reconnaissance voyages.

Faces pressed against the glass, the screams of the occupants muted by distance and time.

Howard’s right hand squeezed the joystick of his Mako sub. He came to a full-stop, seeing the massive shadow overtaking the damaged sub.

The serpentine head folded over the Amity, its glowing eyes now pointed at Howard.

With a gasp, he opened his eyes, severing his connection from the nightmare memory. Beads of sweat formed on his brow. Howard dabbed his face with a handkerchief then gave another bitter glance at the ocean, as well as his transparent reflection in the window.

Exhaling sharply, he grabbed a large briefcase and exited his quarters.

Howard arrived on the main deck of the Jack Arnold and found the rest of Raptor Pack assembled near the underwater drones. The ship was pointed west. That morning, it was cruising near the oil rig. As of now, it was no longer in view.

Captain Thomas Rodney turned the team’s attention to Howard. “Hey, look who made it.”

Howard stuck his tongue out to make an exaggerated ‘death’ face.

“Uh-oh. Looks like the meteor particles got him,” Charity said. Predictably, the remark got a laugh from Renee.

Archer pivoted, rifle at port arms, ready to point its barrel at a moment’s notice.

Howard shot him a glare. “She’s obviously kidding, you dumbbell. Only you would be unfamiliar with the concept of humor.”

“He’s just eager to shoot something,” Thomas said. He walked to Howard and extended a bottle of water. “Here. Keep yourself hydrated.”

“I’m not drinking your water,” Howard said. “It’s got your cooties all over it.”

“It’s not even open! Figured a PhD like you would’ve been capable of determining that basic feat of engineering.”

Howard looked at the cap. “Oh.”

Right in that moment, a rolling wave splashed against the hull of the ship, spreading mist over the deck.

“Ohhhhh.”

He dropped his briefcase and moved to the side of the vessel, ready to heave. A light breeze passed over him. Howard inhaled and regained control.

“You’ll be alright,” Thomas said. “You know what to do. Just keep your eyes on the horizon.”

“Amen to that,” Charity said. She and Renee joined Howard at the edge of the deck and stared afar. It was almost noon, with the sun directly overhead. With a smile on her face, she admired the majestic view of the ocean. “Just look at that. Sometimes, it’s nice to take a moment and appreciate the view.”

“Makes you feel small, doesn’t it?” Renee said.

“Indeed,” Thomas chimed in.

Their words reignited a bitterness within Howard. His effort to control his seasickness was now a contemptuous glare at the sea. For years, he dreaded every ocean-related assignment. His disdain had grown so intense, he even avoided media related to the ocean, whether it be fiction or nonfiction. Every time he gazed into that blue expanse, he saw the screaming faces and heard an imploding boom!

Howard turned and strutted away from the edge, visibly heated as though he had just lost an argument. The others took notice, Renee and Charity knowing better to stay back. Thomas, on the other hand, felt the need to check in on him.

“Hey, Doc… Howard. You sure you’re feeling okay? And I don’t just mean physically.”

“Yes, Captain. I’ll live,” Howard said. “I just… the ocean and I aren’t very good friends. Let’s just leave it at that.”

Thomas read between the lines. “Good enough for me. I suppose we’ll get down to business, then. You came outside just in time. We’ve arrived at the base point of our search. I guess this is where you and your machines come into play.”

“I’m ready to go,” Howard said. He acknowledged General Kilmore’s presence with a nod. “Sir, any updates from the island?”

“Beaches are still open. Most of the fishermen have agreed to remain in harbor until we’re finished,” Kilmore replied. “The island’s president did issue a statement warning people to stay out of the water, but he refuses to make an emergency executive order.”

“At least three vessels have been sunk in the last week,” Thomas said. “That’s not counting other abnormalities that have occurred.”

“I’ve traced three pods of grey and sperm whales,” Charity said. “They usually migrate near this island this time of year. But presently, their patterns are off. They’ve moved east toward North America. Such changes are usually motivated by environmental factors, such as a new predator in the area.”

“Eagle Squadron’s set up on the island’s airport. They came in from the carrier USS Napier and will be stationed on Mauto for as long as we need,” Thomas added. “In regards to providing protection to the island’s population, Lieutenant Belanger has stationed three men on the Seventh Day rig. During their stay, they’ll operate some of Howard’s aerial drones to help with the search. Furthermore, Lieutenant Belanger established a camp near Mauto’s north beach with a company of troops. It’s hard to say whether any trouble will arise there, but if it does, he’ll be ready to deal with it.”

“He’s probably enjoying himself,” Renee said. “That’s the busiest part of the island. Plenty of beach babes from all over the globe are camping out there. Hopefully he keeps his head in the game.”

“If we wrap this up quickly, we won’t have to worry about it,” Thomas said. “Howard, we’ve followed the procedure you laid out while you were… incapacitated. Each drone has spent over an hour on the charging cables and are fully juiced.”

“Perfect. I’ll keep my glider drones on standby,” Howard said. “My roses are excellent vehicles and have a wide range. As you can see, the ocean’s a big place. Meaning we have a big search area. Finding clues to our target, whether it be ship wreckage or a burrow, is probably going to take a while. If one of the roses needs recharging, I’ll have my glider bring one of the cables down to it. Once the connection is secure, we can recharge the battery from here without having to haul the machine out of the water.”

“Let’s get to it,” Thomas said. “I can take one of the Makos out as well.”

Howard pinched his lips. “I mean, I can’t tell you no. You are the captain of this team.”

“You taught Charity, Archer, and myself how to operate your combat subs,” Thomas said.

“And me!” Renee said.

“I said taught,” Thomas retorted. “You took half a glance at the controls and already knew them better than Howard.”

“I only did that because you told me to,” Howard said.

“I asked you to,” Thomas replied.

“Hmm. Same thing.” Howard turned around and began instructing some of the sailors to initiate deployment of the roses.

“We don’t need to rely so heavily on drones,” Thomas said to him. “We have manpower. Reliable manpower. It makes sense to use every resource we have to track this thing down, whatever it is.”

Howard paled again. “You’re not asking me to get in one of those things, are you?”

“The Makos? I won’t order you, if that’s what you’re asking,” Thomas said. “I know you’d be able to monitor the roses from the cockpit. I imagine it’s gotta be better than being sick aboard this ship.”

“Trust me. You see me down there, you’d think otherwise,” Howard said.

“I call bullshit on that,” Thomas said. “You’re by far the best underwater pilot we have.”

“Eh-hem!”

Thomas did not fail to notice Renee scowling with her arms crossed. “Except Renee. Obviously.”

“That’s better,” she said.

“You’re right. She is the best,” Howard said. “Listen, I might understand the mechanics of my machines, but believe me, you don’t want me at the helm of those things.”

Thomas sensed the sternness in his tone.

“Okay. I’ll take one of the Makos out and search north. Charity, you interested in making a dive?”

“Might as well,” she said.

“What about me?” Renee asked.

“I want you on standby,” Thomas said. “If anyone gets a visual on the target and needs assistance, I want you ready for a fast response. In the meantime, get yourself some coffee. I asked the galley crew to have your favorite pumpkin spice coffee available.”

Renee instantly shifted from disappointed to jovial. “I guess that’s one way to be useful.”

She joined Thomas and Charity on their way to the structure. Meanwhile, Archer resumed his stoic watch duty, leaving Howard and General Kilmore to oversee the deployment of the roses.

“Second-best pilot, huh?” Kilmore said.

Howard sighed. “Not you too.”

“I make my judgements by experience,” Kilmore said. “I might be willing to settle on ranking you evenly with Lieutenant Larson when it comes to underwater piloting.”

“Experience, huh?” Howard shook his head and monitored the attachment of the crane’s cables to Rose-One. The machine was hoisted from the deck and delivered to the ocean. “If you’re going by experience, you know the truth.”

Kilmore sighed. He glanced around to make sure nobody was listening in to this topic, which he knew was a sensitive one for Howard.

“Listen, Dr. Tate… Howard. The Amity incident was three years ago. Nobody blames you.”

“Yeah?” Howard turned to face him. “Maybe they should.”

Kilmore shook his head. “Failures happen in this occupation. Yes, when we make mistakes, somebody doesn’t walk away. What we need to do is take it, learn from it, and not make the same mistake again.”

“Agreed. Hence, I’d prefer never stepping foot in one of those things again.”

With that said, Howard resumed monitoring the deployment of the other roses.


CHAPTER 4

“I don’t know, man. Maybe we should wait it out. I hear the Navy has a unit over here.”

Brett Dunst groaned. His business partner, Ethan Heyward, was the type that jumped at his own shadow. Whenever there was a risk of being caught, he had to voice his concern.

“Stop worrying about it, man,” Brett said. “If you’re so concerned, you should’ve stayed in Long Beach.”

Ethan paced back and forth on the forward deck. An unbuttoned Hawaiian shirt flapped in the breeze. He kicked off his flip flops, sick of how their heels stuck to the deck with each step.

“That was when I thought we had clear sailing.”

“We do have clear sailing,” Ethan said. He pointed at the sky. “Look at this. We couldn’t have asked for better conditions. We’ve certainly sailed through worse.”

Ethan turned to face him. “You know that’s not what I’m referring to.”

“Relax. The Navy isn’t in the business of doing drug busts. That’s more of a Coast Guard thing.”

“Sure they are!” Ethan said. He stopped and looked around him, instinctively checking to make sure nobody was around to listen, even though they were in the middle of the ocean. “Both the Navy and Coast Guard can do drug busts. And I always have to listen to you talking about being the brains of our operation.”

“Oh. Hmm.” Brett gave a casual shrug and resumed piloting the forty-foot yacht Two Yard Line. “All the same, it’s not like they board boats randomly and without reason. They have no reason to suspect us. We’ve traveled this way plenty of times.”

Ethan resumed pacing. “You know that’s not the only thing that worries me.”

Brett lit a fresh cigarette and kept his eyes on the horizon. He could see the island of Mauto a little over a mile off their starboard bow. They had heard a few vague radio reports of missing vessels. None of that was enough to deter Brett from making his deadline.

It was a lucrative business that started back in 2018. Considering Brett had frequently traveled to the French Polynesian islands for a decade leading up to that, he already had a recognizable face. It allowed him to hide his illegal venture in plain sight, under the veneer of being a trust fund millionaire. What most people didn’t know was he had blown through most of that money in the five years since his father passed. When people hear the phrase ‘millionaire’, they tend to imagine multimillions of dollars. Enough money to last a man a lifetime.

Brett had just over one million. A lot of money, but enough to lose fairly quickly if not properly budgeted. He lived life on the edge for a while, living off the fruits of his late father’s labor until it was bone dry.

Part of the deterioration of his funds came from bailing out his college buddy Ethan Heyward, who owed fifteen thousand dollars to a shadowy figure. It was his first glance into a large, profitable world. As he used up the last of his resources yachting, he studied the ‘industry’ and learned of buyers who paid top dollar for the good stuff. Some of those buyers were in French Polynesia.

It was a Breaking Bad situation, only in this case, Ethan was the cook and Brett was the businessman. He also controlled the ride and the image. Having revived his father’s deli business, he created a steady flow of taxable income, carefully laundering his drug earnings through that. There were expenses, such as hiring someone to run the place while he was gone and paying for Ethan’s crew of ‘chefs’. In the end, it proved to be working out.

The only thing different this time was there was a military presence near his business territory.

“Why don’t you have a beer. We’ll be fine. All we need to do is stay the course. They’re not looking for us.”

“I know,” Ethan said. “They’re looking for shipwrecks. Now, why are there shipwrecks?”

Brett chuckled. “Because it’s the ocean, and sometimes boats sink. Just because it’s paradise doesn’t mean there aren’t a bunch of drunken idiots cruising around on boats.”

“Four disappearances? In a week? And that’s just around here,” Ethan said.

Brett groaned. He realized what his partner was getting at. Now, Brett was the one who needed a beer.

“You’re not about to make theories about monsters from that alien meteor dust thing, are you?”

Ethan leaned on the guardrail. “I heard G.O.R.E. Sector was in the area. That Navy ship is part of their operation.”

“G.O.R.E. Sector has a Navy?” Brett asked.

“They’re… I don’t know. They hunt monsters everywhere, I guess,” Ethan replied. “Doesn’t matter. All the same, I’m not keen on being here. Why don’t we swing in to port at Mauto until things clear up? We’ll dock there, stay a couple of days, hide in plain sight, pick things up once we know everything’s safe.”

Brett chuckled. “Pick things up. Man, you’ll crap yourself if you keep this up.”

“I already emptied myself out a little while ago.”

Brett winced at that. He’d be staying out of the bathroom for a few hours.

“Then I’ll resort to the beer tactic. Take a breather. G.O.R.E. Sector is not interested in our little boat.”

Ethan shook his head and watched the horizon. “It’s not just G.O.R.E. Sector, or the Navy, or whoever’s out there that worries me. It’s what they’re looking for.”

“Shipwrecks?”

“Ship—” Ethan bit his lip. Brett was being intentionally dense by this point.

Brett laughed. “Dude. Get a grip. There are no sea monsters out here. Just take a look.” He stood straight, put his arms out, and turned around to admire the surrounding ocean. “There’s nothing but water all around us. Now if you would just…”

He stopped at the sight of an enormous shadow coming up on their port quarter. Like an underwater freight train, it moved with a surprising amount of grace and fluidity, despite being at least double the size of the yacht.

As it closed within twenty feet of the vessel, it swung around. No longer was it a vague shadowy shape. It was surfacing, fully revealing itself to the drug traffickers.

It was unlike anything Brett had ever seen. The only thing its shape reminded him of was that of an abandoned seashell he had found on the beach of L.A. in his youth. Granted, that shell was only an inch long, having belonged to a harmless little crab.

The thing that rose from the sea was far from harmless.

“Holy God!!!” Ethan screamed.

Two black eyes revealed themselves to the occupants of the Two Yard Line. A moment later, they were obscured by an army of white tentacles. Stretching like rubber bands, they swarmed the boat.

Brett fell against the helm, screaming as the pale worms passed over the flying bridge. There was another scream, this time from Ethan. It was not coming from the forward deck, but from above the ship.

Brett’s body stiffened as he watched his partner in crime traveling through the air like a kite, the thing’s white tentacle maintaining a perfect forty-five-degree angle as it carried him to the monstrosity.

A set of bony jaws parted and awaited their prize.

“No, no, no…” Ethan saw his destination and started flailing. “NOOOO!!!!!!”

There was a simultaneous CHOMP and SPLAT!

The tentacles resumed their assault on the boat. With incredible ease, they began peeling the Two Yard Line apart. Brett heard the hull crack and the clanking of the dying engine.

His boat was dead in the water, and he was next.

No longer was his cargo a concern. The very ship Brett was trying to avoid was now his only hope for survival. He got on his knees and snatched the radio mic.

“This is the sailing yacht Two Yard Line. I’m a mile northeast of Mauto. My boat is sinking. There’s something in the water. It’s a giant…”

A wet, leathery sensation looped around his midsection and tightened like a boa constrictor. Brett felt his ribcage closing in and his hips crushing against his pelvis. All the air blew out from his lungs. His mind could not formulate words. All he could do was scream as he was lifted off the vessel.

***

Thomas Rodney was midway through changing into his diving gear when General Kilmore’s voice came through the radio.

“Raptor Pack, get up on deck on the double. I need you in the air ASAP. We intercepted a call from a yacht. From the sounds of it, they found our bogey.”

Thomas took a few moments to redress himself, then snatched his radio. “Copy that. I’m on my way. Renee, you copy?”

“Heading on deck with Charity now, Cap.”

He threw his vest on and grabbed his gun belt on his way out, clipping it on while he ran through the passageways of the ship. Near one of the exits, he linked up with Charity and Renee, who were running from the mess hall.

“Guess the pumpkin spice will have to wait!” the pilot said.

They arrived on the main deck of the ship. Archer was already standing at the bay door of the Firebird, sniper rifle in hand. Thomas didn’t need to ask what kind of rounds were in that magazine. Considering they were going up against something big enough to sink boats, it was common sense to know he wasn’t going into battle with anything less than explosive rounds.

Howard remained near his workstation. As usual, he had a large control setup in place.

“You guys go. I’ll supply some extra eyes in the sky.”

With the press of a button, a small flock of aerial drones took off from the deck of the ship and raced eastward. They had the same design as the reconnaissance drones used in Wyoming, except now they packed three blocks of explosives instead of one.

The rest of Raptor Pack strapped themselves into the Firebird. Renee shut the bay door from the cockpit, then initiated takeoff. Thrusters lifted the advanced aircraft off the helipad. For the people inside, it felt as though they were floating. The machine moved so seamlessly, lacking the vibrations one usually felt during helicopter rides.

The jolt from the aft thrusters kicking in, however, was definitely felt.

In the blink of an eye, they were a hundred yards from the Jack Arnold. A few more blinks, and the vessel was far behind them.

Thomas found himself gripping his harness. He had been aboard plenty of flights in his day. Never had he experienced a vehicle literally going from zero to a hundred in a fifth of a second.

“Hope your drones can catch up, Howard,” Renee said.

“Yeah, yeah. Just remember who built that bird you’re in.”

Renee whooped as she blasted the music and veered the Firebird to port. Thomas swallowed, then noticed a concerning glance from Archer and Charity. He made a strangled smile and gave a thumbs up.

“I’m good.”

Renee brought the aircraft to a stop. Thomas lurched forward, half-expecting to hear brakes screeching.

“Got a visual!” she said. She killed the music and reduced altitude.

The passengers unstrapped themselves and moved to the cockpit area. Standing around their pilot, they took in the sight of a white yacht falling apart as though made of toothpicks. As they closed in within a hundred feet, there was no distinctive shape to identify the thing as a boat. 

Renee ran a quick scan. There were no heat signatures.

“Damn. We’re too late,” she said.

Charity pointed to their ten o’clock. “There! Something’s in the water!”

Renee pointed the aircraft in that direction and increased speed. For a moment, they saw the large silhouette. Its shape was obscure. The swells it left in its wake, on the other hand, were large.

“Howard?” Thomas said. “What’s the ETA on your drones?”

“Almost there. Did you see it?”

“We’re on its tail right now,” he replied.

They passed over several hundred yards of ocean. To everyone’s amazement, the creature, as large as it was, was able to keep a lead on the Firebird.

“Can you get a scan?” Thomas asked.

“I’m trying,” Renee said.

A jet of water erupted from the ocean and splattered over the windscreen. As it cleared, the team got one more glance at the enormous shape as it raced northward like a hurtling meteor.

Next, it vanished into deeper waters.

“Damn it,” Thomas muttered before picking up his radio to update General Kilmore. “Raptor Pack here. Lost visual contact. Bogey disappeared, last known course at one-three-five.”

Renee steered the Firebird in a wide arc in search of the target. All scans revealed nothing. The thing had disappeared.

Their search brought them back to the remains of the ill-fated Two Yard Line.

Thomas moved to the aft section and lowered the bay door. Clinging to a handle on the side, he gazed at the wreckage below. Most of the yacht had disappeared beneath the waves, leaving behind some floating bits of hull, furniture, bottles, and a few suitcases.


CHAPTER 5

The Firebird conducted a search of a ten-mile perimeter with no sign of the bogey. The wreckage of the yacht was collected by drones and helicopter units. An alert had been placed to the local naval forces, island government, and the personnel aboard the oil rig.

Much to everyone’s disappointment, but not to their surprise, the rig continued its functions.

“It’s a large structure standing on four steel legs. The creature has only sunken relatively small vessels. It would take a creature of immense strength and size to destabilize it,” the plant owner stated.

“That’s exactly what we specialize in,” General Kilmore had replied. His arguments fell on deaf ears. Purposefully deaf, the worst kind there was. Despite the public knowledge of the mutations, many people maintained the naïve notion that their lives would remain unaffected.

At sixteen-hundred hours, the Firebird set down on the Jack Arnold. The recovery units had successfully pulled all of the floating wreckage from the water and stacked it near Howard’s workstation on the main deck.

Thomas stepped off the boarding ramp and joined the engineer, who was busy running scans over the fragments.

“Whatever we’re dealing with, it’s large, strong, and fast,” he said. “It definitely did not want to be caught.”

“Nor did the fellas that were aboard that boat,” Howard said. He spun one of the suitcases toward the Captain and opened it, revealing several plastic bags containing a white, crystal substance. Some others contained white powder that resembled flour.

Thomas wasn’t dumb. He knew exactly what he was looking at.

“Someone was planning a big payday.”

“And someone else was planning a big party,” Charity added. She gave the illegal substance a glance before inspecting the suitcase itself. At first glance, it simply appeared to be wet. Leaning in closer, she realized there was more than water on the leather.

Thomas watched her pull some rubber gloves on her hands. Not bothering to hamper her with unnecessary questions, he leaned forward and took a look for himself.

There was some sort of mucus-like substance coating the briefcase. It wasn’t just the case; much of the wreckage had the same slimy substance.

Charity removed a few samples and stored them in glass vials. “Blech! Feels like wet moss.”

“I think it’s safe to say this was not part of the yacht’s cargo,” Thomas added.

Charity nodded. She placed her vial rack in a case and carried it to the main structure of the ship. “Off to the lab.”

Meanwhile, Archer resumed his usual post, stoically watching the horizon with his weapon at the ready.

Thomas leaned toward Renee. “Does he ever eat? Or take a leak?”

She smiled. “Him? Once in a while. About as often as he smiles, or speaks, or engages in chit-chat. Don’t worry. He’s in his happy place. He’ll be extra happy once he gets to kill something. Speaking of which—hey Howard! Have your drones found anything yet?”

He shot her a glare. “Uh-huh. Yes. I just decided to keep it to myself.”

Renee winced. “Somebody’s crabby.”

“Well, he hasn’t kept a meal down all day,” Thomas said. “Howard, how are you feeling? Need anything to eat?”

Howard took a breath, then relaxed himself. There was a brief look of shame from his grouchy response to Renee, then a sense of relief, for he realized he actually was hungry.

“Yeah, I could go for a Coke and a sandwich. I’d prefer a beer, but…”

“Not until the objective is complete,” General Kilmore said. Having just exited the structure, he walked onto the flight deck. “But the rest can surely be obliged. Head on inside, Doctor. Take a break. Get something in your stomach. More importantly, keep it down.”

Howard gulped. All of a sudden, he was afraid to eat. More importantly, he had a lot of work to do.

“Can’t take a break, General. There’s a lot of ocean to cover.”

“I can play waitress,” Renee said. “Howard, let me know what you want and I’ll bring it out to you.”

“You’re too nice, Lieutenant,” he replied.

“Least I can do in return for my present.” She pointed her thumb behind her at the Firebird.

Howard raised an eyebrow as he looked at the multi-million-dollar aircraft which he took great pains in designing.

“Yes. It quite literally is.”

***

It had been two long hours in the lab. Charity planted her eyes into the microscope and studied the assortment of cells and molecules that made up the strange mucus.

The sound of a door opening made her turn to the back of the lab. Thomas approached with two cups of coffee in hand.

