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    ONE 
 
      
 
    One never forgets the smell of burning bone.  
 
    No matter how many times he cuts them out, even through the mask to protect his lungs from the sharp dust, he can smell it. And it’s a stench that lingers. One which slithers into the brain and stamps itself on the mind. A reeking stink forever imprinted in memory. 
 
    Despite this, Ash hunches into his work. The ground under him trembles. The air-powered bone saw in his hand whirs, then screams as he sinks into the femur. Low rumbling sounds, even through the screaming of the saw. He glances up, frowns, and goes back to cutting the ones out of the stone.  
 
    “Ash,” Julia shouts. “We need to move. It’s getting too close!” 
 
    He shakes his head, cuts free the final section of the femur and goes to work on the smaller bones, careful not to break any. If he had more time, he’d cut the stone and lift the slabs out and worry about extracting the bones in the lab. As it is, however, there’s no more time. 
 
    Sweat drips off the tip of his nose. The heat is getting worse. The ground begins to quake now rather than merely tremble.  
 
    He cuts through the bones, collecting small piece after small piece he places in a tub beside him.  
 
    “For shit sake, Ash,” Julia cries. “Leave it. We need to go now!” 
 
    “If I leave them, they’ll be destroyed,” Ash shouts back, still cutting. 
 
    “Better them than us.” 
 
    “Go, then,” he says. “I’ll meet up with you guys later. I can’t leave these.” 
 
    “It’s just a velociraptor, damn it. Plenty of them around.” Julia’s voice cracks a bit on the last word.  
 
    Shaking his head, he frees more of the smaller bones and places them in the tub. “It’s not a raptor.” 
 
    “I really don’t care what it is, Ash. We have like, zero seconds to haul ass out of—”  
 
    “Done,” he shouts, placing the remaining bones in the tub and standing.  
 
    “’Bout damn time, dude,” Julia says and