“Two creams and one sugar.”

She smiled and accepted the mug. “Perfect timing too.”

Thomas sipped on his own coffee and gazed at the molecular charts Charity had placed on the wall. From his point of view, it consisted of nothing but a series of twisting shapes and letters, none of which made any sense to him.

“Wow. This is quite the complex, uh, set of…” He tried his best to think up a smart, ‘sciency’ thing to say. After ten seconds, he threw in the towel. “What am I looking at?”

Charity smiled. “It’s a unique combination of proteins, similar to those found in the epidermal cuticle.” She paused and watched Thomas nod. He could tell she was taking great pleasure in the fact he had no idea what she was talking about. After another sip of coffee, she continued. “‘Epithelium’ is the single layer of cells, all in direct contact with a basement membrane, which is like a thin pliable sheet that provides tissue support. ‘Cuticle’ is any variety of tough, but flexible, non-mineral outer covering of an organism.”

Thomas’ eyes turned glassy. He stood stiff as a statue, coffee held inches from his nose while he tried to contemplate whatever the hell it was she just explained.

“So… slime?”

Charity chuckled. “Yes.”

Thomas shut his eyes. “All that mumbo jumbo, and all you had to say was ‘slime’? Is that a word-count technique designed to lengthen your PhD dissertations?”

“There is that,” Charity said with a smile. “That said, this is a special kind of slime. It’s called periostracum. It’s a thin, organic coating that is found on the outermost layer of the shell of many animals, such as mollusks and brachiopods, like lampshells. It’s more like a shed skin than it is an actual slime.”

Thomas nodded. “I see. You think that’s what we’re dealing with? A giant mollusk?”

“Hard to know for sure without more data,” Charity said. “Could be a giant sea slug or scallop. They’re capable of swimming. Gastropods use rhythmic contractions in their muscular foot to swim.”

Thomas wasn’t sure if he bought into the theory that a mollusk was responsible for the yachts. More specifically, even given the way the particle mutates its hosts, it was hard to believe such an animal would outrun a vehicle like the Firebird.

“Is there anything else that secretes that periostracum stuff?”

Charity thought for a moment. She lowered her coffee mug, the answer ruining her appetite.

“Some cephalopods.”

That made more sense.

Thomas was starting to feel jittery, and it was not because of the coffee. He envisioned an army of tentacles rising from the ocean, tearing apart hapless vessels.

“What kind of cephalopods live in this area? Giant squids? Octopus? Cuttlefish?”

“There’s a few different kinds,” Charity said. She thought about it a moment, then plucked her two-way radio from her belt. “Hey, Howard?”

She waited a moment. There was no response.

“Dr. Black to Dr. Tate. Please respond.”

Another few moments passed before they finally heard his strangled voice.

“Uuugh. Yeah, I’m here.”

“You alright?” Charity asked.

“I’m fine. Totally fine. What’s up?”

“Have your drones look for any rock ledges. Particularly ones that overlook deep water.”

“Any idea what kind of organism I’m looking for?”

“Look for any shell structures. Like a giant seashell.”

“Okay then. I’ll get right on it… Oh…”

They heard a gulping sound before the transmission stopped.

“You sure you’re alright?” Charity asked.

“Yeeees, Doctor. I’m… oh… Bleeeeeeeeeeech!”

Charity held the radio away from her face, squeezing her eyes shut as though expecting some residue to come flying her way. She sucked in a breath and looked at Thomas.

“Hopefully he made it to the side of the deck.”

***

Howard collapsed into his seat and hung his head to the left. “Ugh. I hate the ocean.”

The bottom of a water bottle tapped his shoulder. He opened his eyes and saw Renee standing beside him, beverage teetering back and forth until he finally accepted it.

“Gotta keep hydrated. General’s orders.”

“Uh-huh.” He unscrewed the cap and took a tiny sip. Immediately, he burped. Both he and Renee sat in nervous silence, worried that the engineer would have to make another break for the edge of the deck. He calmed down and took another sip. “This is your fault, you know?”

Renee chuckled. “Is that so?”

“I asked for a sandwich. You interpreted that as a chicken parmesan sub with extra marinara.”

“You’re the one who scarfed it down,” she replied.

Howard tilted his head over the back of the seat. “I was responding to my empty stomach at the time. It tricked me into thinking I overcame seasickness. Blech. It did not taste so good coming up.”

Renee shrugged. “The birds and the fish probably appreciated it, though.”

Howard burped again. His eyes bulged and he leaned forward, ready to make a run for it.

Renee tried not to chuckle. When Howard glared at her, her defenses broke.

“I’m sorry.” She hung her head down and cackled. “I’m evil. I admit it.”

“Oh, like that’s a huge revelation,” Howard said. Following a deep breath, he focused on his monitors. There were six different screens, each one displaying the point of view from the forward camera of each drone.

“You do realize you don’t have to work outside,” Renee said. “Ships like this have nice interior workstations precisely for operations like this. You look like you’re camping on the flight deck of a battleship. I’d almost expect to see a campfire by your seat.”

“I even thought about bringing my firepit,” Howard said. “I hate offices.”

“Well, it’s not like they’d have you in a cubicle…”

“Yes, I’m aware. I’m the one guy on this team who was in the Navy, remember?”

“And you’re the one guy who gets so seasick, he borders on needing an IV drip to stay hydrated.”

Howard blew a raspberry. It was the same joke he heard a million times.

“When it gets dark, I’ll move inside.”

“Why? To get away from the mosquitoes?” Renee said with a laugh. Howard didn’t share her amusement. The Lieutenant sighed, then scooted her chair closer to his. “You wanna talk about it?”

Howard knew what she was referring to. “No, I’m good.”

He kept his eyes on the screens. Each drone had a spotlight aimed at the ocean floor. So far, he found nothing but sediment and a few coral reefs. Every so often, a shark or a bony fish would inspect one of the machines, then swim away.

“You didn’t screw up, you know,” Renee said.

Howard pursed his lips. “Evidently, you weren’t looking for a serious answer from me when you asked if I wanted to talk about it.” He stood up. “Maybe I’ll go chat with Archer.”

“Ha! Good one,” Renee replied. She glanced in the sniper’s direction. As usual, he was watching the water. Even she was impressed at this point. “Has he even moved since we landed?”

Howard shook his head. “To be honest, I forgot he was even there a couple of times. You know, you’d think a sniper like him would know there’s better positions on this ship to watch from. Instead, he stands out here on the lowest exterior vantage point.”

Renee smiled and leaned in close. “You know why he does it, right?”

“Because he’s a knucklehead?”

She shook her head. “He’s keeping you company. Making sure you’re alright.”

“I’m just a little seasick.”

“First of all, you’re a lot seasick,” Renee replied. “Second of all, that’s not what I was referring to.”

Howard groaned. “Oh, right. The thing I don’t want to talk about, that you decided we should talk about.”

“Hey, man,” Renee said. “I just want you to know we care about you and that none of us blame you for what happened.”

Howard’s foot nervously tapped against the deck. He focused hard on the monitor, forcing the dreaded memories from his consciousness.

“I appreciate that,” he said. “But just because you don’t blame me doesn’t mean I was not at fault.” He closed his eyes and swallowed. “I’m a tech guy; I’m not a fighter. The only reason I’m considered useful on field operations is because nobody can operate my machines as well as I can… not counting the aircraft.”

Renee appreciated that little addition.

“You know, I think you’re tougher than you give yourself credit for,” she said. “Hey, you were there with us in Ramsey County when all hell broke loose with the wasps, right?”

“I was hiding under a Humvee,” he said.

“Yeah, well, so was I. Kind of happens naturally when giant insects are flying right over your head, trying to sting your ass. The point is, you’re not a coward. The team knows it. I definitely know it. You just need to know it.”

Howard tried to open his mind up to her point of view. His self-doubt and loathing was like a brick wall. Perched on top of that wall was guilt, shooting arrows of mental pain into his cerebral cortex.

Ping.

Howard’s attention returned to the screen. Finally, he had a worthy distraction. He leaned forward and enhanced the monitor for Rose-Five.

Immediately, he grabbed his radio. “Captain Rodney?”

“I’m here, Doctor.”

“I’m picking up something. Rose-Five, heading one-seven-five, three miles.”

“We’re on our way.”

Howard gently steered the drone closer to the thing. From a distance, it looked like a spiral-shaped mountain. Near its base was a massive opening. Inside that opening was the first of many chambers.

Renee peered into the screen. “That’s not a rock.”

“No it’s not,” Howard said.

Renee studied its shape. “Is that what I think it is?”

Howard nodded. “It’s a shell.”

Renee leaned back. As the drone got closer, the monstrous structure took up the entire screen. And there were still several yards between it and the camera.

She whistled. “A big ass shell. The bigger question is, what the hell was inside of it?”


CHAPTER 6

“We’re dealing with a nautilus.”

The full moon beamed its silvery reflection on the massive calcium structure laying on Mauto’s northeast shore. It took ten lifting bags and the power of three of Howard’s roses to pry the thing from the seabed and lift it to the surface. It was a large, circular shell, nearly eighty feet at its longest point.

Thomas stood on the beach, arms crossed, mesmerized by the sight of the abandoned armor. It would almost be beautiful if he didn’t know it had been home to such a dangerous organism. Then there was the rampant odor emitting from the entrance.

A few lights had been set up on the beach. Their glow reached into the first chambers, revealing the ribbed texture of the interior walls. Both the outside and inside of the shell were coated with the slimy substance Charity identified as periostracum.

The sides of the shell were covered in what appeared to be a moss-like substance. It was wet and soft, completely encased in slime.

It was not easy convincing the island authorities to allow G.O.R.E. Sector to store the find on their beach. Given its size, Raptor Pack preferred to examine the specimen on dry land and leave the deck space for Howard’s machines. The island’s government quickly changed its tune once the camp was set up. Word immediately spread throughout the island nation, and even in the late hours of the day, large crowds gathered to view the incredible find.

Lieutenant Belanger and a team of ten soldiers blocked the area off with yellow barrier tape. Twice, Thomas heard him remark how he felt like he was investigating a crime scene.

In a sense, he wasn’t too far from the truth. After all, this shell was evidence to the identity of a mass murderer.

Thomas watched Charity’s body language as she confirmed the species. If she was at ease, it would indicate good news, primarily because the creature would be relatively easy to kill. As luck would have it, she almost looked as sick as Howard Tate as she muttered the word ‘nautilus’.

Looking at the shell, it wasn’t hard to see why.

“The thing looks as strong as the hull of a battleship,” Thomas said.

“Stronger,” Charity replied. “We can rest assured, people will want to get ahold of this for study. What weapons manufacturing company wouldn’t want possession of a naturally formed, rocket-resistant shell?”

“Oh, lovely,” Renee muttered. “So, blowing this thing up is out of the question?”

“Not if you hit the shell,” Charity said. “A headshot should still do the trick, but keep in mind, these things will use their shells to their advantage. Given the intelligence of cephalopods, it will turn its back to you if it senses a threat.”

“But these things, these nautiluses, they can’t live outside their shell, right?” Thomas asked.

“Generally no,” Charity said. “As you can see, the shell has multiple chambers. Unlike other animals, the nautilus doesn’t typically abandon its shell in favor of new shelter. The shell grows with its body. Nautiluses live in the largest chamber, and the other ones serve as ballast tanks, providing stability and allowing the animal to float. They are filled with an argon-nitrogen gas mixture and a liquid saline solution. A nautilus will pump fluids in and out of its cell chambers, which are connected by a tube called a siphuncle, and that’ll allow it to sink or float. Over time, they grow new chambers. A baby nautilus is typically born with four chambers, and as the years go on, they add more and more, usually ending up with thirty as an adult.”

“Needless to say, you’re explaining the biology of a nautilus that has not been affected by the meteor particles,” Thomas said.

“Considering the vast rate this thing mutated and grew, it probably had to abandon its shell at a couple of various points,” Charity said. “My theory is that the soft flesh mutated at a faster rate, and the shell couldn’t keep up. So, it molted the shell and grew an entirely new one. This shell we’re looking at is probably weeks old. The thing probably scavenged for most of its life until it ran out of food. Finally, it decided to come to the surface, and voila, there’s human treats floating around up there.”

“I’ve seen photos of these things,” Renee said. “Unless I’m mistaken, their tentacles are not very long.”

“And wasps don’t shoot acid, and snakes don’t generally burrow underground for long distances like worms. But we’ve seen that, haven’t we?” Charity replied. “I suspect its tentacles are significantly longer in comparison to its body than normal nautiluses. Unlike other cephalopods, they don’t have suction cups or hooks. They latch on to their prey using a secretion on their tentacles.”

“How many tentacles do these things have?” Thomas asked.

“Over ninety at least.”

The Captain held his breath in hopes that the doctor was joking. She wasn’t.

“Ninety tentacles?”

“At least,” she said. She gave another look at the shell and sighed. “It’s a damn shame.”

“Why’s that?” Renee asked.

“There are two genera of the Nautilidae family: nautilus and allonautilus. You see the texture on the sides? That hairy stuff? This thing was a fuzzy nautilus, a member of the allonautilus genera.”

“And why does that make you sad?” Renee said. “Because it’s fuzzy, you want to pet it?”

Charity snorted. “No. It’s because these things are rare. They’ve only been observed in the wild less than five times. It just sucks that, of all animals, this thing had to be affected by that damn meteor storm.”

Thomas understood where she was coming from. He didn’t disagree. The monsters they hunted did not ask to be mutated by the particle. In most cases, the affected creatures were harmless in their normal lives. Many would not even want to come near humans under normal circumstances. But the particle turned them into something they were not.

Such was the case with the nautilus. As Charity said, it preferred to dine as a scavenger, only to be transformed into a raging predator thousands of times its normal size.

“Cephalopods move by jet propulsion, correct?” he asked.

“That’s right,” Charity replied. “No different for this creature. It jets out water through its syphon. Keep in mind, considering the weight of this shell and how fast the thing can move, it can undoubtedly jet water out with enough force to bend the hull of the Jack Arnold. I’m not kidding.”

“I believe it,” Thomas said. He stared at the tooth-like spine formations lining the back of the shell. “I don’t suppose those are common in normal species.”

Charity shook her head. “No. Its main defense can be used for offense. The shell comprising those spines is incredibly dense. It’s almost as if the particle deliberately designed the thing for naval warfare. If the creature were to ram a warship at full speed, it’s highly possible it could breach the hull.”

Thomas tapped the edge of the shell’s first chamber with his boot. “This keeps getting better and better, doesn’t it?” He gave another look at the chamber, noting its immense size. “You said this thing probably had to abandon the shell due to an excessive growth rate?”

“Correct.” Charity knew what he was getting at. “At this point, this thing could have a shell diameter of a hundred feet. Its arm length? That’s anybody’s guess. But long enough to constrict and crush a forty-foot yacht with ease, we know that much.”

“In that case, its arms can probably stretch for eighty feet,” Thomas suggested.

The biologist nodded. “At least.”

The flashes of smartphone cameras drew their attention to the curious onlookers gathered on the other side of the barrier tape. Lieutenant Wayne Belanger did his best to keep them back, but for most of the tourists, nothing short of imperial force would keep them from observing the impressive find.

“Hey, Doc?’ he asked. “What are the odds of this thing coming to shore? I ask, because by morning, the beaches are going to be packed.”

Charity shrugged. “They don’t normally move into shallow waters. The key word, normally.” She pointed her thumb at the shell. “But this kind of nautilus? There’s no way of knowing.” A nervous laugh followed the statement. “Well, technically, there is one way of knowing… and that’s a method we don’t want to utilize. It’s called ‘wait and see’.”

Thomas nodded. “Hopefully we can locate and exterminate the thing before we know the answer.”

Right now, the ball was in Howard’s court.


CHAPTER 7

“I’ve got a visual of the Amity. I’m moving in.”

“Be careful, Dr. Tate. The target is still in the area.”

Howard stared blankly through the glass screen of his Mako, hand gripped firmly on the joystick. For some reason, he was surprised to hear Captain Jacob Coltrane’s voice.

He was surrounded by water. Judging by the light, he was four hundred feet deep. The ocean floor was another twelve meters below him. In the middle of the dark chasm was a twin set of white lights.

The Amity.

Inside the vessel was a crew of four. They were an underwater scout team, headed by Kathleen Betty, a PhD in marine biology and fellow Navy veteran. She had been recruited by G.O.R.E. Sector around the same time as Howard. She was not part of Raptor Pack, but a different reconnaissance team, simply referred to as Team Four.

Like much of G.O.R.E. Sector’s equipment, the Journey-class sub had been specifically designed by him. He had equipped it with electric prods and strobing lights to warn off biological threats. It was a relatively fast underwater vehicle, capable of speeds up to twenty knots. Its hull was capable of withstanding depth pressure of four miles.

Howard was certain the vessel was durable enough to protect the crew. Yet, there it lay, its rudder crushed into scrap. Sparks flared from the prods, extinguished in less than a millisecond by the water.

As he drew nearer, he could see the interior lights. They were dim and flickering, but he was still able to make out the shapes through the damaged vessel’s cockpit screen.

On the other side of the glass was Dr. Kathleen Betty. She normally wore a cowboy hat and had a calm and cool demeanor similar to Renee’s. Presently, she was terrified.

She was waving at the Mako, obviously able to see its spotlights. Howard’s attempts to radio the sunken Amity failed to draw a response, indicating their comm system was dead.

Kathleen threw her hand in wide waves. As Howard drew closer, he zoomed his cameras close to the panicked biologist. In doing so, he was able to read her lips.

“It’s here!”

Coltrane’s voice came through his receiver. “We’re picking up movement. Dr. Tate, we’ve got something coming up from the northeast. It’s big, moving fast. Watch yourself. Archer and I are on the way right now.”

A massive shadow appeared over the Amity.

In that moment, Howard felt as though someone had touched a defibrillator to his chest. Everything froze. His hand seemed to act on its own will. It jerked the joystick back, bringing the Mako to a full stop.

The beast seemed to materialize out of nowhere. Its enormous crocodilian head and serpentine neck crossed over the dim lights of the Amity. Two huge claws touched down on the fallen sub.

That head tilted upward, the eyes fixed on the Mako.

Howard couldn’t move. The organism was larger than he expected. A silent debate raged on in his mind. Fire the torpedos, or not? The concussion could damage the sub further. Then again, doing nothing would ensure the Amity would be killed.

“Coltrane to Tate. Give me an update.”

Howard couldn’t bring himself to speak. He watched the creature’s long, flat tail begin to waver. The creature raised its upper body, those front arms coiled like those of a praying mantis.

It was about to charge at him!

Spilling sweat from his brow, he reversed the Mako.

To his surprise, the beast did not charge. Instead, it brought its body weight down like a hammer—right onto the Amity.

He caught one final glimpse of Kathleen’s screaming face before a deafening implosion rocked the seabed.

“NOOO!”

“No!”

Howard jolted in his seat. Bathed in sweat, he looked left and right, inspecting his surroundings. He had a joystick in hand, but it was not the control module for a Mako, but in fact, one of the roses.

He took a deep breath, relieved to find himself inside his workstation, located in the tower of the Jack Arnold. In front of him were his monitors, showing the perspectives of all five of his roses. Three of them were directly under the ship, undergoing recharges.

The voices of one of the ship’s crewmen came through his radio. “Dr. Tate? You read us?”

He could tell by the way they spoke that they had been trying to get ahold of him for a few minutes. Generally, he wasn’t the kind of guy to doze off, but it had been a long day of seasickness.

“Yes, I’m here.”

“We’re all set, sir. Drones are recharged and ready to go.”

“Excellent. Thank you. I’ll take it from here.” He leaned forward and checked the readings on the monitor, making sure the current running through those cables was switched off. Should they still be active when detached, they could potentially send a massive charge through the water and damage his roses.

He tapped a few keys, signaling to the machines to detach. The deck crew reeled the cables in. Howard got back to work dispatching them to different points north and west of the Jack Arnold’s position.

A knock on the door made him jump. At this time of night, it was probably General Kilmore checking in on him.

“Come in.”

To his surprise, in came Archer. In his hand was a large mug of coffee. He placed it on the desk near Howard’s keyboard.

“Good evening.”

Howard smirked at the soft-spoken sniper. Renee was right. He was keeping an eye on the engineer. More specifically, he was worried about him, though Archer would never in a million years say it out loud.

He lifted the mug. “Thanks.” The two remained silent as he sipped it. Howard looked at the sniper’s attire. Even at twenty-one-hundred hours, he was still decked out in tactical gear. “I’d ask if you ever sleep, but I guess I should know better. The better question is, do you at least drink coffee? I don’t think I’ve ever seen you with it. Come to think of it, I don’t think I’ve ever seen you eat! The only thing you’ve ever consumed in front of my eyes is beer when we finish a job.”

Archer maintained his blank expression. He knew Howard was just trying to fill the silence and evade any talk about his hate for any nautical missions.

He stepped out without saying a word.

Howard shrugged. Damn. The guy’s so antisocial, he can’t even answer a question about coffee.

He turned his eyes back to the monitor, only for the door to open again. In came Archer for the second time. True to himself, he answered Howard’s question, not with words, but with actions. In this case, it was a large mug of fresh hot Joe.

He took a seat near the desk, slid another one over, and used it as a footrest.

Howard grinned and raised his mug for a toast. “Thanks for the company.”

“Someone’s got to keep you awake,” Archer replied.

“Well, you’re the man to do it,” Howard said. “After all, you’re not the type to bore someone with endless chitchat, are you?”

It was truth expressed in jest. Howard had endured enough of people trying to make him feel better about the Amity-One incident. At least Archer knew him well enough to not press the matter. All he wanted to do was be near the engineer. That was his way of expressing friendship while keeping up the facade of an emotionless killing machine who felt no attachment to his teammates.

Archer tilted his mug over his lips. Howard cringed, watching as eight ounces of scalding hot liquid was gulped down as smoothly as ice water.

No wonder I’ve never seen the guy with a coffee. He probably just drinks it straight from the pot.

He went to sip on his own mug. “Ooo!” Clearly, he did not have the cast iron nerves Archer did.

Archer’s eyes narrowed. Problem?

Sensing the unspoken question, Howard forced a stoic expression and calmly placed the mug down. “I’m good.”

Archer raised an eyebrow and displayed a rare smirk. This time, the question was spoken out loud.

“Too hot for you?”

“Of course not.” Howard, defiant, raised the mug again. He tilted it slightly, doing his best to look unfazed as he sipped a few droplets of the black magma.

BEEP! BEEP! BEEP!

Howard shook at the blaring of the alarm, splashing a wave of hot coffee into his throat.

Holy sweet mother!!!

Wide-eyed, he placed the mug down and tensely pivoted in his chair, shoulders hunched. He looked in the monitor for Rose-Four. The screen had gone blank.

“What the hell?” He ran a remote diagnostic, only to get no response. “That’s not good.”

The door opened again. In came General Kilmore.

“Pardon the intrusion, Doctor. I was down the hall and I heard the alarm. What’s going on? Your machines make contact?”

“It’s possible,” Howard replied. “Rose-Four is not responding at all. It had plenty of power, so that’s not the issue. If it somehow got damaged, the computer system would display diagnostic results. Only the automatic alarm system got triggered. Aside from that, I’m getting nothing.”

“Meaning?”

“Meaning the computer has been deactivated.” Howard inhaled deeply. “Only way for that to happen would be if the drone was completely destroyed.”

Kilmore turned his eyes to a chart on the wall. “Where was that drone located?”

“Three klicks east of our position. I’m able to pinpoint the last signal from its GPS,” Howard said. “I’m redirecting the other roses to that location.”

He instructed the machines to converge on the area at full speed. Rose-Five began moving in from the southeast part of the island, while One, Two, and Three moved eastward from the Jack Arnold’s position.

Kilmore got on the radio. “Captain Rodney, be advised, Dr. Tate has picked up a reading in the water. We are currently investigating.” He grabbed a headset from the console. “This is General Kilmore; inform the Captain we have a reading. Heading nine-zero, three miles. Reconnaissance drones are en route. Relay info to the MNS Armand Annet and Conwell.”

“Oh God,” Howard exclaimed.

Kilmore and Archer stood behind him and watched as an enormous mass filled Rose-Five’s screen. Another alarm came through Howard’s workstation. The screen went black and all readings ceased.

“How far away are the other ones?” Kilmore asked.

“Roughly one-point-five miles,” Howard replied. He clicked the mouse and typed in his password to engage their offensive armaments. “Each of them are equipped with a harpoon with enough cyanide to put a herd of elephants down. If I can just get a shot at the bastard as it’s coming at them, we might be able to call it a night.”

The next several minutes went by painfully slowly. The trio of roses reached the location of Rose-Five. Howard directed Rose-One to the seabed and ran a scan.

“There.” Archer pointed to the upper left corner of the screen.

Howard adjusted the angle of the drone. There it was, the remains of Rose-Five. Designed to withstand pressures up to four miles deep, the machine had been reduced to a pile of scrap in less than five seconds. Bits of steel were scattered across the ocean floor, each piece bent beyond recognition.

“Any updates, General?” Thomas asked through the radio.

“Stand by,” Kilmore replied.

“Sonar contact. Two miles off the starboard bow,” the bridge alerted.

“Precisely where the drones are located,” Howard muttered.

Right then, he saw the umbrella of tentacles expand in Rose-Two’s aft monitor. The machine shook violently, its last transmission a sound of imploding gears and steel. The screen went blank.

He turned Rose-Three around. The creature was directly ahead of it, its shell resembling a mountain-sized snail moving under the water.

“Holy…”

He fired the harpoon. It disappeared somewhere in the mess of tentacles. The creature closed in, its arms lashing at the camera like a hundred whips. The drone was seized in its grasp and promptly torn apart.

Only Rose-One remained. Howard steered the machine up from the seabed. The Nautilus was directly above it, seemingly unaware of its presence. The tentacles were fully expanded, dancing around the mangled corpse of Rose-Three.

He had a perfect shot lined up. After locking onto the mass of joints near the opening of the shell, Howard launched the harpoon.

The creature jolted, its syphon propelling it several yards back. It held position, tentacles coiling near its head.

Howard held his breath. Any moment now, the thing ought to sink to the ocean floor. It had to! Nothing could survive one harpoon, let alone two. Not unless it had an immune system of a god.

“Would you look at that,” Kilmore muttered, awed by the horrific, yet majestic sight. For the next minute, the Nautilus remained in place, its enormous eyes barely visible in the night vision. “Talk to me, Doctor. Is it dying?”

“I…”

Howard gulped as the creature suddenly lunged at the camera. Rose-One’s cameras whipped every which way, catching glimpses of the mechanical limbs being torn from the body before the screen went black.

Howard slumped in his chair. “I guess not.”

The deck officer’s voice came through the comm. “Bridge to General Kilmore. Sonar reading has ceased. Bogey has disappeared. Last known trajectory, straight north.”

Kilmore sighed. “Copy that.” He picked up his two-way radio. “Raptor Pack, this is the General. We’ll need Dr. Black’s expertise. This thing’s going to be even tougher to kill than we thought.”


CHAPTER 8

After the destruction of the five roses, the personnel and resources of G.O.R.E. Sector were dedicated to a large-scale search for the Nautilus. Like many other mutations resulting from the meteor shower, it was impressively fast for its size. Not only had it mastered the art of speed, but it had the advantage of stealth. Throughout the night, the USS Jack Arnold, MNS Conwell, and MNS Armand Annet all failed to locate it on sonar.

By dawn, the Jack Arnold had settled over the wreckage of Rose-Five. Howard Tate stood on the aft deck, pale-faced as he waited for the two Makos to surface. At sunrise, Thomas and Renee boarded two of the combat minisubs and descended in search of the wreckage.

Charity and Archer stood on deck with him, the latter watching the horizon with his rifle in hand.

Howard’s water bottle shook in his hand, garnering a concerned look from Charity.

“You sure you’re alright?” It was the fourth time she’d asked him in the past ten minutes, and the thirteenth time since the Captain and Lieutenant submerged an hour ago.

Howard took a sip of his water and kept his eyes on the horizon. “Does this really need explaining?”

Charity stepped forward, putting herself right beside him. “You’re not the only one with reason to hate the ocean.”

“With all due respect, Charity, this isn’t the same thing. Your loss was greater on a personal level. I’m not arguing that. But you were not at fault. That is the key difference.” He took another sip of his water, settling his stomach while also stopping himself from going into a rant. With Charity failing to take over the conversation during the break, he succumbed to his natural instinct to fill the awkward silence. “Listen, we just need to face the facts. I’m just a tech guy. I help supply the toys. But I’m no soldier. People like Thomas, Renee, and Archer—especially Archer—they are the real boots-on-the-ground types. I’m an engineer, a behind-the-scenes guy.”

Charity scoffed. “Howard, I was there with you in Wyoming, Oregon, and many places before that. Trust me, you’re the farthest thing from a behind-the-scenes guy. You make yourself sound like a cameraman on some crappy TV show.”

Howard declined to dispute her point. Looking at the water, it was hard for him to agree. The damn ocean and everything in it had become his Everest. Just the thought of entering that water was nearly enough to induce another wave of seasickness.

Right as his thoughts went to the two people underneath that crystally surface, Thomas’ voice came through the radio.

“Be ready for retrieval. We’ve found the Rose-Five wreckage.”

“Copy that, Captain,” Charity replied.

Howard snatched the radio from her fingers. “How much longer do you plan on staying down there?”

There was a ten-second pause before Thomas replied back. “You got a date, Howard?”

“Just don’t want to attend any more funerals. You saw what that thing did to my machines.”

“Absolutely,” Thomas replied. “Given your affection for your devices, I assumed you’d be eager for me to go down and retrieve them.”

“It’s not like I plan on giving them a decent burial,” Howard said. “Besides, my point was that thing could come back at any moment. If it does, you could end up just like the roses.”

“We’re not stocking store shelves,” Thomas said. “We’re hunting monsters. Plus, I want to get as much intel on our target as possible. Unless, of course, your robots can’t hit the broad side of a barn.”

Howard’s lips tightened, as did his grip on the radio. “As I told you before, I hit the thing. It’s got almost a liter of cyanide in its bloodstream. For all we know, that’s why we haven’t found it on sonar. It’s probably lying dead on the sea bottom, somewhere.”

“One can only hope.”

Charity took the radio back. “We’ll be looking out for the lift bags.” She clipped the radio to her duty belt and gave Howard a stern look. “Don’t let your hate for the ocean affect your judgement. You know we need as much data as we can gather. We can’t leave until we know for a fact the creature has been eliminated.”

“I know, I know.” Howard placed his water bottle down and stuck his hands in his pockets.

Charity softened her expression. She knew full well Howard was not trying to be a pain in the ass. His attitude stemmed from a concern for people who were more than teammates; they were friends.  

And being sick certainly did not help matters.

Archer pointed to the distance as several red lift bags breached the ocean’s surface. A few moments later, two black eagle-shaped minisubs emerged. Mechanical arms extended from under the cockpit and gently gathered the lift bags. The two Makos slowly pushed the findings to the ship, where they would be hooked up to cables and hoisted aboard.

Once all the wreckage was out of the water, Mako-One and Two were hooked up to cables and lifted on deck. Their cockpits yawned open and out stepped Thomas and Renee. When they approached the rest of Raptor Pack, Howard was standing over the heap of junk that used to be Rose-Five.

“One thing’s for sure,” the engineer said, “the creature is one strong son of a gun. These hulls are designed to withstand pressures of five hundred atmospheres.”

“And it tore them apart like cotton candy,” Renee added.

Howard turned around to the smallest lift bag. Attached to its line was a two-meter-long harpoon. Behind its razor-sharp tip was an empty cannister. He checked the exterior for any cracks through which the contents may have escaped. There were none. Furthermore, there was thick residue on the tip that could only have come from the Nautilus’ slimy flesh.

“At least we’ve solved the mystery of whether I hit the damn thing.”

“Yep,” Thomas said. “I take back any mean things I said about your robots, Doctor.”

“You better,” Howard fibbed. “Unfortunately, that appears to be the only new information we’ve obtained. What we don’t know is whether the poison killed the thing.”

“I wouldn’t say that’s the only new information,” Renee said. She put her elbow on the hull of Mako-Two and leaned against it, crossing her feet in an eye-catching pose.

Thomas shrugged and tilted his head back at the Lieutenant. “She’s about to show off.”

The Lieutenant waved to Charity. “This is one for your field, Doctor.” With that said, she removed a glass sampling cannister from one of the Mako’s arms. Inside was a white worm-like object. One end had a perfect round tip, the other being frayed and covered in thin strands.

“Whoa!”

“What is it?” Howard asked.

“It’s the severed tip of one of its tentacles!” she said. “How’d you find this?”

“I have the eyes of a hawk,” Renee said proudly.

“My guess is it got caught in the rotor when the Nautilus attacked the rose,” Thomas added. “I was hoping Charity could uncover new data from this sample.”

“Absolutely I can,” Charity said. “I guess it’s time for some lab work. And some coffee.”

“Count me in on that second part,” Renee exclaimed.


CHAPTER 9

G.O.R.E. Sector spared no expense, and for once, America’s tax dollars were being put to good use. On the USS Jack Arnold and many bases across the world where Raptor Pack operated, a fully equipped laboratory was ready for Dr. Charity Black.

While she analyzed the tentacle sample, Thomas spent his time admiring the various pieces of equipment. He felt as though he should have been wearing a lab coat himself, being around so much high-tech machinery. The lab was divided into numerous sections, including the main lab, three Microbeam labs, a non-bio lab, Microscopy lab, cold storage, and a few work and computer stations.

In addition to the typical microscopes and beakers were a slew of machines Thomas barely recognized. What little knowledge he did have on them was only due to his time working with the team.

Charity took a seat at her desk and let the supercomputer analyze the data she collected from the sample. A billion numbers and letters flashed on the screen, all compiling into an endless sheet of data that looked like a foreign language to the Captain.

After scrolling through the page, Charity swiveled in her desk chair to face him. “We’ve got a real problem on our hands, Captain.”

Thomas shook his head. “Well, that’s a switch.”

Renee appreciated that remark. She sat at one of the workstations, happily sipping on a pumpkin spice coffee.

“Yeah, not having problems in this line of work would be like porta potty cleaners not having to deal with crap.”

Charity shrugged. “Can’t argue that.”

“So, what’s the latest case of crap?” Thomas asked.

Charity scooted to the side to provide a view of the computer screen. “Usually, cephalopods lack an adaptive immune system. The equivalent of B- and T-lymphocytes and their antigen-receptors have not been found in these creatures. That said, they have an efficient immune system comprised of cellular and humoral components. This enables them to interact with microorganisms, discern and remove pathogens, and repair wound and tissue damage. The study of immunity in cephalopods and mollusks…”

Thomas winced and shook his hand. “Doc, Doc, Doc, by tomorrow, I’m not gonna remember a word of this. If you don’t mind, just tell me, in simple laymen’s terms, what new challenges are we facing? And more importantly, how do we kill the thing?”

Charity looked across the lab at Howard, whom she shared a smirk with. Being the two brainiacs of the team, they occasionally enjoyed acknowledging their academic superiority over the others.

“I saw that,” Thomas said.

“Saw what?” Charity said with a laugh. “Just consulting with a colleague.”

“Uh-huh.”

Still smiling, Charity redirected his attention to the screen. With her attention back on the data, that smile quickly vanished. Thomas saw that too, and suddenly found himself longing for the previous look.

“The severed tentacle showed signs of regeneration at the stub. Cell division is at a rate of half-a-trillion cells per hour. Meaning the wound the creature suffered is long healed by now.”

“I take it that means we can’t kill the thing by poking holes in it,” Thomas said.

“It can die, just like anything can die,” Charity said.

“Sure, as long as we throw it into the sun,” Renee quipped. “Let’s be real. We’re dealing with a huge organism with armor plating, Wolverine regenerative abilities, the strength of Superman and Wonder Woman combined, and a temper that rivals… well, Wolverine.”

“Fortunately, we have the tech and brains of Batman and Iron Man combined,” Charity said. “We can figure this out.”

“Sure we can,” Archer said. He stood in the corner, arms crossed, rifle slung over his back. “Simple shot to the head. Boom. Done.”

“I like how the Punisher thinks,” Renee said.

“He’s technically right, but that’s easier said than done,” Charity said. “As Renee pointed out, it’s got an armor shell. Granted, the shell won’t protect it from anything coming from straight ahead, but don’t forget it’s got over ninety arms that will gladly be sacrificed as a shield against any oncoming projectiles. Sure, we can heavily damage and sever the tentacles, but by the time we do, the creature will be a mile away. Its jet propulsion will have it across the water long before we can clear a path for a headshot. And let’s not forget, it’ll be underwater most of the time. Not exactly the most conventional target for machine-gun fire.”

“What about the poison?” Thomas asked. “Howard’s drone put a liter of cyanide into the thing. Surely, that must’ve had an effect on it. Don’t tell me cephalopods are immune to poison.”

“If they weren’t, you think we’d bother with it?” Howard said.

Thomas thought about that for a moment. “Hmm. Fair point. On the other hand, if it worked so well, you’d think Charity would’ve led with that.”

Howard pursed his lips and raised his eyebrows. “Hmm. Fair point.”

“I can see her putting that info off for dramatic effect,” Renee said.

“I wish that was the case,” Charity replied. “The truth, however, is the dose of cyanide had little effect on the creature. As you can see on my screen, the hemocyte count is quadruple what we would normally find in normal species.” She sensed Thomas’ confusion underneath his blank expression. “Hemocytes respond to infections and toxins.”

“Right!” Thomas nodded. “I was just about to point that out.”

“As for the Nautilus, I’ve found hemocyte cells binding to traces of cyanide in the sample Renee recovered,” Charity continued. “At worst, Howard gave the creature a little stomach ache.”

“One it has already recovered from,” Thomas added.

“Precisely,” Charity said.

Thomas stuck his hands into his pockets and began walking around the lab. “Brainstorming time. How do we kill a creature with armor, and rapid regenerative abilities, without finding ourselves in the grasp of its tentacles?”

“Sounds like a job for Aquaman,” Renee quipped.

Thomas considered responding to that comment, ultimately deciding to proceed with the issue at hand.

“Can’t lock a torpedo on to it. The creature would outrun it. Given its size, a direct confrontation using the Makos would be suicide. Given what we now know, they don’t carry enough ammo to exterminate the thing.”

“We could pack enough of a punch if we manage to lure it to the surface,” Howard said. “A few well-placed rockets could get the job done.”

“Maybe,” Charity said. “The problem is the Nautilus’ method of attack. Based on the wrecks we’ve seen, it appears it likes to attack from underneath. I think it’s aware of its stealth advantage. If it comes anywhere near the Jack Arnold, it’ll be from below.”

“We can still draw it to the surface and hit it with the Firebird,” Thomas said.

Charity rested her chin on her palm. “That’s possible, but there’s still the issue of doing enough damage in that short amount of time. The Nautilus is aggressive, but it’s also a bit of a coward. It has no qualms about running if it thinks the odds are not in its favor.”

“We need something that can kill it in one hit,” Howard said.

“Like what?” Renee said. “Poison doesn’t work. Can’t blow it up. Our ability to fill it with lead is extremely limited. We don’t have Thanos’ Infinity Gauntlet to snap the thing out of existence.”

Thomas put his hands to his face, then glared at the team. “Okay, what’s going on here? Did Disney buy out G.O.R.E. Sector or something?!”

“Let’s hope not,” Renee quipped. “Imagine a multiverse of monsters.” She shuddered.

“Or multiple yous,” Thomas muttered, shaking his head. “Come on, people. Stay focused. Let’s not get distracted by more pulp culture references. If this goes on, Renee will name off more heroes. Or worse, start reciting lines from the movies.”

“That’s my secret, Captain,” Renee joked. “I’m always reciting lines from the movies.”

“Oh, welcome to hell,” Thomas muttered. He cleared his throat. “Anyway! About the task at hand, do we have any ideas for methods to kill it? And if I hear another word about the Avengers or the Justice League, I swear I’ll Hulk out on you.”

Renee toasted her coffee. “Whatever you say, Captain.”

“Thank you.”

She sipped her coffee and grinned. “Didn’t mention the X-Men, though.”

“Oh, hell…”

“Unless Professor X can tap into the Nautilus’ mind, I don’t think they would be of much help,” Charity said. “Then again, Iceman could freeze the water.”

Thomas glared at her. “You’re going along with this nonsense just to torture me, are you?”

“Could be worse,” she replied.

Making her point, Renee sat up with a comical smile. “Storm could maybe help. She would say, ‘You know what happens to a Nautilus when it’s struck by lightning? Same thing that happens to everything else.’”

Thomas cringed. “Oh, dear God. Here I am with the most elite military team on Planet Earth, and their number one strategy to defeat an oversized squid with a hermit crab shell is to reference comic book movies. Gee, too bad Stan Lee isn’t still with us. I’d just consult with him and be done with this job in time for lunch…” His voice trailed off. He reflected on Renee’s recent line about lightning. “What does happen to a Nautilus when it’s struck by lightning?”

The group stared silently for several moments.

“Oh, wait.” Renee leaned forward. “You’re actually asking?”

Thomas turned around. “Yes.”

Renee, Howard, and Charity exchanged glances, unsure if the question was some sort of bait.

“Same thing that happens to everything else,” an impatient Archer answered.

Right then, the group realized what Thomas was getting at.

“An electric shock could do the trick,” Charity said. “Granted, it would need to be a hell of a voltage.”

“How would we do that underwater?” Renee asked. “Last time I checked, none of us are actually capable of shooting lightning. Not even me.”

“No, but we have underwater cables,” Thomas said. He looked to Howard. “Those cables you used to recharge the roses; you think you could use them to create a concentrated electric current underneath the ship?”

Howard thought about it for a moment, then cracked a smile. “You know, Captain? I think I can. Follow me.”

The group followed him to the door. Renee raised her coffee in triumph.

“‘With great power comes great responsibility.’” She polished off her drink and stared idly at the empty bottom of the cup. A refill was in order. “‘I can do this all day.’”


CHAPTER 10

“I think this is it. I have it in my sights. If I pull this off, the job will be done right here and now.”

Lent looked Kove in the eye. The soldier was dead serious, watching the target, not daring to blink once. He inhaled deeply, making sure there were no flaws in his strategy. One wrong move could spell doom for the entire division.

“You sure?” Lent asked.

“Perfectly sure,” Kove replied, still watching with an increasing intensity. He knew the stakes were high. But if he pulled if off, the announcement of his victory over the radio would earn him commendations from his superior. At the same time, his failure would earn him ridicule, something he did not want broadcasted all over G.O.R.E. Sector’s channels.

“Time’s running out,” Lent said. “You need to make a decision quick, man.”

“I know, I know!”

Stewie shook his head, monitoring the situation from Kove’s three o’clock. “The Lieutenant’s gonna be pissed if you screw this up. There’s going to be a ripple effect across the chain of command. You’ll even hear directly from the General. And believe me, you don’t want to be on his bad side.”

Kove exhaled slowly. He knew the stakes. Failure would be catastrophic. He held the weapon in his hand, making sure his aim was true. Directly ahead of him was the objective. The wind blew in his face, as though the heavens themselves needed to add weight to the intense moment.

Gripping the handle tightly, he took aim. It was now or never.

Oh, God. Please don’t let me miss.

He threw the plastic axe at the bristle target. It spiraled twice in the air before embedding itself in the thick hairs two inches below the bullseye.

“Damn it!”

Lent pointed and laughed. “Ah-ha-ha! I win!”

Kove dropped his hands and looked to the sky, feeling betrayed by the good Lord above. “I feel forsakened.”

“He doesn’t have anything to do with it,” Stewie said. “This was your failure. That’s fifty bucks you owe me and a hundred for Lent. Oh, and I seem to remember someone else is gonna have to pay up. Lent, would you like to do the honors, since you did the hard work?”

“With pleasure.” With a noticeable spring in his step, Lent moved to their monitoring station on the edge of the oil rig’s maintenance platform. “Guard Two to Guard One, I need to update the Lieutenant on a Code-Viking situation.”

After a moment, Lieutenant Belanger’s voice came through the receiver. “I don’t like that happy tone, soldier. Kove! Did you lose?!”

Lent glanced at his defeated squad member, who stood baffled at the sight of the three blue axes embedded in the bristle target alongside two of his red ones. That damned third axe had struck low, dooming him to defeat.

Hearing the Lieutenant’s voice, he saved face in the only way he knew how. “Lent cheated!”

“Oh, don’t even try that,” Stewie said.

“Well, if he says so, it must be true,” Belanger said.

“Ah-ah! Nice try, sir, but you’re not getting out of this one,” Lent said. “That’s a hundred big ones you owe me. And fifty you owe Stewie. And don’t forget to inform the General. I’m sure you’ll have a blast.”

“Oh, great. Thanks. Well, that’s it then. All done with the bets. You guys need to be focusing on your job.”

“Oh, right, uh-huh!” Lent said. “If you were on a winning streak, you’d be ordering us to keep going. You’re just calling it off because you’re on the fast lane to going broke.”

“We’re here to save lives, you guys. Not to play stupid games.”

Even Kove had to chuckle at that one. This whole thing was Belanger’s idea!

“Aye-aye, Lieutenant,” Lent said with a laugh. “We’ll resume our tasks.”

“Probably for the best. Over and out.”

Lent’s chuckle elevated to a full laugh as he placed the radio down. “Oh, boy. He’s pissed.”

“Can’t wait to see the General’s face when he hears the news,” Stewie replied. “Never thought Kilmore would go for such a thing.”

“You kidding?” Kove said. “With all that guy has on his shoulders? He’s glad to get whatever entertainment wherever it’s available. Even if it’s placing bets on a dumb game of axe toss with a bunch of grunts.”

Kove removed the axes from the bristle board. “Anyone up for another?”

“Eager to lose more money?” Stewie asked.

“I have a good feeling about this next round,” Kove replied.

Lent shook his head and watched the rest of the platform. He could already sense the judgement of the many workers aboard the oil rig. It was a hell of a representation of G.O.R.E. Sector, the world’s mightiest military force. Three numskulls on guard duty, wasting their time on a game of axe throwing. It was worse, considering the General had to talk the rig owner into letting a few men be stationed on the platform.

Then again, there wasn’t much else to do except stare at the water. Sure, they had a couple of drones under their control. Stewie was monitoring both of them. Again, for the most part, looking at the screens was like staring into space. The drones had readers that could alert them to life signs of large organisms, freeing them from the responsibility of having to monitor the cameras nonstop. All they needed to do was keep an eye on the area and provide support for Dr. Howard Tate’s reconnaissance operation.

Lent looked to the water. The MNS Conwell was half a klick northwest of their position, moving west. From the time they came aboard the oil rig, he had seen it pass at least five times.

He had heard Howard’s machines had engaged the creature during the night, and how one of them had even managed to hit it with a harpoon with a cannister of poison. It was unclear at this point whether the creature was dead or alive. Last he heard, Dr. Black was doing an analysis on samples located at the site where the roses had engaged the thing.

Perhaps it was optimism bias, but he was starting to believe the thing was dead. With all of the surveillance around the island, it was hard to believe a creature that large could go undetected. Unless it was hunkered down in one spot all night, in which case it was probably dying.

The only downside to that would be the difficulty in locating the thing. When it came to the ocean, even a search for an organism big enough to sink a yacht was like searching for a needle in a haystack. And G.O.R.E. Sector would have to find it and confirm its death.

Hey, if that’s the extent of our problems, for once, I’ll take it. Beats getting hunted down by giant bugs or snakes, or whatever else that stupid meteor shower cursed us with.

That thought led him to the game. If the creature really was dead, and Raptor Pack would have to spend days searching for the body, he would need to kill the time somehow.

“Yeah, alright, fine. How am I supposed to serve in the world’s most elite fighting force if I can’t school you a fourth time in silly lawn games?”

Kove handed him his three axes. “Best of three, or winner takes all?”

“You’re the one who said you have a good feeling about this one,” Lent said. “You choose.”

Kove shrugged. “Winner takes all. You go first this time.”

Without hesitation, Lent threw his first axe. With a thud, it landed right in the red bullseye. Kove took a turn, landing his axe right beside it. Lent’s second throw landed in the bullseye, elevating his score to twenty. Kove made his second throw, cursing under his breath as the axe landed in the grey circle, earning him seven points instead of ten.

“Twenty to seventeen,” Lent said. “Not looking good for you, Private. Might as well pull out your wallet right now.”

Kove pursed his lips. “It’s not over yet.”

“It will be in a moment.”

The Corporal threw his axe, embedding the plastic blade dead center. He uppercut the air, hissing “Yes!” His celebration turned into a deep-throated “What the f—” When the axe fell free, hitting the deck.

Stewie winced. “Oooo!”

“That still counts,” Lent said.

“Eh…” Stewie bit his lip. “Technically, if it doesn’t stay in the bristles, it counts as a miss.”

“Will you—” Lent frantically flapped a hand at Stewie in a frenzied attempt to keep the idiot quiet. “You’re not helping.”

“Tisk, tisk, tisk.” Kove gently tapped his last remaining axe against his palm, taunting the Corporal with the reality of paying back the money he recently won. All he had to do was not miss the board entirely and he would have this game won. Enjoying the slow burn, he took his sweet time taking aim at the board for his last shot. He raised the axe over his shoulder and lined up his shot.

Lent crossed his arms and hung his head back. “Get it over with, why don’t ya?”

“Alright, I’ll end your suffering,” Kove said. He pulled his arm back, then initiated his throw.

“WE HAVE CONTACT!” Stewie shouted.

“Huh?!” Kove shuddered with the declaration of the news. His axe released from his grip, his slight change in posture sending it to the left, clear of the target. “Oh, wait… hold on…”

“That still counts as a miss,” Lent quickly declared.

Kove pointed at him. “Not a chance in hell! There was interference!”

Stewie lifted his eyes from the monitoring station and hit the men with a sour glance. “Are you guys for real?!”

Kove and Lent hurried over to him.

“What’s its position?” Lent asked.

“One thousand yards south of our position,” Stewie said.

The other two men looked at the screen, catching a quick glance of the creature’s huge shell as it grazed the ocean’s surface.

“So much for it being dead,” the Corporal said.

“Maybe we’ll get a raise for locating it,” Kove replied.

“I’d like to live long enough to enjoy it,” Stewie said. “It’s moving straight at us. Fast, too.”

Lent snatched his radio off the desk. “Raptor Pack! This is Guard One. We’ve got contact. Visual confirmation of the target, approximately nine hundred yards south of our position, moving north!”

***

The members of Raptor Pack had assembled topside with General Kilmore to hear out Howard’s plan when the call came in.

“Charity was right. The sucker was able to withstand the poison harpoons,” Thomas said. He turned to face Commander Harriman Pidgeon, who stood alongside the General. “Commander, how far away are we?”

“Close to six miles,” Pidgeon replied.

“We’re too far out,” Kilmore said.

Another radio transmission came through, this time from the MNS Conwell. “Jack Arnold, we are near the oil rig. We will move in and intercept the target.”

“Proceed with extreme caution, Conwell,” Kilmore replied. He lowered the radio and looked to Thomas. “We need to act quick. They won’t be able to handle the creature.”

“I’ll get the MEAV in the air,” Renee said. “Howard, are you able to give us the quick version of your plan so I know what to do? I see you’ve got some rods.” She nodded at two long metal poles lying across the deck. Each one was fifteen feet in length and at least six inches thick, their surfaces sporting a different color tint than the others.

“We need to bring the Nautilus close to the Jack Arnold,” Howard explained. “Not just close, but under it. What you’re looking at are electrodes. We will hook them up to the electrical cables used to power the roses. The way it works is the flow of electricity will move from the negative pole to the positive, producing a voltage up to a hundred-thousand volts. The positive pole is made of copper, the negative from zinc. We will lower them on opposite sides of the ship and get the Nautilus to come between them. When it does, we’ll switch on the juice.”

“And fry it,” Charity said. “Simple but effective.”

“I wouldn’t say simple,” Kilmore said. “Someone’s gonna have to go down there in the Makos and get the creature to move between the poles.”

“Again, another job for me,” Renee said. “As long as you can guarantee I won’t get fried with the Nautilus when you flip the switch.”

“As long as you are out of the electrical path between the electrodes, you’ll be fine,” Howard said. “Even though it’ll be underwater, the flow will be extremely concentrated. You’ll be protected from any residual discharges by the hull of the Mako. Now, a full-on shock from those things would be a different story…”

“Yeah, yeah. I get it. Stay away from the electrodes,” Renee said. “Once I manage to get it away from the rig, I’ll set the MEAV down on deck and board one of the combat subs. Whoever wants to tag along is free to do so. Something tells me Archer will be eager for this kind of duty.”

The sniper gave a slight nod. His thoughts were clear. If I can’t shoot the thing with my rifle, I may as well use rockets from Howard’s toys.

“Works for me,” Thomas said. “That’s enough talk. Renee, get in the air. Archer, you good with getting in the water?” The sniper replied with a thumbs up. It was good enough for Thomas. “Howard, get your electrodes prepped. I want this done by lunchtime.”

“Yes sir,” Howard said. “Get the thing under the boat, and I guarantee it’ll be in for a shock!” The rest of the team members and General Kilmore exchanged glances, each wondering who would be the first to remark on the engineer’s attempt at a one-liner. “Oh, that’s the line that gets everyone looking all judgmental? What about Miss Marvel over here, spouting off X-Men lines earlier?” He pointed at Renee.

“On that note!” She strutted to the Firebird-One. “I’m off to save the world!”


CHAPTER 11

“Stewie, do you still have a visual on it?” Lent spoke into his radio as he ascended the maze of stairwells to the rig’s operations center.

“It submerged,” Stewie replied. “Kove and I are setting up the TM-30 grenade launcher and the Browning turret mound. We’ll be ready to engage the thing if it shows its ugly face.”

“Good. I’m going to speak with the installation manager.” Lent lowered his radio and doubled his pace, muttering “excuse me” as he pushed past a crowd of workers.

Alarms began to blare across the platforms, alerting all two hundred personnel to the threat in the area. It took the rig’s chief executive long enough. Lent suspected he was under pressure from the owner and president of Mauto to keep it operational. Their sentiment on the situation was shared by the workers, all of whom were not keen on losing a dime of pay due to the presence of an animal in the water. While most of them who Lent passed were intrigued by the incredible situation, they appeared to be unbothered. He figured their sentiment was ‘we’re high above the water on a steel structure. How can the thing hurt us?’

If only you guys understood the kind of monstrosities that meteor storm cursed our planet with.

He made his way to the operations center and knocked on the door. “This is Corporal Gerald Lent. Let me in, please.”

A man in a suit opened the door. Lent stepped into a conference room area, where the installation manager and a few supervisors had assembled.

“We have our helicopter doing surveillance,” the manager said. “They don’t see anything. Forgive me, Corporal, but if something as large as you’ve suggested was coming our way, wouldn’t it be easily seen?”

The stupidity of that question tempted Lent to walk out while saying, ‘Fine. Fend for yourselves.’ Obviously, this guy was more concerned about his dollars than the lives of his men. Lent liked money as much as the next guy, and definitely could understand how a poor island nation would value something that provided good, steady work. But to blatantly put human lives at risk because of the inconvenience of a temporary halt in operations was enough to get his blood pressure up.

“Wow, it’s almost like the thing can move underwater,” Lent said. The manager did not appreciate that, though the supervisors appeared a little more open to reason.

“What would you like us to do?” one of them asked.

“Have everyone assemble on the setback area,” Lent said. “Make sure everyone has life jackets and have first aid supplies on standby.”

“Would it not be better to have everyone indoors?” the manager asked.

“If the creature tries to collapse the rig, you might be better off outside,” Lent replied.

The manager scoffed. “Nonsense. There’s no animal in the world that can do that much damage.”

“Corporal! We’ve got a visual!” Stewie exclaimed. “Three hundred yards, twenty degrees off pipe deck’s port corner.”

Lent, along with everyone else in the conference room, moved to the north window. The Corporal raised his binoculars in the direction of the ocean. After identifying the incoming target, he lowered them and shot a harsh glance at the manager.

“Care to run that by me again?”

The staff dug a couple sets of binoculars out of a cabinet and took turns looking for themselves. In an instant, the semi-casual atmosphere in the room had switched to one of pure alarm. Each man made his own petrified gasp after laying eyes on the immense shape coursing through the water.

It was moving backwards, the light-brown color of its shell contrasting sharply against the ocean. The armored structure was divided into several compartments, each layering over the other in a spiral formation. The back of the wheel-shaped shell was tipped with long, tooth-like spines, distinctly engineered for impaling enemies of equal size—and if that shell was as solid as Lent feared, equal density. Even the steel hull of a naval ship may not be able to withstand a blow from this colossal Morningstar. ??

The shell was not the only thing worrying Lent and the rig workers. Extending from the open chamber was the creature’s enormous head and the countless dancing tentacles rising from it. They were paler than the shell, like bloodless worms rising from the sea in search of nourishment. A jet of water surged from its syphon, pushing the beast closer to the rig’s southeast leg.

By now, there was no doubt it was on the attack.

“Oh hell!” Lent hissed. “With nothing else occupying the water, it was probably drawn to the vibrations caused by the drilling.”

“Dear heaven!” one of the staff exclaimed. “Damn the president for insisting we continue work here! He signed our death warrants! All so he could look good for the newspaper!”

Lent started for the door. “Well, be happy G.O.R.E. Sector is here to bail your asses out of shit creek. Now, get to the safety areas and await further instructions.”

When he exited the conference room, it was as though he was on a completely different rig. The workers, who were pretty chill minutes ago, were now on the verge of panic. Many of them had seen the Nautilus with their own eyes. No longer did they feel secure on this offshore fortress.

Alerts echoed from the speakers, relaying the instructions Lent had given to the higher ups. People pushed past him as he made his way to the pipe deck.

When he arrived, he found Stewie and Kove standing near two large turrets. One was a 50. caliber machine gun, the other a mounted grenade launcher with a thirty-round cylinder.

Kove was on the latter, tilting its barrel in the direction of the target. With the press of a button, he elevated the mound. With a joystick on the control console, he was able to swivel the weapon without exerting physical effort. It was a neat little toy, a perk of serving in G.O.R.E. Sector. But with great perks came great risks, and he was staring one right in the face.

The top of the shell was over forty feet out of the water, the rest of it submerged. Lent estimated its diameter to be eighty feet at least, if not over a hundred. The tentacles extended only twenty from the head, though he suspected they could extend much farther.

“Holy crap, guys,” Kove said. “It’s coming right at us.”

“Raptor Pack is sending their bird,” Stewie said. “The Jack Arnold is turning around and coming our way.”

“Won’t be fast enough,” Lent said. “What about Eagle Squadron?”

“They’re on their way too,” Stewie replied.

Lent exhaled, feeling no comfort from the news. The thing was close to the rig. Artillery was the only thing that remotely stood a chance against the beast, and using artillery on it would only put the structure at risk.

“What do we do?” Kove asked. “Should I fire?”

“Wait,” Lent said. “It’s slowing down. Who knows? Maybe it’s just curious about the rig. I’d hate to aggravate it. Besides, all you’d hit is its shell. Dr. Black examined the previous molt. Trust me, those grenades won’t even scratch it.”

Stewie took control of the Browning. “We need it to turn around. Fortunately, it’ll have to turn around in order to attack, which means its head will be vulnerable. It may be big, but its flesh is soft. We might be able to finish the job right here. Raptor Pack will have to hand over their victory beers to us.”

The creature halted, the back of its shell two hundred feet from the platform. Its tentacles retracted into its shell, their tips now less than ten feet from the compartment’s opening. A narrow current of water lapped in front of its syphon, filling its compartments.

Gradually, the creature began to sink.

“The hell’s it doing?” Kove whispered.

Lent shook his head, unsure of the answer. All he knew was, whatever was going on, he did not like it.

The creature sank further until only a few feet of shell remained. The flow of water intensified, as though the entire ocean was being absorbed through a thin funnel.

Then it all stopped.

It was completely submerged now, its brown form now a silhouette underneath the waves. At this point, Lent didn’t think of its form as a wheel, but more like a weird combination of a buzzsaw and a cannonball. His mind fixated on the second one, and all of a sudden, he realized what it was doing.

“Crap… hold on to something!”

The narrow current reversed at fifty times the speed it was suctioned, propelling the Nautilus right into the platform’s leg.

BAM!

The pipe deck shifted with the rest of the rig. Echoes of groaning metal formed a chorus which harmonized with the intense shaking. Water stretched high, cresting over the edges of the various decks.

Panic struck the rig. All sense of order was lost, especially when the Nautilus struck a second time. The rig shuddered again, the screaming of metal taking a higher pitch.

Lent clung to the guardrail, his heart feeling as though it was trying to evacuate through his chest as he noticed the tilt in the deck. The leg was bent, possibly cracked. Either way, he did not need to be a structural engineer to know its integrity had been compromised.

“Not good! Not good! Not good! So much for not aggravating it. Guys, go ahead and shoot the damn thing!”

Stewie fired first. He tilted the barrel of his machine-gun over the edge of the deck and unleashed a barrage of bullets into the ocean. Their tiny splashes disappeared as Kove released his first four grenades, all of which exploded as soon as they made contact with the enemy.

Big globs of water rose high, briefly resembling big frothy mushrooms before breaking apart into thousands of droplets.

The chaos below took a new turn, literally, for the water twisted into a maelstrom. In its center, the creature’s shell emerged, followed by an army of slimy tentacles. Their ten-foot lengths turned into eighty. Like a swarm of bees, they invaded the oil rig and its platforms.

A putrid ammonia smell permeated the pipe deck. Lent backed away and unslung his rifle, watching as the pale digits curved over the deck. Even with their incredible lengths, they still appeared thin and weak—until some of them grabbed ahold of one of the cranes and bent it in half.

Steel fragments rained around him as he took aim with his weapon. It was an eenie-meenie-miney-moe moment, the unlucky target being a tentacle to his right. He planted a few rounds into it, the rubbery limb withdrawing briefly as the bullets tore into its flesh.

Stewie resumed firing the Browning, the string of gunfire acting as a sawblade to three of the tentacles. To the right of him, Kove fired another few grenades into the water, hoping to land a lucky killshot to the creature’s head. Each grenade was deflected by the wall of limbs. The explosion severed a few more arms, the fountaining blood and fluid intensifying the odor.

“Oh, geez!” Kove cried, squinting. Multiple shadows swept over him, their forms bending like fishhooks. Kove and Stewie looked up at the tentacles above them. “Oh, geez!!!”

Both men jumped clear of their weapons. The tentacles lashed, coiling around the turrets like pythons. They constricted, crushing the weapons before lifting them off the deck.

With the main line of defense out of the way, the Nautilus focused its attack on the artificial structure. Many of its arms submerged and constricted the damaged leg, while many of the other arms resumed swarming the rig.

“Captain Rodney! We’ve got problems here!” Lent said into his radio.

“That’s putting it mildly,” Kove added.

“Lieutenant Larson and Eagle Squadron are coming your way,” Thomas replied.

“Pardon me, sir, but could she move a little faster?” Lent said. “This thing is literally tearing the rig apart. It’s crushing the legs. I think it’s trying to get the entire thing to collapse.”

Next to enter the transmission was Charity Black. “It knows there’s food up there.”

“That, or it just enjoys being a dick for no good reason!” Lent exclaimed.

BAM!

The rig shifted again, the sound of thunder reverberating from the rig’s southwest leg.

“Lovely,” Stewie groaned. “It’s attacking the other leg.”

The protesting of metal reached a high pitch, as though the rig was crying out in agony. Water thrashed and frothed below, the leg gradually losing its straight form.

The three soldiers backed to the other end of the pipe deck, bracing for the inevitable collapse.

They shuddered at the repeated BANGS bursting underneath the deck. Right away, Lent recognized those sounds, not as those from an imploding structure, but explosive armaments striking the water.

“There!” Kove pointed west. Two hundred yards out was the MNS Conwell, moving in at full throttle. Its crew operated the Gunslinger launcher, planting another pair of AGM-176 Griffin lightweight rockets into the creature’s side.

The beast spat water through its syphon and moved away from the rig.

Lent, Stewie, and Kove, in addition to dozens of oil rig workers above them, threw their fists up and whooped.

“Yeah!” Kove exclaimed. “Go figure. It’s gonna be these guys who haven’t had a military engagement in their lives that end up killing the thing. Making us look bad.” He laughed to ensure his comment would be correctly perceived as good humor.

“I’ll take it,” Lent said. “Beats getting eaten.”

The Conwell planted more machine-gun rounds into the water. Next came a barrage of grenades fired from its two MK-19s. Mounds of water rose and burst in spectacular fashion, the huge shape in the middle of the churning sea hardly moving.

“This is the Conwell. Target is immobile. We’re moving in to confirm kill.”

“Conwell, this is Captain Rodney. I urge you to maintain a distance of two hundred meters from the creature. It’s an ambush predator, and I think it’s smart enough to play dead.”

“With respect, Captain, nothing can survive the bombardment we just unloaded on it.”

As they spoke, Lent and his fellow soldiers were doing their best to get a look at the rig’s legs. The entire structure was tilting slightly southward. Given the weight that was adding pressure to the damaged supports, even a slight tilt meant catastrophe was imminent.

With their monitoring station smashed during the attack, they had no way to direct any of their drones to the waterline. Alas, all they could do was speculate, and hope the Jack Arnold arrived before it was too late.

That, and hope maybe the Conwell did in fact kill the Nautilus.

The Conwell turned to starboard, putting its portside to the creature, allowing its machine gunners to take aim. Heavy gunfire penetrated the water, the bullets appearing like sparks as they entered the ocean. The shape remained in place, offering no signs of retaliation or surrender to the vessel’s assault.

More grenades hit the water, bursting like giant firecrackers.

The target remained stationary.

On the pipe deck, Lent, Stewie, and Kove held their breaths.

“Maybe they got it.” Kove spoke in a whisper, as though his voice would somehow incur the wrath of the Nautilus.

“Maybe,” Lent said. Being on board a fractured oil rig with a sea monster in the water, he spoke with biased optimism.

Only Stewie managed to keep his judgment sound.

“I don’t think so.”

“Firebird-One to Conwell. ETA, two minutes. Maintain a distance of two hundred meters from the target.”

“Conwell to Firebird-One, there is no movement. I think we, what’s the phrase, boxed your trophy.”

Renee’s response was preceded by a lengthy “ummm.”

“I think you mean bagged your trophy. Either way, let us inspect the results of this turkey shoot and make sure the thing doesn’t bag YOU.”

“If you say so, Firebird. Altering course to—”

A thunderous CRASH! cut his transmission short. The MNS Conwell rocked twenty degrees to starboard, its underside and its thirty-foot breach under the bow briefly on display.

Thirty sailors on deck simultaneously lost their balance and rolled like dice as gravity righted the ship into its correct position.

At its bow was a churning sea. Underneath it was a light-brown wheel shape whose spiky carapace faced the ship. A current of water surged through the creature’s syphon, the telegraphing of a repeat attack.

All at once, the water was ejected.

Like an underwater meteor, the Nautilus struck again, driving its spines into the hull of the MNS Conwell.

Alarms rang across the ship. Men fumbled about, trying to regain their footing and get the weapons systems back online. Machine gunners returned to their Brownings, which had been knocked from place during the impact. They took aim at the water and retaliated with a hell storm of bullets, all of which crashed uselessly against the rigid shell.

A tremendous SPLASH brought an end to the gunfire. Like massive rubber bands, they stretched over the deck and constricted the two gunners, crushing their ribs, stomach, and lungs before yanking them into the water.

As they disappeared, two dozen others ascended. They swarmed the forecastle and the bridge, punching through the glass and invading the interior. Other arms flailed over monitoring and main decks. An officer was snatched off the port bridge wing and pulled into the churning sea, his screams piercing the souls of the many spectators watching from the rig.

Small arms fire rattled off in a futile attempt to repel the invading serpentine limbs. It was only a matter of moments before another dozen tentacles breached the surface and coiled over the Conwell’s portside.

“Lord Almighty!” Lent said. He felt as though he was watching a scene straight out of Jules Verne’s classic tale, except modernized with twenty-first century tech, and a much meaner cephalopod.

Water surged through the breaches, flooding the lower decks. With the wide spread of cavities inflicted by the shuriken-like spines lining the Nautilus’ shell, the watertight doors failed to keep the invading ocean from spreading.

The combined weight of the flooding and the sheer strength of the creature proved too much for the Conwell.

“Conwell to G.O.R.E. Sector! We are in immediate need of assistance! Our hull is breached. We are taking on water. The biologic is pulling us down by the bow. I repeat: We are in immediate need of assistance.”

By now, the beast had completely turned itself around. Securing a hold on the vessel, it pulled itself in. In the middle of that collection of slimy limbs came a curved, rigid object.

It was shaped like the claw from a children’s toy machine in a grocery store, with each digit curved and thick like an eagle’s beak. Attached to some kind of esophagus, it extended toward the hull of the ship and outstretched until its center was pressed against the Conwell. Next, that ‘claw’ began to shut.

To the amazement of the three soldiers, it began to crumple the side of the vessel.

“You’ve got to be kidding me!” Kove exclaimed.

“What the hell is that?” Stewie said.

Lent’s lips peeled back as he winced. Hearing the implosion of steel, he brought his hand to his mouth, his skin touching his teeth.

Jaws.

“Unless I’m not mistaken, I think that’s the creature’s beak,” he said.

The stern was up forty-five degrees, the bow completely consumed by the ocean.

“Conwell to Firebird! Where are you?!”

“I did say two minutes, didn’t I?!”

The sound of a turbofan engine signaled the arrival of the Firebird-One. Leaving white streams in its wake, the spectacular aircraft raced from the east and closed in on the creature. Trailing behind it, like a swarm of dots in the distance, was Eagle Squadron.

Like a giant hornet, Firebird-One hovered over the Nautilus and the sinking Conwell.

***

“Whoa! Look at that!” Renee exclaimed.

There it was, the Nautilus, sporting its ugly jaws in the same manner a toddler did while eating cake. She had no idea what the unaltered jaws of a normal nautilus looked like, but her gut feeling was this creature’s DNA was drastically altered by the particle. One thing was certain, normal ones did not have spines like Sonic the Hedgehog.

Men were racing across the deck, fighting for their very lives. Many of them had fallen overboard. In a couple of minutes, the rest of the crew would follow, assuming they did not get snatched by those nasty arms first.

It had two enormous eyes on each head with pupils that looked golden in the daylight. They showed no emotion, yet she felt an aura of hatred and evil from their blank gaze. Maybe she had fought too many monsters at this point. That, or there was something truly sinister in that particle.

In a world of killer wasps, monster snakes, and gargantuan squid creatures wrecking ships, she was not going to discount anything.

What she did know was using artillery on the thing was a no-go. Not without killing the crew, at least.

“Firebird?” Thomas said. “How’s it looking?”

Renee smirked. As usual, she couldn’t answer the question directly. She needed to come up with a snarky one-liner.

“Ever play with toy boats in the bathtub, Captain? Imagine if that toy boat was a hundred-and-fifty feet long.”

“Whoa!” Eagle One exclaimed as the choppers arrived. No matter how many encounters G.O.R.E. Sector had with mutants, there was no getting used to the shock of the first sight of a new enemy. Especially when it was wrecking a naval combat vessel like something straight out of a Japanese tokusatsu film.

Renee could not wait to devise a gameplan. There were forty sailors on that boat, all of whom had less than a minute to live unless she did something. With blowing the creature up out of the question, she had to go with something a little more—as Thomas might put it—stupid.

She lowered the MEAV until it was thirty feet above the creature, forward guns angled at its head.

A volley of machine-gun fire struck its eye.

The tentacles released the Conwell and, like a cresting tidal wave, lunged at the aircraft.

Renee engaged the reverse thrusters, moving thirty feet back. Considering the length of the arms Charity had described, she figured she was well beyond the creature’s reach.

Except she wasn’t.

The arms kept coming, the Nautilus still in the same place. Renee reversed farther and increased altitude.

And the arms still kept coming.

“Guys, I think this naughty Nautilus has Mr. Fantastic abilities.”

“The hell are you talking about?” Thomas replied.

Renee growled. Go figure, the guy would not get the reference.

“I mean it’s got arms that can practically stretch to the end of the earth!”

She, and the choppers of Eagle Squadron, ascended to an altitude of a hundred-and-fifty feet. Thirty arms fanned out, not just in pursuit of her, but the other choppers. Miniguns opened fire. As long as the arms were, they were skinny, thus difficult for the gunners to land a hit.

One of the choppers banked to starboard to avoid one of the arms.

“Eagle Four! Watch your three!” Eagle One warned. “You’re heading right at Six!”

BOOM!

Rotor blades peppered the ocean, and were quickly washed away by the displacement of ten-thousand gallons of ocean when the two choppers smashed down.

“Eagles Four and Six are down!” Eagle One announced.

Renee checked her instrument panel for anything that would come in handy against this type of enemy.

“Damn it! These things are hard to hit. And they’re everywhere!” Eagle Two said.

“Eagle One to Firebird; anything useful in that toy of yours?”

Just in time to answer the question, she located the switches for the incendiary armaments. One was for combustible rounds. A useful weapon in most cases, but would require greater accuracy against these waving arms. The second switch, on the other hand, had something perfect for this mess.

She flicked the switch and unleashed the weapon.

Appropriate for an aircraft designated the Firebird, a stream of flame jetted from under the cockpit. Tentacles rolled backward, their rubbery flesh no match for the intense heat of Renee’s flamethrower.

She swept the hundred-foot stretch of flame left and right as though batting pesky bugs with a broomstick. Before long, all the tentacles had retracted into the creature’s shell.

The Nautilus was still near the sinking Conwell. Only the last third of the ship was still above the water, the rotors plainly visible from the sky. All around the ship was a slew of sailors fighting to remain afloat.

Renee sensed an opportunity. She moved the Firebird closer and let loose another stream of flame.

The Nautilus rolled to its right, the whitish side of its head quickly turning brown after the fire made contact. Water spurted across the ocean’s surface as the beast jet propelled itself out of range.

Renee followed the titanic silhouette three hundred yards past the Conwell. It was still shallow, possibly unsure if it was ready to retreat.

“What are you doing, bucko?”

She followed the creature as it turned south. It moved another two hundred yards before surfacing again. Its head was facing her, its left side raw, brown, and blistered. Tentacles emerged from the chamber, each one appearing to have a life of its own.

Renee sported a grin. She had the perfect shot lined up, not just with the flamethrower, but the hellfire missiles.

“You’re making this too easy for me. I thought octopus monsters were supposed to be smart. Guess the particle enhances everything but brains.”

She armed her rockets and placed her finger on the trigger.

A projectile weapon was fired. Not from the MEAV, but from the creature’s syphon.

Renee grabbed the yoke and fought to keep the bird in the air, the engines struggling to function in spite of the intense force of the jet of water. She engaged the reverse thrusters and moved five hundred feet back.

The water cleared from her windscreen just in time for Renee to witness the Nautilus filling itself up with another body-full of ocean. She steadied the MEAV, targeted the beast, and let loose four missiles.

Another jet of water cut across the ocean, not as a weapon, but a means of escape. In the blink of an eye, the Nautilus disappeared to the south. The rockets struck the ocean and exploded, producing a vast cloud of smoke and mist.

Renee accelerated through the grey curtain, ready to unload her flamethrower onto the thing should it try and ambush her. It proved unnecessary, for she caught a glimpse of rolling waves far to the south.

“Captain, we’ve got problems. I recommend alerting Lieutenant Belanger and getting all beaches evacuated. I think we pissed the thing off.”

“On it. We’re nearing the Conwell and the rig.”

Renee was glad he mentioned that. Her instinct was to follow the creature and track it down. But there were over forty people in the water who needed airlifting to safety. More importantly, that rig was not looking good. The beast had clearly damaged its foundation. Something needed to be done ASAP, or else that structure could collapse at any minute with over a hundred personnel on board.

The Nautilus was making the men and women of G.O.R.E. Sector earn their paychecks today.

Having spent the last few days evading aggressive human forces, it now seemed plenty willing to fight. Maybe the mutation needed some extra time to worsen its aggression. Or perhaps it had tired of sinking defenseless fishing boats and yachts, and was ready for more of a challenge.

Most likely, as Renee had seen with other mutations, it was ready to claim the entire area as its territory. To do so, it would need to eradicate any competitive species in the area.

In the waters around Mauto, that species was humankind.

If she was correct—and she was damn sure she was—a killing spree was imminent.


CHAPTER 12

It was a bigger disaster than Thomas Rodney could have imagined. The MNS Conwell was underwater, the frothing sea alive with over forty sailors struggling to keep themselves from entering Davy Jones’ locker.

Making matters worse was the state of the oil rig. Even from seven hundred yards out, it was obvious its structural integrity was severely compromised. The southeast leg was bent completely out of shape, possibly even severed. The southwest leg was in better condition, but had sustained heavy damage. As a result, the rig was leaning heavily to the south, parts of cranes, decking, and other components dangling like fishing lines over the side.

Eagle Squadron and Firebird-One circled the survivors. They all knew the drill. The men in the water would only last so long. They went right to work descending to the water and tossing out ropes and harnesses.

Renee set the MEAV on the aft deck of the ship and lowered the ramp. Three sailors stumbled onto the deck, their uniforms practically hanging off their bodies. Medical personnel hustled to the survivors and ushered them to the infirmary.

“Renee?” Thomas called out.

“Yeah-yeah, I know, Captain,” she replied. “I’m hurrying.”

“No,” he said. “Let Eagle Squadron and the ship’s crew handle the survivors. I need you and Howard to get a look at the rig and see if there’s anything you can do to keep it from collapsing. Structural engineering might not be my forte, but that does not look good at all.”

Howard Tate began marching towards the MEAV’s open ramp. “Aye-aye, Captain. I’m heading over there right now.”

“No!” Thomas exclaimed. A puzzled Howard stopped and gave him an inquisitive look. The Captain knew his engineering specialist was dreading the instruction he was about to give, but there was no other choice. “Doctor, how good are those Makos?”

“In combat, or…?”

“With the drones out of commission, are you able to use the Makos to perform emergency underwater maintenance?”

Howard started to sweat. “Well, yeah, but—”

“Get aboard one of them right now and get in the water.” Without waiting for a reply, Thomas turned to face a few crewmen. He gave them a thumbs up, which they understood to mean ‘get Mako-One ready to go into the water.’

The frantic voice of Corporal Lent came spitting out of the radio receivers. “Hey guys? I’m pretty sure I just felt this thing shift a little. And we’re hearing some nasty sounds coming from below. Specifically, from the southwest leg. I don’t think it’s gonna hold. I would really appreciate it if you could do something to, I don’t know, keep us from dying.”

Thomas ran over to the MEAV to better communicate with Renee. “This thing has a winch and a towing cable, right?”

“That’s right,” she answered.

“How much can it lift?”

Renee looked at the rig, having realized what Thomas was getting at. “Oh, geez, boss!”

“I’m not asking you to lift the whole rig out of the ocean, you knucklehead! I’m asking if you can get a line on it and keep it from collapsing while Howard works to get a splint on it.”

Renee put her head against the back of her seat, dreading the upcoming task. “It’s gonna take a lot of welding, and it’s gonna stress the hell out of my engines. But yes, it can be done.”

“Good.” Thomas turned towards Howard. The engineering specialist was looking at the water as though the ocean itself was a mutation spawned from the meteor storm. “What are you waiting for, Doc?”

Howard snapped out of his nightmarish trance. He looked Thomas in the eye, on the verge of pleading for someone else to go into the water. It was a fear the team leader had never seen before in Howard. He had seen him afraid, certainly. One would have to be a fool to not be afraid when combatting giant man-eating organisms. But this was a different kind of fear. It was not one surrounding his own well-being, but one of everyone else’s. He did not feel he was up to the task, and should he fail, the lives of nearly two-hundred would be on his head.

Behind him, the Mako was prepped and ready to go.

“Y-yes, sir. I’m going.” He turned and made his way to the combat submersible.

Thomas took a breath, then sprinted after him. “Howard?”

“Yeah?”

Thomas put a hand on his shoulder. “I trust you. There’s nobody on this planet I trust more to keep those people alive than you. But we can’t evacuate those people off the rig in time. We need you and Renee to keep that thing from crumbling into the ocean. Yes, Archer, Charity, and I know how to drive those things. But nobody is more skilled in piloting those subs than you.”

“Ah-hem!”

Thomas rolled his eyes and looked over at Renee. Even now, in the midst of all the chaos and imminent disaster, she had to make sure she was recognized as the top pilot.

“Except for her, of course,” he added. He put his other hand on Howard’s other shoulder and looked him square in the eye. “Doc, you’ve got this. Under these circumstances, the people on that rig could not be in safer hands. But it doesn’t matter if I believe it. You need to believe it. Alright?”

Howard sucked in a deep breath and nodded.

“Yes sir.”

With that said, he hurried to Mako-One and strapped himself into the cockpit seat. The crew hoisted the vessel off the deck and lowered it into the water. Once the harness was removed, the pilot inside engaged the thrusters and steered the golden piece of machinery to the rig.

Renee shut the MEAV’s ramp and took to the sky, leaving Thomas, Charity, and Archer on the deck.

They were soon joined by General Kilmore, who was clipping his phone to his belt after finishing a call.

“Navy’s sending a carrier strike group our way. They should be here in the next hour.”

“Won’t be soon enough,” Thomas said. “Right now, the only thing keeping that rig from falling apart is Renee and Howard.”

“We need to stand guard,” Charity said. “The Nautilus is sure to come back. It no longer sees humanity as a food source. We’re a threat. It’s not keen on running away anymore. It will not stop until it eradicates all traces of its enemy from its territory.”

“Would that include the island of Mauto?” Kilmore asked.

“Most definitely,” Charity answered.

Thomas lifted his radio to his lips. “Lieutenant Belanger. Get all beaches cleared. You’ve got incoming.”


CHAPTER 13

“Working on it!”

When Lieutenant Belanger arrived with Eagle Squadron on Mauto, he felt it was a nice change of pace. Lately, G.O.R.E. Sector had spent much of their hunts in the woods or swamps. After all that, paradise did not seem like such a bad deal. As a matter of fact, he managed to work it so he would be stationed on the island, suckering Corporal Lent, Private Stewie, and Private Kove into having guard duty on the oil rig. They would be forced to battle the evil forces of boredom on a steel deck while he enjoyed the scenery on the island nation. Since the threat this time around was a creature of the sea, it stood to reason the Jack Arnold and Raptor Pack would handle the matter. All Belanger had to do was guard the beaches as a precaution. He even joked how it felt too good to be true.

As it turned out, it was.

Thirty soldiers moved onto North Beach, barking instructions at the hundreds of relaxing residents and tourists. In spite of the news of boat wreckages and the presence of G.O.R.E. Sector, most of them were unwilling to give up their leisure time. Like Belanger, they assumed they were perfectly safe. After all, the threat was reported to be a giant sea monster. It could not possibly venture into the shallow water, and definitely not the land. It would beach itself and risk drying out in the sun or even suffocation. Most importantly, the thought of spending thousands of dollars on their vacation only to spend most of it in their hotels was sacrilege.

For many of them, that mindset held true. Even with armed soldiers and local police crowding the area, they were still reluctant to move away from their luxury seats.

Right off the bat, Belanger was hit with a “Why the hell do we have to move? If there is a monster, it’s in the water. We’re all the way up here on the beach.”

Those on rafts and paddleboards were even more difficult to rein in. Police officers shouted through bullhorns in a desperate effort to alert those people to the incoming danger.

“Off the beach! Let’s go! This is an emergency!” Belanger yelled into the crowd.

Confused swimmers came to shore, many of them dragging children who wanted to stay and enjoy the beautiful water. Others took their time, while a rebellious few ignored the calls entirely.

A police boat moved in from the east. Two officers stood on its deck, yelling at a vacationer on a sailboat to get on land. The fella finally took the warning seriously and corrected course. A person on a small sailboat was a little more rebellious. His self-righteousness led to the cops reaching out and hoisting the idiot off his little wooden fortress and into a pair of cuffs.

The evacuation attracted more trouble in the form of curious onlookers from the inner town area. Word of the attack on the oil rig had not yet reached the island’s population aside from the government officials. With the situation still developing, many of the details were still fuzzy. All they knew was that the MNS Conwell was down and the Nautilus was last seen heading south.

Lieutenant Belanger instructed some soldiers to roll out some barrier tape in order to keep the newly formed crowd at a distance. As he went back to leading the evacuation, he took a moment to look at the boats still offshore.

Almost all of the small rafts and sailboats were on their way in, thanks to the efforts of the police patrol boat. One that seemed entirely oblivious to what was going on was a party yacht in the distance.

Belanger had seen it before. One of the local policemen had mentioned it belonged to a television actor who thought himself to be God’s gift to entertainment. In actuality, the guy was just above being considered a working actor, and rumor had it he was going in debt living a lifestyle of an A-list celebrity.

Belanger located a local cop on the beach and ran up to him.

“Excuse me, Officer. Has there been any attempt to make radio contact with that vessel?” He pointed to the yacht.

The officer sneered after recognizing the vessel. “Yes, sir. They’re ignoring our transmissions. Our boat unit will head over there once they’ve brought the apprehended individuals to shore. Are there no helicopters available to assist?”

“They’re busy trying to rescue survivors off the Conwell,” Belanger said.

“So it’s true?” the officer said. “The monster actually sunk our ship?”

“I’m afraid so,” Belanger replied. “And it might be coming this way. It’s got a taste for slaughter, according to a transmission I received from our reconnaissance team.”

“My lord!” the officer exclaimed.

“We could use His help too. On that note, tell those officers on the boat to hurry up, because if the creature really is coming this way, they’ll be next on the menu.”

“On it!”

As the officer ran off, a few government officials in grey suits approached Belanger.

“Lieutenant?” one of them said without bothering to identify himself. “What’s the status of the rig?”

Belanger stared for a moment, hoping for the love of God that the guy was referring to the staff on the rig rather than the rig itself.

“Severe structural damage,” he answered. “We’ve got people trying to save it right now.”

“And how’s that going?”

Belanger balled a fist, tempted to plow it against the idiot’s jaw. There was no benefit of the doubt to give him; his inability to ask about the personnel pretty much confirmed he was only concerned with the equipment.

Even in a little nation like this, government suits were mainly concerned with their bottom line. The oil company was a major donor. His interests took precedence over those of the actual population.

“As I said, we’ve got people working on it. Risking their lives, as a matter of fact—trying to make sure the two hundred people on that structure don’t end up on the ocean floor. Three of which are buddies of mine. If you’ll excuse me…”

He stepped away and resumed his duties.

God, please let those Raptor Pack geniuses pull off whatever it is they’re trying to do.


CHAPTER 14

It was bottoms up for Howard’s water bottle. Half of it ended up on his face. One hand rested on his barf bag, his nerves warning him that he would lose his cookies at any moment.

For him, piloting the Makos was like riding a bike. He designed the things and knew every wire, every button, and every inch of steel, fiber, and glass that made up the machines. Operating them in practice missions was always a piece of cake. Granted, they were always in the safety of G.O.R.E. Sector’s Naval Training Base in Hawaii, without any real risk to anybody.

But here in the real world, with so many lives on his shoulders, it was as if he had never looked at these controls in his life.

“Mako-One. Look alive, Howard,” Thomas said.

He passed within a few meters to Howard’s starboard side, burying him in his wake of frothing white bubbles. Next was Charity Black on Howard’s port side, equaling the Captain’s speed.

Howard splashed some more water over his face. This time, it had the desired effect. His nerves ceased their crippling bombardment of tension and the warnings in his stomach alleviated. The fog cleared from his mind, enough so he was able to concentrate on his duty.

He looked at his control panel. There was the main joystick, which controlled the thruster. A red trigger operated the selected weapons systems, the mode panel clearly marked on his left. He had miniature torpedoes on forward and aft launchers, thirty electric shock darts, underwater flares, and a sonic canon.

A second set of controls allowed him to utilize the Mako’s arms and the various tools they were equipped with. Today, the claw grips and the welding torch would be put to good use.

“Just like riding a bike,” he reminded himself.

“What’s that, Mako-One?” Charity asked.

Howard felt like smacking his mic.

If I make it out of here, I’m gonna make it so we can switch these stupid things off.

“Nothing, Mako-Three,” he replied. Biting his lip, he clutched the joystick. He shifted it forward, accelerating his submersible. The sudden change in speed knocked his head against the back of his seat.

He traveled along the water’s surface. Firebird-One was circling the platform, its pilot getting a read on the damage and casualties above.

“Mako-Two here,” Thomas said. “I’m at the southeast leg. It’s as bad as we feared. The Nautilus completely severed it.”

“Southwest leg’s not looking much better,” Charity added. “Mako-One? What do you think? Will it hold?”

Howard moved within ten meters of the southeast leg. The sight of the severed hundred-and-fifty-foot plank of steel and the visible tilt in the platform was enough to get the nausea warnings back. The broken ends were bent out of proportion, leaving no chance of him welding them together.

He turned to examine the southwest leg. As Charity stated, it was a mess. Fifteen feet below the waterline, it was bent twenty-five degrees under the platform. Using the sub’s computer, he conducted a scan of the support.

“I’m seeing ribbing in the leg. That’s not just from the impact, but also the added pressure on the leg from the rig itself. Yeah, this thing is a ticking time bomb.”

“Just as we feared,” Thomas said. “Firebird, lower your cable. We’re gonna loop it around the southeast stub and have you pull up.”

“Lowering it now,” Renee said. “I won’t be able to do that forever. Can Howard perform some kind of magic to hold the thing together?”

“I can’t unbend the legs,” Howard replied. “What I can do is add a splint. If we can find some steel long enough and strong enough to connect the two sections, I might be able to make it sturdy enough to hold the rig upright.”

“Any idea where we can get something like that?” Charity asked.

“We did come off a big ass ship,” Thomas said. “I’m certain they’ve got some steel beams we can use. Unless I’m mistaken, they’re designed for ship launching aircraft carriers. If we can attach two or three to each leg, it should work. What do you think, Howard?”

“Only one way to find out.”

“General, sir? Are you listening in?” Thomas said.

“I was just about to cut in,” Kilmore replied. “The Jack Arnold’s coming to you. We’ll offload the beams to you and Dr. Black.”

“Copy that, General,” Thomas said. “Mako-Three, stand by to receive the package. Firebird, I’ve got a visual on the cable. I’m making contact—got it! Looping it around the stub.”


CHAPTER 15

“This is the Mauto Police Department calling yacht Cardigan. We are ordering you to come ashore. A state of emergency has been declared by the island council and G.O.R.E. Sector. You must come in at once.”

“Oh, those idiots again.” Billy Mack Coddleson stood up from his deck sofa and moved to the flying bridge’s radio. Switching channels did not manage to convey the message, leaving him no choice than to turn the volume all the way down. “That’s better.”

He sipped on his martini and returned to the two local ladies sunbathing on his deck. They were big fans of his Hallmark show—so they claimed, at least. It was good enough for Billy. There was no point in asking them specifics, such as what their favorite part of the show was, or if they could name any of the other characters.

Back in his high school days, it was the jocks who scored all the babes. In drama class, his best hope was finding someone with similar interests. What he learned was those ladies, too, were interested in the athletes as opposed to the artistic guys. He tried to compensate by stepping up his game in the gym. It was not until he started making a name for himself, and a little money, before he started drawing the eyes of interested gals. Most of them were from other countries, and in turn, easier to impress than many of the women in California.

It had taken ten years of nonstop auditioning and bit parts before scoring his role in the TV Christmas holiday specials for Hallmark. While it was not what he imagined when he chose the career, it placed him head and shoulders above ninety percent of actors in L.A.

With his status came ego. Billy considered himself top dog wherever he went, whether it was on set or elsewhere. The few fan letters he received each day created an impression that the whole world knew who he was. The fact almost all of them were women instilled a sense of confidence he never felt before. One day, a colleague pointed out that the average Hallmark viewer was fifty years old or older. Billy wrote the guy off as jealous. After all, he was a recurring actor on some dying SYFY Channel program.

It did not change the fact he was barely recognized whenever he went out in public. Even his Instagram following was lacking in the sort of attention he craved. Most of his female costars were either hooking up with the producers or were involved with actual stars with recognizable names. Those who didn’t fit into either of those categories were generally not interested in him.

It wasn’t until he traveled overseas that his status earned him the attention he craved. Spending most of his days on an artificial winter created a desire to spend time in paradise. Two years ago, he made a down payment on his forty-foot yacht Cardigan. To those who did not know better, the boat, fancy shirt and drinks, and the job title gave him the appearance of a big movie star.

“Is everything okay?” one of the ladies asked.

“Yes, babe. Everything’s perfect,” he said. “Just a few paranoid people making wild claims.”

His other date, a model named Lanie, lifted her head. “Wait? The sea monster?”

Billy laughed. “You don’t have to worry about a sea monster, darling. We’re in twenty feet of water.”

“Isn’t that enough for a sea monster?” Lanie asked.

“If it was gonna come this close to the island, I think it would have done so in the last few days,” Billy said. “Relax. I’ve come here a lot the last couple of days. The cops here are just trying to flex their muscles because they don’t want to look bad in front of the army guys.”

“But they’re clearing the beaches,” Angelica said. She was sitting up and watching the beach through a set of binoculars.

Billy swallowed. It was the only way he could prevent himself from audibly groaning. He needed to head back to the states in a couple of days for another two months of endless shooting. Two months surrounded by fake snow and C-list actors wearing sweaters and turtlenecks. As far as he knew, this would be his only chance at scoring.

He laughed and put his hands on her shoulders. “Listen, babe. Just turn those glasses out that way.” He pointed to the open ocean. “If there was a monster coming our way, you’d probably be able to see it coming.”

Angelica sported a smile. She was nervous about staying out against police orders, but also excited. She was the typical good girl who always did what she was told. However, her time with Billy had unearthed a sense of rebelliousness in her. What seemed unfathomable, like ignoring police instructions, was suddenly exciting.

She stood up and turned the binoculars out to sea. Grinning ear to ear, she pretended to be on the lookout for giant sea monsters.

“Oh, my! I wonder what could be out there,” she said with a laugh.

“I’m in suspense,” Billy said.

Lanie joined the laughter. “Maybe that should be your next movie? You should be a courageous hunter tracking down a horrible beast. I’ll be your leading lady.”

Billy smiled at the thought. “You know what, darl’n? I know a couple of writers who owe me a favor. I’ll tell them to come up with something. If we do make that kind of movie, I’ll need actresses who can scream. You two think you’ll be up to the task?”

Angelica backed up and poured out her soul in a high-pitched holler. Billy jumped, his ears ringing from the sonic blast.

“Damn, Angelica. I wasn’t asking for an audition…”

“No! Out there!” She dropped the binoculars and pointed north.

Now, Lanie was covering her mouth in fright.

With a growly moan and rolling eyes, Billy picked the glasses up. “You girls really are reaching for the stars, aren’t ya? If I didn’t know any better, I’d think you were both serious.”

To humor them, he raised the binoculars to his eyes and pointed them out to sea. He saw a stretch of crystal blue ocean. In the middle of it was a rolling mountain of water. Underneath its surface was a pale-brown shape barreling straight towards him. Its back breached the surface, revealing a row of razor-sharp spines.

The binoculars fell from his grip. In that same moment, Billy Coddleson’s voice reached a higher pitch than both ladies combined.

Two literal tidal waves of horror consumed the vessel. The first was comprised of crashing water which struck the yacht with enough force to put it in a tailspin. Billy and his dates found themselves swirling across the deck like ingredients being stirred in a soup. If there was any upside to the chaos, it was the fact it spared them from witnessing the army of angry tentacles stretching over the vessel.

Until they found themselves in its grip, that is.

Billy was first. He felt the slimy limb wrapping around his ankle, snapping the bone as it yanked him off the deck. Dangling upside down like a cherry, he got to witness the other tentacles pull his boat apart in the following moments. Angelica and Lanie were also grabbed and hoisted to the sky.

Water parted like theater curtains, unveiling the creature’s colossal eyes and jaws. They stretched out like the inner jaw of an insect, the grotesque mouth parting to its full extent. A pink tongue, as flexible as the many tentacles around it, reached for the beast’s new snacks.

Being a leading man, Billy Coddleson was first to go.

***

“Oh crap.”

Lieutenant Belanger’s heart stopped at the sight of the explosive wave cresting over the movie star’s yacht. The entire beach went dead silent, all eyes turning toward the storm of tentacles writhing over the Cardigan’s remains. There was nothing left to identify the thing as a boat anymore. Just a vast display of white and brown pieces of floating wreckage.

In the middle of the mess was a huge spiral shell with a ghostly face extending from its opening. One of those disk-shaped eyes shifted, its black pupil focused squarely on the shoreline.

This time, the stragglers on the beach did not need the police and military to motivate them to finally move. Even the dumbest of the dumb had enough sense of self-preservation to get out of the way of an oncoming sea monster.

And indeed it was oncoming.

In one fluid motion, it turned itself around and spat a river of ocean. In the blink of an eye, it was in the shallows. Lodged against the sandbar, the Nautilus used its tentacles to turn its head in the direction of the beach and the many snacks moving about.

Cops and soldiers fanned out, guiding civilians to the interior of the island.

“Weapons free!” Belanger declared. He was the first to open fire.

The tentacles moved as though they had minds of their own. They seized anything that dared to be on the sand, whether it be living or artificial. Lounge chairs, umbrellas, and tiki bars were constricted and crushed. A few unlucky stragglers met a similar, albeit more gruesome fate.

Belanger took aim at the creature’s head, only managing to pop off a couple of rounds before a trio of ammonia-dripping arms rose in front of him like angry king cobras. He was sixty feet from the beach and the arms were still coming, with no sign of having reached their maximum length.

He raised his rifle and put a round through one of the limbs. White fluid spewed from the wound, the tentacle bending backward. Its two companions lashed at Belanger.

He thrust his rifle out, deflecting one of them. The other looped in an upward motion, seizing the weapon and yanking it from his grasp.

Belanger looked at his empty hands, then at the weapon being crushed in the tentacle’s grip. His first instinct was to draw his sidearm and open fire. Logic dictated that was a stupid idea. He turned on his heel and sprinted for a nearby bar. The limbs slithered after him in squiggly motions, truly resembling demonic serpents in pursuit of prey.

The Lieutenant threw himself over the bar counter. It was a sanctuary which lasted for exactly two seconds, after which the tentacles began dismantling the roof and bar.

He scampered backwards, evading a few falling glasses. A cabinet blocked his path, dooming him to confronting the slithering appendage. It bent over the wreckage and inched in his direction, its tip moving back and forth as though in search.

Belanger held still, hoping the thing would give up and move on.

Get away from me, you damn worm!

Outside, rifle shots continued to ring out. Men shouted at one another, with some calling out in terror as they were plucked off the beach like appetizers on a tray.

In the middle of the chaos was Captain Rodney’s voice in their radios. “Raptor Pack to Belanger. What’s your status?”

The tentacle touched the Lieutenant’s boot. It cocked back into an S-shape, ready to spring at him.

Belanger shrieked and reached for the cabinet. His hand found the neck of a very large bottle. Without hesitation, he swung it like a club and smacked the tentacle away.

He took a glance at the improvised weapon. Tequila.

“I knew there was a good reason I love this stuff.”

He stood up and backed away from the tentacle. It was ripping through another section of counter, appearing angered at the audacity of the puny human’s ability to evade it.

Belanger moved along the back wall, his hand on his sidearm. As he went to unstrap it, his elbow bumped against something solid and cylinder-shaped. A glance at the item confirmed it to be a fire extinguisher.

He yanked the thing from its slot in the wall and aimed its nozzle at the tentacle. A fountain of chemical mist struck the leathery thing. The tentacle retreated as quickly as it appeared, coiling into a wheel the split-second it exited the tiki bar.

Belanger, while cursing himself for charging headfirst into danger, sprinted after the thing. He let out another burst of spray, driving the tentacle and two others farther back.

Once again, Thomas’ voice came through the receiver. “Beach unit! Can anyone respond?”

Belanger grabbed his radio. Before replying, he took a moment to take a swig of his bottle of tequila. As far as he was concerned, he had earned it.

“Just dandy, Captain. We’ve only got a sea monster tearing up the beach and eating everybody. But aside from that, not much to complain about.”

***

Thomas secured Firebird-One’s cable around the rig’s southwest stub, gritting his teeth after being informed of the evolving situation. Behind him, Charity and Howard’s subs were retrieving one of the steel beams from the Jack Arnold. Like a pair of crustaceans, they delivered the twenty-foot section of steel to the rig.

“Cable is attached,” Thomas said. “You’re up, Renee.”

“Here goes nothing.”

Firebird-One put all of its power into the underside thrusters and lifted. The cable went taut, the MEAV appearing like a giant kite in the sky waving left and right as it attempted to gain altitude.

The rig shuddered, its personnel clinging for dear life on its decks.

Little by little, the platform began to straighten.

“Good! Good!” Thomas exclaimed. “Keep it going, Renee. It’s working. Just a little more.”

“I won’t be able to do this forever,” she replied. “The engines will give out. Howard, start welding. Hurry up.”

Mako-One and Mako-Three delivered the first beam to the leg. Thomas drove his sub to the bottom section and grabbed the ledge with the claws. He pressed it to the rig’s severed leg, which was still strongly anchored to the ocean floor.

“Keep it perfectly straight like that,” Howard said. His sub hovered near the splint and reached with its welding torch. A stream of hot blue flame stretched from the nozzle and connected with the beam.

Gradually, the beam was fused with the leg. Howard, not daring to shortcut the process, connected every inch of the beam’s end to the leg. Once that side was attached, he moved up to the stub where Charity was keeping the top part of the beam sturdy.

The torch flame went to work fusing that end.

“It’s plenty sturdy now, Captain. Go get the next beam, will ya?” Howard said.

“On it.” Thomas turned around and returned to the Jack Arnold. The next beam was carefully lowered into the water, where he secured it in the arms of his submersible.

“General Kilmore here. The creature’s still at the beach.”

“It’s actually ashore? Out of the water?” Thomas asked.

“Correct. Lieutenant Belanger’s got the beach evacuated, but we have suffered a few casualties. The Nautilus is not giving up. According to the Lieutenant, it’s determined to fight.”

“Then we’ll give it one,” Thomas said. “If it’s lodged on the shore, it’s vulnerable. Charity, you agree?”

“That’s correct,” she replied. “Just like how we handled the snake in Wyoming. If we can hit it with a steady barrage of missiles, it won’t survive. Its arms might protect it from the first few, but before long, it will run out of protection from the front.”

“If Eagle Squadron can get there in time, they can get the job done before it has a chance to escape into the open ocean.”

“Eagle One, you copy that?” Kilmore asked.

“That’s affirmative, General. We’re on our way right now.”

“Double time it. Don’t let that thing get away,” Kilmore said. “As for you, Raptor Pack, keep focused on keeping that rig above the water. Get another couple of beams attached, and then we can get some choppers on there to evacuate the crew. Lieutenant Belanger, I want you to keep that squid occupied until our choppers get there. Do not let it leave the beach. Keep it busy.”

***

Belanger found himself staring blankly at the chaos unfolding before him. Soldiers and police officers were scrambling on all sides of the beach, gradually getting pushed back in order to avoid the clutches of those tentacles.

The Nautilus’ reach grew wider and wider, its arms now stretching to the nearby parking lot. Vehicles were lifted ten yards over the concrete and slammed back down.

“Keep it busy. Brilliant idea.”

He turned to his left. Twenty yards down to the west, six soldiers were bunched near some collapsed huts. Three of them were dragging their injured sixth member away from the wreckage while the other two attempted to repel the tentacles with gunshots.

Belanger groaned. “So much for paradise.”

He ran into action, the extinguisher nozzle aimed like a Desert Eagle. By the time he arrived, the tentacles were swirling around the soldiers to lasso them in one fell swoop.

A cloud of chemical mist engulfed them all, nearly suffocating the troops and stinging the sensitive flesh of the Nautilus. The tentacles retracted, whipping at the air in search of the perpetrator. Coughing their lungs out, the squad retreated further inland.

“Thanks, Lieutenant!” one of them called out.

Belanger sported the fire extinguisher like a Viking with a broadsword after slaying an enemy. “What can I say? Kicking ass is what I do.”

He noted the souring expression on the soldier’s face and the sound of movement behind him. Belanger swung around and shrieked at the sight of another group of tentacles coming at him. He let loose another cloud, driving them back. They retracted ten feet, then bent around the fog in a perfect semi-circular form.

Belanger pivoted to the left and fired another blast of chemical mist. The tentacles moved the other way, but only for a few moments. They reached high over the dissipating cloud and swayed over his head. At this point, it genuinely felt like the Nautilus had a personal vendetta against him.

He pointed the nozzle skyward and squeezed the handle. A pitiful hiss came out, delivering nothing but thin, brownish air.

“Oh, crap…”

He dropped the empty extinguisher and drew his sidearm.

Bang! Bang! Bang! Bang!

He grew increasingly agitated with each shot. The tentacles, so thin and agile, were impossible to hit.

One of them struck. Belanger felt his waist and back tighten.

“No, no, NO!”

He was lifted off the sand. Like a toy in a claw machine, he was carried over the beach to the creature’s enormous head.

Many arms dangled around the huge eyes. Looking at it from above, Belanger could swear the creature was delighted in the mayhem it was causing. The right eye, though expressionless, seemed to be watching him specifically.

Belanger writhed in its grip. This could not be happening. Ever since the first mutant encounter, he knew there was always a possibility of ending up in the gullet of one of these creatures. He had seen many good men sadly meet such a fate. Yet, he always felt he was luckier than most men; that maybe the Man upstairs was keeping a special eye on him for whatever reason. It was a feeling which led to overconfidence.

No longer did he feel special. Specifically, other than absolutely terrified, he was humbled. He had taken many things for granted, including this assignment on the beach. It was a lesson learned the hard way—never take anything for granted.

The creature’s jaw reached out from the middle of the mess of squirming tentacles. It parted, showing off its pink tongue, and hitting Belanger with an odor so fierce, he was shocked the creature’s breath did not come out as a swampy green mist.

“Ugh! Geez!”

Now, he was certain the thing was toying with its food. Its breath was that bad.

Like all things, the game came to an end. The tentacle began lowering Belanger toward that vile beak.

Bang!

Splat!

Belanger felt the wetness of blood and bits of flesh hit his face. Next came the weightlessness of freefalling, followed by the thud of him hitting the beach.

Stunned momentarily, he lay on his back, staring at the stump of the tentacle that had snared him. Its end was meaty and leaking white fluid. Another tentacle came by it and began reaching for the Lieutenant.

Bang!

Splat!

More blood and tissue rained onto Belanger. The tentacle, its tip having been blown off, recoiled into the creature’s shell.

A few other shots rang out, each one successfully striking other limbs gathered near him.

Right then, it dawned on Belanger: there was only one person, not only in all of G.O.R.E. Sector, but the entire world who could pull off shots like that.

He turned his eyes to the sound of a boat motor a hundred meters to his right. A Zodiac sped from the ocean onto the beach. Eleven soldiers jumped off the rigid-hulled inflatable and stormed the beach. Only one remained, his eye pressed to the scope of his Pterosaur-EM sniper rifle.

“You gonna lay there and take a nap, Lieutenant? Or are you going to move?”

“Archer?” Belanger smiled ear-to-ear. “You’re like a wizard. You have a way of arriving right on time.”

“You asked me to wager two hundred bucks on that axe-throwing game. You think I was gonna let you go without paying?”

Bang!

Another tentacle was struck.

Belanger’s smile vanished. Thanks to Kove, he lost out on at least five hundred dollars total.

He glanced at the snarling Nautilus.

“On the other hand, maybe you were doing me a favor by eating me.”

With that said, he got on his feet and ran as fast as he could. Archer covered his retreat by emptying his next magazine into the horde of tentacles pursuing him.

Belanger ran past the line of bars into the parking lot. There, many soldiers had gathered and were stinging the Nautilus with rifle fire. It was enough to keep its attention on them. More specifically, to keep it on the shoreline.

“Hey, Lieutenant. When was the last time you showered?” one of the soldiers quipped.

Belanger, taking in the odor radiating off his uniform, responded with a sardonic “Oh, ha-ha-ha.”

A minute later, Archer joined the unit.

“Thanks for the save,” Belanger said. “Gosh, I knew Zodiacs were fast, but I didn’t think you’d beat Eagle Squadron here.”

“We had a head start,” Archer said.

“You can thank Rodney. And Archer,” one of the other soldiers said. “After the thing sunk the Conwell, the Captain was worried it would come over here. So, after we got the sailors out of the water, Archer instructed us to come this way and provide support.”

Belanger tapped Archer on the arm. “You’ve secretly got a big heart, you know that?” Archer looked at him, his eyes conveying That’s enough with the sentimental crap. Belanger reverted back to the situation at hand with, “How far out are the choppers?”

“They’ll be here any minute,” the soldier replied.

Belanger looked at the Nautilus. It was still resting on the sandbar, searching for other victims with its many arms. For Eagle Squadron, it would be like shooting fish in a barrel. A minute from now, the job would be done.

“What the hell are they doing here?” another soldier said. He was not pointing to the sky, but at the water, west of the Nautilus’ position.

Belanger squinted and followed the man’s finger. Coursing through the water was the hundred-and-fifty-foot vessel MNS Armand Annet.

“Ohhhh! No! No! No! Those stupid idiots. Didn’t the General tell them to hold back?”

“Apparently, they want to handle the matter themselves,” someone replied.

Belanger yanked his radio off his vest. “Armand Annet! Do not advance! Alter course immediately.”

“That’s a negative, G.O.R.E.,” the ship’s Commander replied. “That creature took down our sister ship. We’re taking it down. Stay out of our way.”

“We’ve got it trapped. If you take action—Damn it!”

A volley of rockets left the ship’s deck. Trailing grey smoke, they cruised over the water and struck the Nautilus’ shell.

The soldiers ducked for cover, the earth beneath their knees vibrating from the explosive impacts. More explosions rang out, followed by more vibrations. It was not just shockwaves from the blasts the men felt, but also tremors caused by fierce movements from something gargantuan.

Belanger lifted his eyes, then clenched his teeth. The Nautilus was slashing its many arms in undeniable rage. Some of them were blown off completely, their severed bodies bending in the sand. The other arms ceased their enraged writhing and moved in unison to the sand.

All at once, they pushed.

The Nautilus shifted, its scarred shell creating a cloud of silt in the water as it returned to deeper water. Its syphon vacuumed a body-full of ocean and immediately ejected it onto the beach.

Lieutenant Belanger’s blood rushed to his face.

“WHOA!”

He and the others ducked for cover again. In the following moment, a literal tsunami brushed through the unit. Soldiers were swept inland, equipment was scattered, and wreckage was spread across the beach in a giant smear of destruction.

Belanger lifted his gaze. His unit was in disarray. Only Archer and a few others managed to remain on their feet, the others washed all over the lot. Vehicles were overturned. Civilians screamed in panic, either retreating or being carried off into town by the wave.

Out in the water, the Nautilus was on the attack. Using its body as a titanic projectile, it unloaded another burst of water. Grenades and bullets crashed against its back, each one no more effective than mothballs thrown at that thick shell.

The next explosive impact came from the Nautilus’ collision with the bow of the Armand Annet. Water stretched to the sky, its roaring sound muffling the screams of the fifty sailors aboard. Guns continued rattling off, each shot as useless as all the previous ones.

Following its proven strategy against these steel adversaries, the Nautilus moved a hundred feet away, only to jet water again and ram its spiny back into the ship.

The Armand Annet rocked to port, its hull sliced open by the impossibly rigid spines. Echoes of blaring alarms made their way to the beach. Sailors resorted to small arms fire, the results proving them even more useless than the heavy weapons.

“Echo Squadron? Where are you?” Belanger asked.

“Echo One here. We’re arriving right now.”

Belanger spotted the group of ‘dots’ on the horizon. A moment later, they looked like large mosquitoes as they moved closer.

“Target is no longer on the beach,” he said. “Armand Annet is in combat with the enemy and need immediate assistance.”

“Copy that. All flights on me, we’re going in.”

The choppers moved westward and closed in on the battle.

By now the Nautilus had turned itself around and was stretching its many arms across the entire length of the Armand Annet. Though thin and insignificant in appearance, the arms in their unified efforts contained the incredible strength necessary to peel the superstructure apart.

The bridge was pulled open, giving it the appearance of a giant steel flower. Tentacles reached inside, lassoing members of the bridge crew and delivering them to that horrible mouth.

With a deep dull groan, the MNS Armand Annet tilted towards its starboard bow. The creature’s body submerged and inhaled some water through its syphon. It tugged further, increasing the incline of its opponent.

Eagle Squadron hovered over the sinking ship and fanned out. They circled the creature, changing altitudes and positions in search of a good angle of attack.

“Target is submerged. We can’t get a clear shot with hellfire missiles. Friendlies are in proximity of the blast radius,” Eagle One said.

Belanger and Archer ran to the shoreline. The ship was now a third of the way into the water, all hands climbing as far to the stern as they could make it.

“Damn, that thing is strong,” one of the soldiers exclaimed.

Belanger winced after watching the Armand Annet slip further into the ocean. “The guys on that ship won’t last much longer.”

“There’s too many crew on deck. If the choppers fire, they might kill the friendlies,” someone said.

“What other choice do they have?” another soldier called out. “That ship’s going down one way or another. We don’t have time for pinpoint accuracy.”

That statement lit a lightbulb in Belanger’s mind. He looked over at Archer. The sniper was already getting in position. Nothing needed to be said by the Lieutenant, except for one statement.

“Yes, we do.”

Archer adjusted for distance, altitude, and windspeed, his calm demeanor contrasting sharply with the insanity of the situation at hand. To most of the world, all hell had broken loose. For Archer, it was just another day that ended in “Y”.

He squeezed the trigger.

One of the tentacles popped off the ship, spewing blood from a gash near its tip.

Archer fired a second time. Then a third.

Two more tentacles sprang free.

Bang! Bang! Bang!

Three more tentacles released the vessel.

Slowly, the natural buoyancy of the Armand Annet began to overpower the strength of the Nautilus. It raised out of the water, its stern tilting closer to its intended position.

Archer loaded a new magazine and went back to work. He carefully aimed, then fired all six rounds.

Six more tentacles came off the ship.

“It’s working. The target’s giving up. It’s letting go.” The actions in the water confirmed Eagle One’s observation. A mountain of ocean rolled southwards. “All units fire.”

The squadron unleashed a series of hellfire missiles at the shape. The mountain of water broke apart in a series of heavy explosions. Rings of water expanded from the point of impact, vastly expanding from the tower of smoke in the center.

“I’ve got a visual,” Eagle One said. “Target is stationary. No movement.”

“No movement from my side,” another pilot said. “Think we got it?”

Archer and Belanger perked up, both alerted by a sixth sense which informed them that the monster was indeed not dead.

Eagle One must have had the same thought, given his next action and response.

Elevating his chopper, he said to his men, “I don’t trust this thing. Not after last time. Everyone, ascend to one hundred meters.”

The instruction came a millisecond too late.

With a mighty splash, the Nautilus exploded from the water, tentacles frolicking fifty feet above those ugly eyes. It was not the leathery appendages the creature utilized against its airborne opponents, but the environment around it.

A shaft comprised entirely of water extended from its syphon. The creature, cunning and calculated, swept its projectile weapon right-to-left like a laser beam. Equal to the power of a tsunami ejected from a magnitude nine earthquake, it wiped out everything in its path.

Whirring engines and struggling rotors preceded the multiple sounds of four helicopters crashing into the water. Rotors split on impact with the water. Tails separated from the fuselages. Waves of water rose and fell, forming a crystal blue mountain range around the four metal bodies.

Only Eagle One remained in flight. Its pilot opened fire with miniguns and rockets.

The creature, having learned of the battle tactics of these flying machines, clearly anticipated the survivor’s attack. It turned one-hundred-and-eighty degrees, protecting its soft flesh with its protective shield.

It submerged and released another jet of water.

“Target moving north,” Eagle One said. The chopper followed the Nautilus for two thousand meters, until it was nothing more than a dot in the sky from Belanger’s perspective. “It’s in deeper water. Proceeding north. I’m losing visual.”

“Doesn’t matter,” Archer said. “I know where it’s going.”

“Back to the rig,” Belanger said.

Archer nodded. “Eagle One, get to work on getting those people out of the water.” He looked at Belanger and the other soldiers. “Find any available boat you can find. Use a canoe if you have to. Get on the horn with the local PD and tell them to get every patrol boat they’ve got out here. Get the sailors and our chopper personnel out of the water.”

“You got it.” Belanger waved to his soldiers. “You heard the man. Let’s move! I want three men to accompany me to the Zodiac.”

They vacated the beach, leaving Archer alone on the shoreline to alert his teammates.

“Raptor Pack, heads up…”


CHAPTER 16

“… You’ve got incoming.”

“Just lovely,” Thomas said. “How long?”

“Eagle One here. If it maintains a direct course, a few minutes at best.”

“Kilmore copies. We’re watching the sonar for incoming objects. Mako-One, how’s that leg looking?”

Howard gulped.

Inhale through the nose. Exhale through the mouth. Repeat.

It was a rhythm he continuously followed. Beads of perspiration slowly ran down his forehead and over his cheeks. His palms were equally moist as they worked the controls of his Mako combat submarine.

The welding torch ran across the edge of the beam, gradually securing it to the stub of the rig’s leg.

“We’ve only got one beam on there, sir. I’m getting started on the second one.”

“I don’t suppose that’s enough to hold,” Kilmore said.

“Not even close, sir. We’ll need at least four. Probably six. And that’s just for this side.”

“Understood. Work as fast as you can.”

Howard took another slow breath. “No pressure, right?” He pressed the flame to the steel. As tempting as it was, he made sure not to rush it. This was an unconventional patch on an unconventional hazard. A single flaw in the welding process could be the deaths of over a hundred people.

“Guard One? How are you guys holding up?” Thomas asked.

“Just dandy, Captain. It’s really fun almost getting squished by a giant squid,” Corporal Lent answered.

“Nautilus,” Charity corrected him. She immediately felt stupid for the clarification, as demonstrated by her follow-up. “Not that it really matters.”

“Well, don’t jinx it. For all we know, the next freak of nature we encounter will be a giant squid,” Lent said.

“These things are getting bigger and bigger,” Stewie added. “I’m starting to hope Dr. Tate’s super robot project is more than talk.”

Howard snarled. “Captain? You told them about that?”

“No… he didn’t,” Renee said, audibly clearing her throat.

A few moments of silence overtook the channel. Howard pushed the torch to the steel beam, punishing it for the grievances he suffered at the bemusement of his colleagues.

“Don’t worry, Dr. Tate,” Kilmore said. “I’ve got faith in you.”

Howard sniggered at the remark.

“Appreciate it, General. I’d almost believe you if it wasn’t for the hint of sarcasm in your voice.”

Another few moments of silence took over. When Kilmore spoke again, there was no hint of humor or sarcasm. He was all business.

“Raptor Pack. We’ve got sonar contact. Bogey is two miles out and closing fast. We’re launching torpedoes to intercept.”

Howard ran his sleeve over his forehead, soaking it with his perspiration. His pores were fast to replace the lost droplets. Adding to the misery was the knot in his stomach.

The creature was back. The fact it had arrived so quickly after the attack on the island meant it was here with a purpose. As with all mutations, that purpose was nothing other than carnage.

“Torpedoes deployed,” the Commander declared. “They are locked onto the target. Impact in thirty seconds.”

Howard, like everyone else, started counting down in his mind. Those torpedoes would be useless against the creature’s shell. Still, he clung to the hope that maybe the creature would think of them as prey, and maybe turn its vulnerable side to face them.

“Target ceased its advance,” Commander Pidgeon continued. “Torpedoes closing in. Impact in twelve seconds. Eleven, ten…”

BOOM!

A shockwave rippled through the water. Howard’s acoustic monitors picked up the echo of the two explosions. He used the claw on one of his sub’s arms to cling to the stub of the rig’s leg and remain steady.

“I’m not that good at math, but I think that was less than ten seconds,” Thomas said.

“Target’s on the move,” Kilmore announced. “It’s still coming. Trajectory has changed—now moving in a bend. Position is thirty degrees from the rig’s southwest corner. Closing fast.”

“What the hell happened?” Renee said. “Last I checked, torpedoes aren’t in the habit of blowing their load prematurely.”

Howard shut his eyes. Even with death incarnate hurtling straight at them, the pilot’s immature sense of humor did not waver.

“It used its jet propulsion,” Charity said. “It’s as much of a weapon as it is a tool. It caught the torpedoes in its wake and drove them into the seabed.”

“What’s its distance, General?” Thomas asked.

“Two thousand meters. Closing fast.”

Howard felt his hands starting to shake. His rate of breathing intensified, as did his heart rate.

“Captain, this thing’s nowhere near ready.”

“And I can’t deviate,” Renee added.

“You two hold position,” Thomas ordered. “Renee, do not let that rig collapse. For godsake. Charity, help him in any way you can.”

“What about you, Captain?” she asked.

“I’m gonna pick a fight. Won’t be able to get the thing between the electrodes without live bait, anyway.”

“You be careful,” Howard said. “And make sure you don’t find yourself between those things when Kilmore flips the switch. Or else, it won’t just be the Nautilus getting fried.”

Thomas winced at the thought.

“Thanks for the tip.” He pointed his Mako north and engaged his thrusters.

“Let’s do this.”

He moved a hundred meters past the Jack Arnold’s port bow when the Commander’s next update came through their receivers.

“Target closing rapidly. Distance: two-thirty meters.”

“Lower the electrodes twenty meters below the waterline,” Thomas said.

“Rods are away,” Pidgeon replied.

“Kilmore here. I’m personally waiting by the switch, Captain. Just say the word.”

Thomas armed the torpedoes. His computer blared an alarm for a proximity alert.

From the darkness came the spiked form.

All of a sudden, Thomas felt an inch tall. Seeing the creature from high above was one thing. Being in the water, directly in its path, was something else entirely.

Its shell was marked by the numerous hits it had sustained throughout the day. Aside from some mild chipping, it maintained its integrity. A miracle of natural engineering enhanced by the genetic alteration of the alien particle, it was the perfect shield.

Near perfect, Thomas thought as he watched the beast turn around to face him. No matter what mutations came out of the woodwork to threaten humanity, no matter what size they were or what abilities they had, there was always two common denominators: they were always a threat, and they were not invincible.

No matter how strong an enemy’s armor was, there was always a chink to be exploited.  

The beast aimed its good eye at him. The left side of its face was raw and discolored, courtesy of Renee. It was only thanks to the protections of its natural habitat that she was not able to finish the job.

Its many arms parted, several of them leaking thin clouds of blood from their stubby tips. Their master was not concerned with the injuries. Thanks to its healing ability, it would be back to a hundred percent within a few hours.

“That’s right, you ugly son of a bitch. Want some of this?” He placed his finger on the trigger. “Here it is.”

He let two torpedoes fly.

A wall of tentacles formed between him and the Nautilus. Wise to the offensive strategies and weaponry of its land-faring adversaries, it understood what was coming at it.

The two projectiles struck the fleshy barrier and disappeared inside their explosive results. Shockwaves swept over Thomas’ sub, carrying with them shredded pieces of the creature’s recent injury.

Following the wave of murky water and turbulence was at least ten intact tentacles, swarming like a pack of eels straight at Thomas.

“Geez!”

He engaged the reverse thrusters and directed himself at the Jack Arnold, all while narrowly staying out of reach of those slithering arms.

Though the beast itself hardly moved, those arms kept coming. Only after a hundred-and-fifty feet did the creature finally redirect its syphon and commit the rest of its body to the chase.

“We’re coming in hot. Be ready with that switch, General.”

“Be careful.”

“In this job?”

He found himself under the shadow of the massive ship. His computer displayed the positions of both electrodes on his monitor.

Almost there.

The job was nearly complete.

He passed between the electrodes.

The arms entered the trap, still at their full lengths. Behind them was the main body, still hurtling after the puny enemy.

“Alright now, Gen—”

One of the arms grazed the negative electrode. Believing it to be a possible victim, the beast abandoned its pursuit and seized the rod. In a single yank, the electrode was torn from the cable.

“Disregard!”

It was too late. Kilmore had engaged the switch. Without a destination for the electric charge to reach and sustain a concentrated bolt, the voltage surged into the open water.

“It’s off,” Kilmore said. “What’s hap-… down… -ere?”

Alarms filled his ears. Multiple warnings flashed over his center monitor, starting with System Failure. Though brief, it was close enough to the electrical surge for his systems to get fried.

Thomas moved the joystick and flicked several switches. Even the reserve power failed to engage. He was dead in the water, fried by his own trap.

The Nautilus too was in a spiral, having been hit by the surge. For a beast of its size, it was the equivalent to getting zapped by some hotwire on a pasture fence. It began to sink, confused about the invisible force that rattled it.

More broken transmissions came through his receiver. One of the voices was Charity’s. Even with the static, her tone was unmistakable.

“Capt-…respond? What’s hap-…? You alive?”

The Nautilus began to move again. The severed electrode fell from its grasp and descended to the ocean floor.

It was the same destination Thomas would find himself. Even the controls to blow his ballasts would not respond. He tried the ejector seat. Even those controls were unresponsive. Given the intensity of the electric surge, he considered himself lucky not to have been fried in his seat. Had it gone for longer than a split-second, he probably would have been.

As for Mako-Three, it may as well have been struck by a bolt of lightning. More precisely, a concentrated EMP.

He switched to his private radio. “Mako-Three to all units. My sub’s disabled. The creature ripped out one of the electrodes right as the General flipped the switch. Mako-One and Two, are you guys alright?”

“Three here, Captain. We’re alright. What’s happening with the target?”

He shifted his eyes to the Nautilus. It had gained its second wind, having resumed motion and taking in water through its syphon. Just as he had feared, it was moving straight towards the rig with intent to finish collapsing it.

“It’s coming at you!”

“Our systems have a lock,” Commander Pidgeon said. “We can drive it away with missiles.”

“Negative. Too late for that. It’s too close to the rig. You do that, you kill my team, and you’ll finish off the foundation of the rig. Not only that, you’ll be lucky to even scratch the thing.”

“How’s the splint?” General Kilmore asked.

“It’s not ready yet,” Howard replied.

“Sir, I can’t attack from the air,” Renee said. “I can’t release my cable. I’m the only thing keeping those workers out of the water.”

“That leaves me,” Charity said.

“Doctor!”

“No time to argue, Captain,” she said.

Charity parted her sub’s claws and backed away from the rig. “Sorry, Mako-One. You’ll have to work alone for a little bit.”

“No apologies. Help the Captain,” Howard replied.

“Better yet, help US!” Renee said. “I’ve got a visual from up here. It’s coming right at us.”

Charity turned around just in time to see the shape materialize in the distance. It came at the rig, back first, ready to ram the leg and finish the job.

There was only one thing to do. Charity fired all four torpedoes.

They struck the creature’s shell in quick succession, halting its advance with their powerful detonations.

Sensing its new opponent in the water, the Nautilus turned around. Tentacles, many of which still bled, frolicked as though in a satanic ritual. All at once, they unwound and came at the Mako.

Charity banked to starboard, evading their grasp by the skin of her teeth. She tensed, simultaneously frightened and irritated.

“Chew on this.”

She let one of the harpoons fly. It disappeared inside the mess of tentacles, its hit confirmed by the shuddering from the creature’s main body. One of the arms reached towards its face and pulled the barb free. Unfazed by its poisonous contents, the creature lunged with all its might.

The plan worked. Its attention was no longer on the rig, but on Charity. Now, the trick was to lure it somewhere where the Jack Arnold could attempt to bombard it with artillery.

“Come on. Come at me, you sucker.”

It was a challenge gladly accepted by the creature. Ejecting water, it easily closed in.

Even with her expertise, Charity was still shocked to see such a massive organism moving at such speed. Inside of five seconds, she found herself surrounded by a horde of wriggling arms.

She shifted her joystick, putting her sub into a dive. The tentacles interlapped, grabbing nothing but water. The beast halted, its eyes searching for movement. It detected her vibrations and resumed the chase, spewing more water to launch its body.

Renee watched the beast in her rear-view monitor.

An alarm rang out. Proximity alert.

On the other side of the glass was the sea floor, quickly gaining detail in her perspective as she closed in.

“Whoa!”

She pulled up and began to ascend.

For once, the creature’s bulk worked against it. Unable to redirect itself in time, it hit the ocean floor with a thunderous BOOM!

In her rear monitor, Charity saw a plume of silt rising around the huge shell. The beast, having rammed itself directly into a wall of granite, rested on its side for a few moments. It was stunned.

Sensing an opportunity, Charity armed her two aft torpedoes.

She continued her retreat while praying for a lucky kill shot. Not only did she not get it, but she failed to inflict any further damage, for the beast jettisoned right before the torpedoes could make contact. They struck against the sediment, their blasts rocking the seafloor.

The Nautilus moved west, then quickly arched northwards, straight at her. Tentacles stretched in her direction.

“Crap!”

She moved south. Panic started to take hold. She was near the Jack Arnold, but not in a position where it could utilize its heavy weapons. Not without killing her too, at least.

“Double crap!”

“Charity! It’s closing in on you!” Thomas said.

His warning was not necessary. She could see the thing’s arms filling her rear-view monitor.

She banked to port, dodging a pair of arms, only to put herself on a collision course with the ship’s bow. Cursing, she banked right, taking herself on an upward angle which brought her to the surface. Sunlight embraced her cockpit glass, only to be blocked by a wave of water. Arms rose around her and arched over the sub like giant fingers making a fist.

She accelerated, cutting through the crowd. The arms closed around her, having missed a second time.

But as the saying goes, the third time was the charm.

Where those arms failed, their brethren succeeded. With over ninety tentacles, the squid had over ninety ways of snaring its victim.

Several THUDS reverberated through the hull.

In the blink of an eye, her retreat came to a halt.

Charity’s throat tightened. She pulled the joystick in all directions and engaged both forward and aft thrusters.

“Charity! Eject!” Thomas said.

The creature pulled the sub towards its beak. More tentacles coiled around her hull and cockpit glass. The hull groaned and the glass gave its initial signs of cracking, making the hull integrity alarms completely redundant.

Charity grabbed a rebreather mask and pulled her ejection lever. There was a dull DINK! sound of gears failing to unlatch.

She pulled the lever again, again, and again.

The ejection capability was disabled by the pressure. She was trapped.

“All systems are down,” she said. “It crushed my rotors. I can’t move or eject. General, just have the Commander lock onto my position and hit the thing with everything you’ve got.”

“Negative, Doctor,” Kilmore replied.

“Sir! I’m dead anyway.” Charity felt her mouth running dry as she spoke those words. It was real now. Her time was up. “If I’m gonna go out, I’d like to take this bastard down with me. Beats being crushed or eaten, right?”

The moments of radio silence pretty much confirmed the fact General Kilmore was wrestling with the reality of the situation.

“Godspeed, Doctor.”

“No can do, sir,” Commander Pidgeon said. “It’s moving under the ship. We can’t hit it without damaging ourselves.”

As the Commander spoke, Charity’s sub was dragged underwater. A shadow wiped out the comforting sunlight, her cockpit only made darker as the tentacles lapped tightly over her entire submersible.

The sounds of compression intensified. Pressure readers from all over the Mako bombarded Charity with alerts regarding hull integrity. She had moments left.

She rested her head against the back of her seat. “Not exactly how I pictured going out.”


CHAPTER 17

Howard went numb. He stared straight ahead, but he did not see the welding torch, nor the metal leg. Everything in front of him was veiled by the mental image of his friends in peril. Charity was in the creature’s grasp, moments from being crushed. Thomas Rodney was stranded on the seafloor, his life support system possibly failing to supply oxygen to the cockpit. Renee was straining her engines to keep the rig upright; an effort she could only resume for so long.

He shut his eyes.

Dear God…

A horrible turbulence rocked his insides. It was not a physical force, but something else entirely. He could not even describe it as emotional. A man of science, he tried to rationalize everything. Everything had an explanation. Some were just harder to grasp than others.

This was one of the hardest. It was more than grief, guilt, and fear. Though all three of those were present, especially the third, he felt something stronger. 

Howard shut his eyes.

In front of him was the disabled Journey-Class sub Amity. Through the cockpit glass and the viewing ports were its crew. He knew all of their names. On every anniversary, he sent flowers to their loved ones.

The leader of the research team was Kathleen Betty. A PhD in oceanography, she was also a fellow Navy veteran who had a knack for engineering. With her help, Howard designed the first Mako combat-utility subs.

Second-in-command of her expedition was Griff Morte. He too was a PhD, with his specialty being in geology. He had come from the United States Marines, and was serving his first six months in G.O.R.E. Sector before paying the ultimate sacrifice.

Then there was Trish Howell, Demonte Ali, and Clarence Ravenport, all specialists in the field of marine science.

The voice of Jacob Coltrane, the late Captain of Raptor Pack, entered his mind.

“We’re picking up movement. Dr. Tate, we’ve got something coming up from the northeast. It’s big, moving fast. Watch yourself. Archer and I are on the way right now.”

A massive serpentine shadow appeared over the Amity.

The beast seemed to materialize out of nowhere. Its enormous crocodilian head and serpentine neck crossed over the dim lights of the Amity. Two huge claws touched down on the fallen sub.

That head tilted upward, the eyes fixed on the Mako.

Fear led to inaction, then self-preservation. Howard felt his hand pull back on the joystick, retreating from the beast.

Instead of coming after him, the undersea reptilian brought its body weight down onto the Amity.

The only thing louder than the implosion was Howard’s agonizing cries.

He opened his eyes.

That turbulence within him felt like a magnitude ten earthquake. He inhaled deeply, and exhaled slowly. His search for an explanation had concluded.

It was not guilt that triggered the turmoil within him. It was a calling.

“Renee, can you keep the platform upright?”

“For now.”

“Good. That’s all we need.” He retracted the sub’s utility arms and reversed from the rig.

“You doing what I think you’re doing?”

Howard shrugged.

“You gonna try and talk me out of it?”

The delay in her response made him certain a snarky quip was coming his way. Even in a moment like this, Renee would not pass up on an opportunity to joke about his nausea, general lack of fighting skills, and the fact he was an inferior pilot than her.

“Kick that thing’s ass.”

Those words, combined with the redirectioning of his Mako, quelled the turbulence within him. Howard had answered the calling. No longer would he succumb to fear and let himself be plagued with guilt.

He had failed Kathleen Betty and the crew of the Amity. He would not fail Raptor Pack.

The aft thrusters went to work getting Howard to his destination. He passed over a hundred meters of distance before the dreaded shape of the Nautilus materialized in his view.

It was under the Jack Arnold, its tentacles forming a ball where they had wrapped around Charity.

His acoustic readers had not picked up the sound of an implosion. She was still alive.

The creature’s eye shifted. Detecting the presence of another sub, it began to turn.

Howard reduced speed. The situation had gotten real. It knew he was here, and given its violent rampage, it did not consider his presence a welcome one.

A wave of fear fogged his mind. The desire to pull back on the joystick and get the hell out of dodge was front and center in his mind.

He glanced to the camera feed, seeing Thomas Rodney’s disabled Mako resting on the seabed. Through the glass was the Captain, staring back, unable to do anything but watch. He was not throwing his arms in panic or attempting to warn Howard to get away.

As a matter of fact, he was balling his fist, the motion of his lips unmistakable.

Kick its ass!

First to go was the fear. Harnessing his inner strength, Howard eradicated the crippling emotion and cleared the fog from his mind.

He armed two torpedoes.

“Nibble on this.”

The torpedoes flew. One of them struck the creature’s shell. The other one went right for that big eye, forcing the creature to release Charity and shield itself.

BOOM!

Pieces of flesh spiraled from the murky cloud. In the middle of the storm of minced meat was Charity’s Mako. The interior lights were on, the pilot frantically attempting to regain control.

“Rotors are dead. I can’t move.”

“Hang tight,” Howard replied. He watched the beast. It moved under the stern of the Jack Arnold, the motion of its limbs conveying agony and rage. Only a few of its arms were fully intact. The rest had been reduced to size by a large margin, their ends loose and waving thin strands of skin.

Howard moved closer. With the beast so close to the Jack Arnold, he did not want to use his torpedoes. It was a risk before, but now the creature was literally pressed against the keel.

It was time for the harpoons to go to work. The first was deflected by the tentacles. The second skidded over the top of the creature’s shell. The third was also blocked by the flailing arms.

The fourth zipped right through the defenses and struck the beast right in the eye.

Nerves lit up through its body. The Nautilus reeled backward, its face smacking against the ship’s hull. It completed a single rotation like a truck tire, ultimately facing the pesky adversary again.

Tentacles moved like inchworms over its injured left eye. It convulsed a second time as it attempted to remove the barb from the sensitive organ.

Howard took a moment to check again on his teammates. Charity’s Mako had settled a few meters from Thomas’. Her forward lights engaged automatically, illuminating everything in front of her for a hundred feet.

An odd reflection in a patch of seaweed caught his eye. Being ninety feet above the seabed, he was barely able to make out what it was.

“Charity, what is that in front of you? Is it what I think it is?”

“It’s the electrode,” Thomas answered for her. “The creature severed it. The plan can’t work now, unless we can reattach it quickly.”

Howard looked at the cables dangling from each side of the Jack Arnold. The negative was still intact, the end of the cable for the positive frayed.

Not only had the electrode been removed, the cable had been busted entirely. Unless he found something to act as a conductor between the cable and the electrode, the trap could not possibly work.

His eyes went to the instrument panel and the controls for the utility arms. The claws were made of metal, the hull comprised of titanium.

Ugh. Am I really considering this idea?

His thoughts were interrupted by a burst of motion in front of him. The Nautilus was on the attack, quickly closing in with arms parting like an umbrella. In the middle of the swarm of horror was the oddly-shaped jaw.

Howard fired a blinding slew of flares and reversed at full speed. The Nautilus came to a sudden halt, its limbs ready to assault the strange red lights arching around it.

In the moment of reprieve, Howard sped southwest, clearing the Jack Arnold’s bow.

The beast resumed its chase. The sub’s operator had committed the ultimate sin of inflicting pain. As far as it was concerned, it would forever be unsatisfied until it felt the fulfillment of killing him. That sub would have to travel to the ends of the universe to escape its wrath.

It was a rage Howard could plainly sense.

“Yeah, I know you’re pissed.”

He was a hundred-and-twenty meters off the Jack Arnold’s port bow when the Nautilus closed in. As it came within reach, he let off another burst of flares, stinging its sensitive vision.

The creature halted, its flesh singed by the tiny balls of flame.

Howard angled his sub downward fifty degrees and dove. Before he could inform the Commander to take a shot at the creature, his computer blared its proximity alert. The Nautilus was on his tail and closing fast.

He fired one of his aft torpedoes.

A jet of water redirected the Nautilus to its right. The torpedo detonated against the back of its shell, having no effect on the target aside from spurring it on.

With the seafloor right in front of his face, Howard pulled up and went for the surface. His pursuer kept pace, changing its trajectory to match his. It was ten degrees off his starboard quarter, that bleeding eye roughly sixty feet away.

Tentacles stretched from the lower chamber of that spiraling shell. Howard watched them close in on his starboard aft monitor until they encompassed the entire view.

He turned to port and fired his second aft torpedo.

BOOM!

“Please, God, let that have done the trick.” He moved a couple of hundred feet north, then circled back to face the big murky cloud. There was more blood this time, as there was meaty debris slowly descending.

The ocean’s natural current thinned the cloud, revealing the monstrosity on the other side.

Staring back at Howard was the Nautilus. The side of its head was completely opened up, leaving a gaping hole where its left eye had been. Its syphon opened and shut as though gasping for breath. Purple blood drifted from the open wound, rising above the creature like a hellish spirit.

Howard watched nervously. The thing was really pissed now. Worse, it refused to die. It had taken a hit right to the face and yet it was calculating its next move.

Optimism bias began to set in. He hoped the thing had been stunned by the impact. To test this theory, he moved several meters to port.

The creature turned, following him with its one good eye.

Nope. It’s alive and watching me.

Howard weighed his options. He had two mini-torpedoes left. Two direct hits could finish the job. The problem was he was not confident he would get close enough to hit the beast before it could block with its tentacles, or evade entirely. At best, those torpedoes would drive it away temporarily.

He looked past the Nautilus at the two cables.

Temporarily…

“Sometimes I hate having good ideas.” He punched a few keys on the sub’s computer and locked on to the Nautilus. “Here goes nothing.”

He fired.

The Nautilus, recognizing the two explosive projectiles, spat a stream of water. The torpedoes, caught in the current, arched skyward, performing a vertical loop before redirecting themselves at the target.

With the threat still coming, the creature moved west. The torpedoes adjusted course, pursuing their target with utmost dedication.

Howard knew he did not have much time. He pushed his Mako to its maximum speed, passing underneath the Jack Arnold. He dove into the path of Charity’s forward lights and moved in on the little reflection where the electrode lay in the seabed.

Hovering his sub over the rod, he activated the utility arms. They extended from under the base of the sub and closed over the electrode.

“Howard,” Thomas said. “You think you can reattach it?”

The engineer took another look at the frayed end of the cable. “Um, yep! Certainly.”

“You’re lying, aren’t you.”

Howard looked up at the ship where the cables still dangled. “No, sir. I know a way.”

His torpedoes exploded in the distance.

“Jack Arnold to Mako-One. Target is circling back. It’s getting ready to make another run at you,” Commander Pidgeon warned.

As Howard suspected, the torpedoes struck the creature’s armor shell. He had ten, maybe twenty seconds before it was back.

He began a rapid ascent, putting himself twenty meters below the Jack Arnold. Directly in front of him was the broken end of the cable.

“Howard?!” Thomas said. “The hell are you doing?”

“Just providing a new conductor,” Howard said.

“Howard! Don’t you even think about it!” Thomas said.

“Howard! Don’t!” Charity shouted.

He switched off the radio and went to work. He latched one of his claws onto the main cable, then used the other one to press the severed part to the broken end.

He locked the arms in place and operated the controls to keep the Mako in position.

In the distance was movement. The Nautilus was back and in search of the enemy it so desired to kill.

Howard fired his last load of flares. A meteor shower of sizzling red lights ejected from the sub’s port and starboard sides, casting a red glow over his surroundings.

The Nautilus turned, its eye devilishly red from the glow of the flares.

“Come on. I’m right here. Come get me.”

He double-checked the sub’s grip on the cable and electrode. The claws were locked. Only a titanic force could separate them from their objects.

The Nautilus closed in. Tentacles protracted in his direction. One way or another, Howard knew this would be the last time. With a little luck, it would be the last time for everybody.

Water erupted from its syphon like flame from an afterburner. The creature closed the distance, unveiling its ugly jaws.

Howard sealed his mask over his face and pulled the ejection lever.

“General, NOW!”

The cockpit glass popped off the sub. In that same moment, Howard’s seat was launched straight up.

He hit the surface, momentarily blinded by the sunlight. Below him, the Nautilus collided with Mako-One. Its assault lasted for a tenth of a second. A steady bolt of twisting electricity jumped from the negative pole to the positive. The Nautilus juddered in place, its many arms bending and twisting in every direction. Bubbles spat from the space between its shell and head.

The electric current remained constant, simulating actual lightning, its strong concentration keeping its flow going from the negative pole, through the Nautilus’ body, to the positive pole. As a result, Howard remained unharmed, despite being only sixty feet above it.

“Hey! Down here!” someone above him shouted.

Howard looked up at the crewmen waving at him from the edge of the deck. He waved back and gladly accepted the lifeline they threw his way.

Before wrapping the line under his arms, he gave one more glance to the Nautilus.

Blood spewed from its many open wounds. It was still shaking in place, its arms still latching it to the bait Howard had laid out for it.

He was hoisted onto the deck. The crewmen helped him to his feet and checked him for injuries.

“How is he?” General Kilmore asked. He was running out onto the flight deck with the same urgency as a parent concerned about a child.

“I’m fine, General.”

Through Kilmore’s radio came Thomas’ voice. “General, it worked! I think the Mako’s about to detach. We’ll need you to switch it off before the rest of us get fried.”

“Switch it off,” Kilmore relayed to the men by the terminal.

“It worked,” Thomas said again. “The creature’s falling. Howard… he did it. It’s dead. I don’t know how he pulled it off, but he did it.”

“Howard used his sub to get the electrical current from the cable to the electrode,” Charity said in a choked-up voice. “There’s no way he could have survived.”

Howard and Kilmore looked at each other and grinned. Evidently, she did not see him eject.

“Yeah, that’s a real shame,” Kilmore said.

Charity made sure her gasp was heard. “General! One of our teammates is dead! How can you be so nonchalant?!”

“I’m heartbroken,” Kilmore said in a dry voice. “I mean, I don’t know how G.O.R.E. Sector could go on without him. Obviously, we won’t have his inventions to help keep us going.”

“No!” Renee said. “Tell me it’s not true! Howard’s gone?”

“He used his Mako to bait the creature into the trap,” Kilmore said.

Howard sported a grin, devilishly amused by the cruel game the General was playing.

“What?! Is he...?” Renee could not bring herself to say the word. “Did he escape?”

“Listen, Raptor Pack, there’s something I’ve got to tell you,” Kilmore said. He allowed himself one more chuckle before intending to give them the truth.

“He was the best of us,” Thomas interrupted. “I was looking forward to seeing his giant robot in action.”

Howard bit his lip. He had come to know that tone all too well. It was obvious the Captain was on to Kilmore’s act.

“Wait a sec,” Renee said, also recognizing Thomas’ tone of voice. “General? Is he on deck with you?!”

Kilmore extended the radio to Howard.

The engineer took it and, smiling ear-to-ear, responded to his team.

“Nice to know how much you knuckleheads care.”

“You bastards!” Renee said. “That’s not funny!”

On the contrary, Kilmore and Howard were enjoying a good laugh.

“Like you wouldn’t do the same thing,” he replied.

“Yeah? Answer me this, Dr. Robotnik? With all the subs disabled, how the hell are you going to patch up this rig?”

“Easy. We’ll use the Captain’s sub. I just need to replace the battery and it should be fine.”

Kilmore started barking orders to the men on deck, who immediately went to work lowering a cable down to the other teammates.

“Oh, by the way,” Howard continued. “Archer? I don’t recall hearing any concern from your end.”

A minute passed before a response came through.

“Belanger here. He gave you a thumbs up.”

Howard shrugged. It was the best he was going to get from the sniper.

“We’re working to get the crew of Eagle Squadron and the MNS Armand Annet out of the water. Luckily our flight crew survived with only minor casualties.”

“Thank God,” Kilmore whispered. He clapped his hands at the deck crew. “Let’s move, people. We’ve still got work to do. Howard, get yourself a change of clothes.”

“Yes, sir.” Howard took a few steps for the hangar, only to take one more look at the water. He lifted his radio to his lips. “You alright down there, Charity? You didn’t get rattled too badly down there, did ya?”

“Ugh. Yeah… I’m good. I’m gonna kill you guys. But first… oh, hell… BLEEEEEECCCCHHHH!!”

Howard moved the radio from his face. At this point, it was best to say nothing—and hope she managed to grab the barf bag in time.


CHAPTER 18

By the time the carrier strike group arrived, the splints had been securely placed on the rig’s damaged legs. Freed from the strain of keeping the platform upright, Renee initiated the evacuation effort. Several chopper units from the aircraft carrier joined in, airlifting the oil workers to safety.

It was late afternoon when Raptor Pack assembled for their usual victory ritual. Kilmore handed the beers out to the team, deliberately giving Howard the first.

“Well done, team,” he said.

“So, sir?” Renee said, cracking her tab open. “Is it true you placed a bet with the guys on the pipe deck?”

“I heard that too,” Charity said. By now, the color had returned to her face. “I also heard you lost. What do you owe? Is it two hundred bucks?”

Kilmore made a face and took a swig of his beer. “That’ll teach me to bond with my soldiers.”

“Sounds like you need a shot of whiskey with that beer,” Thomas said.

“As good as that sounds, I could go for something to eat first,” Kilmore said.

Howard rubbed his stomach. “Me too. I’m starving. I feel like I haven’t eaten in days.”

The team stared at him, each set of eyes conveying the same thought.

Probably because you HAVEN’T eaten in days.

“There’s a nice Polynesian restaurant on the island,” Renee said. “I heard Mauto’s president was offering to buy.”

Thomas smirked. “His way of saying ‘sorry, I should’ve listened to you guys.’” He took another drink of his beer, looked southwards towards the island, then raised his eyebrows. “That being said, doesn’t sound like a bad deal. You guys coming?”

“Sounds good to me,” Charity said.

“I could eat,” Renee added.

“Good. You’re driving,” Thomas said.

“Uh-huh.”

Archer, per his usual self, did not say anything. He just walked with the group to the MEAV.

“Perfect opportunity to brief you on our next project,” Kilmore said.

The members of Raptor Pack moaned at the sight of the tan envelope in his hand.

“Of course,” Renee mumbled.

“That’s why you get paid the big bucks!” Kilmore said.

“Yeah, I’m rich!” Charity quipped.

Chuckling together, they boarded the MEAV. All at once, they realized they were short one member. They turned around and spotted Howard staring out at the ocean.

The misery had vanished from his face. He stood tall and proud, a man with a lot of weight lifted off of his shoulders.

“You alright, Howard?” Thomas asked.

Howard smiled. “Never better.”

Thomas returned to the deck. Standing beside the engineer, he took a loving look at the water.

“Still think it’s overrated?”

Howard shook his head.

“It’s beautiful.”
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Chapter 1

The water in the stream was crisp, clear. It wasn’t much deeper than two feet. The rocks and sand below were visible. There wasn’t much of a current. The most dangerous aspect was the slippery rocks. Barefoot, the man let his toes curl over whatever he stood on for balance. His back hurt most. Standing bent forward for hours took a toll. He stood and stretched every few minutes. The pain hit the lower back. The muscles twisted into knots. The heat and humidity didn’t help. If he were under the canopy, it wouldn’t be as hot. Thankfully, a splash from the stream now and then cooled him off.

The jungle was alive around him. As the sun set, it would get louder. The chimps and bonobos shouted back and forth, working themselves up. The grunts and screams became more high-pitched and aggravated. That was normal. Owls hooted. Branches snapped now and then. The lions and hyenas were out, but they stepped carefully. It wasn’t them breaking twigs.

Where the stream turned, and became slightly swifter, he panned for coltan. He swirled water and sand around, letting them drain leaving only chunks of minerals for picking through. He wore a canvas bag over his shoulder, and filled it with the coltan found. He kept the bag close. The militia robbed him often, or paid rates less than what the dig was worth. Either way, he and his family lost out. It didn’t stop him, and although annoyed, he didn’t let the theft make him angry. There was plenty of coltan. He could make up the lost money just adding extra working hours to his day.

Or evening.

He didn’t like being away from home for long. Walking home in the dark was less than ideal. There was more than militia to fear. He’d never seen the giant Kasai Rex. The stories told sounded fabricated. He knew dinosaurs existed. The crocodiles in the rivers were proof of that. The crocs, however, were the only prehistoric animals he’d ever seen. Night-time was funny, though. After spending the entire day under the sun, the mind cooked. His imagination was like the nocturnal animals around him. Awake.

There was no fast way of moving through the jungle. Slow and safe was best. The moss-covered rocks were slippery. The thick vegetation needed machete cutting every few feet. Any temporary paths made were swallowed back up by the rainforest within days, overgrown and difficult to find to get through within a week. Tree roots existed simply to cause stumbling. They snaked across the covered ground, and were large enough that falling over them seemed likely. Low branches, usually wrapped up by snakes, or webbed by giant spiders forced people to bend lower, ducking left and right. And there were always things crawling around under fallen tree limbs and behind large plant leaves. Best way to prevent injury was giving yourself enough time so you have some daylight left to walk under, without feeling the urge to run.

He swished the water and sand out of his pan. The dull black mineral inside was coltan. It was just a few pebble-sized pieces. It was always just a few pieces, but once added with the others in his bag, the pieces became handfuls. A handful was equivalent to a couple of days’ pay.

Those who mined deeper into the earth rather than panning streams found larger quantities of coltan, and larger sized chunks. Except land where coltan was excavated was bought up by companies from all over the globe. Men with guns protected the parcels. Even if a section of land wasn’t owned, it didn’t mean someone wasn’t mining it. While he wouldn’t mind bigger finds, he wasn’t greedy.

The rustle came from several yards inside the forest. He looked toward the trees. The leaves, vegetation and setting sun was far too thick. He could barely see further than a foot into the thicket.

It was time to go. The nocturnal animals hunted this time of night. His wife would have dinner waiting for him at home. He would much rather have dinner with his family, than become dinner for a pack of hyenas.

He pulled open the strings on his bag, and fit his large, round and thin pan inside with the small amounts of coltan collected.

The rustle came again. Closer.

He pulled the machete from the sheath on his belt. Quick movement was never a good idea when being watched.

It happened fast. He saw the head of a female lion as the ground cover parted.

His breath caught in his lungs. His heart sank into his stomach.

The second lioness popped out of the trees beside the first.

The rustling must have been them running. They came at him, sprinting. Their paws were so large. The animals’ eyes were opened so wide.

He tried not imagining the takedown. He planned on defending himself. He raised the machete with one hand. His other arm wrapped around the bag, as if the lionesses wanted his panning. He wasn’t protecting the mineral. He was hugging himself.

He screamed as he began slashing the air with his long, curved blade.

The lionesses never made eye contact. They splashed through the stream, crossing it in two leaps and one bound. They were on the other side of the bank and back into the forest.

He stared at the tree line they’d entered. His machete lowered beside him, and breathed out a long, loud sigh. And laughed. Those lions were after prey. They had tunnel vision when it came to hunting. They weren’t after him.

His laugh became a little louder, as relief passed through his entire body, and his muscles relaxed some. He had no intention of telling the family this story. His wife didn’t like him panning anyway. It was one of the few ways of making a solid living in the Congo, just not one of the safest.

Turning around, he stopped.

It stood on the west bank, staring at him. He didn’t move. His mouth went dry. He couldn’t swallow.

When it blinked, the pupils became larger.

Lack of sunlight.

Its three toed claws looked sharp, like talons.

A noise came to his left. He turned his head slowly, and stopped when he saw what made it.

Peripherally, standing just in front of a tree was another one.

He had never seen them before.

There were the rumors and stories about the Kasai, but this. . .

The lions weren’t after him because they’d been running away from something else. The lions were the prey. How often did that happen? Didn’t matter if they were at the top of the food chain. When something chased them, they didn’t hesitate. Instinct kicked in and they ran.

Lions ran fast.

His legs felt stiff, frozen. Every muscle in his back screamed in pain. He’d been standing, and bent over the last eleven hours. He was nearly forty years old. How fast could he run?

He backed up a step.

They watched him. Looked at each other. Looked back at him.

He knew his lips moved, but no words came out. He wanted to tell them to stay where they were. Everything was okay. He was just going to leave them alone now.

Not a sound escaped him.

Another step backward. His heel slipped on a rock. His boots were old. The traction was worn away. He lost his balance and his arms shot up, reaching out far left and far right. It worked, though. He didn’t fall. Somehow he kept his feet. Smiling, he looked up. The smile vanished.

They were gone. Both of them. He looked around. Slow at first, and then his confidence built. They weren’t anywhere around. The two lionesses would make a much better meal, he imagined. Maybe they just became curious seeing him straddling the stream. An anomaly is all. He’d confused them. They weren’t interested in eating something new.

No one liked eating something new. Tried and true was always best. You eat something you never had before and you risk getting sick and upsetting the whole digestive process.

He couldn’t help it. He felt good. Damned good. He had absolutely no idea what those things were, but he was going to be alive to talk about it. He’d lived in Africa all of his life. Moved to the Democratic Republic of the Congo seven years ago and spent most every day since in the forest panning for coltan. Countless times he now recalled scoffing the locals and their legends.

In the morning, he wasn’t panning for coltan. He needed a gun.

The high-pitched squawk, followed by a guttural growl came from behind him. He didn’t stop, nor did he look back. He just picked up the pace. He looked at his feet. He made each step carefully. He was not going to trip. He refused to fall.

If he didn’t stop, he was all set. He walked with pure confidence.

His left had held onto the machete so tightly his black skin looked ashen, white. He knew he breathed too fast. His breaths were quick and shallow. The heat and humidity had nothing to do with the way his body perspired.

It was behind him. Its claws splashed in the water as it followed close behind.

Everything inside of him wanted to turn around. He would not give in. He did not look, would not look. He wanted whatever it was to think he didn’t care, and that he wasn’t afraid.

He was petrified.

The things he saw were not giants, like locals warned. It only meant they might be babies. If they were babies, where were the mothers? Worse, the fathers?

What if they were in their teen years?

Hormonal and crazy.

Did these things have puberty?

He was losing his mind. He knew it. The randomness of thoughts couldn’t be stopped. They just filled and cluttered his mind. He had no way of sorting through them. Best he could do was push them aside after having thought them.

He almost screamed. His mind was berating him for having random thoughts.

He needed to focus on whatever was behind him.

He stopped walking.

Listened.

Waited.

He turned around.

They were matched in height. Head to head, and nose to nose.

It breathed heavily through its nostrils.

Something splashed into the water. He felt suddenly nauseated, and worried he might vomit. Moving just his eyes, he looked down into the stream. It was filled with blood, and intestines. The current attempted pulling it downstream.

He put his right hand over his stomach.

It was gone. A hole was there.

The thing had slashed him, disemboweling him. Strength gone, he fell to his knees. The creature in front of him shouted up at the darkening sky. He would have covered his ears with his hands. Instead he tried gathering guts and stuffing them back inside his body.

He knew something had bitten him.

His machete fell into the water beside him. It splashed cool water onto his leg. When he looked down, he knew he would not be picking it up. His hand was still attached to the machete handle, along with half of his arm. His head felt woozy. His balance teetered. Both legs became weak, as if his kneecaps had turned into jelly.

Looking to his left, he saw the second monster. Part of his body and cotton clothing was stuck between its teeth.

He opened his mouth to scream. It lunged for him, eating his face. He saw down the thing’s throat as it bit into the sides of his head. He felt teeth crush skull, and finally the popping of his temples, and then. . .

K-Rex is available from Amazon here

Or find more thrilling Creature Features at www.severedpress.com


Table of Contents


		G.O.R.E. SECTOR

	CHAPTER 1

	CHAPTER 2

	CHAPTER 3

	CHAPTER 4

	CHAPTER 5

	CHAPTER 6

	CHAPTER 7

	CHAPTER 8

	CHAPTER 9

	CHAPTER 10

	CHAPTER 11

	CHAPTER 12

	CHAPTER 13

	CHAPTER 14

	CHAPTER 15

	CHAPTER 16

	CHAPTER 17

	CHAPTER 18



cover.jpeg
Michael Cole

o

NAUH_U_S |

Book 3 of the
G.O.R.E. Sector series






images/00001.jpeg





nav.xhtml

    
  
    		G.O.R.E. SECTOR


    		CHAPTER 1


    		CHAPTER 2


    		CHAPTER 3


    		CHAPTER 4


    		CHAPTER 5


    		CHAPTER 6


    		CHAPTER 7


    		CHAPTER 8


    		CHAPTER 9


    		CHAPTER 10


    		CHAPTER 11


    		CHAPTER 12


    		CHAPTER 13


    		CHAPTER 14


    		CHAPTER 15


    		CHAPTER 16


    		CHAPTER 17


    		CHAPTER 18


  





images/00004.jpeg
SEVEREDPRESS





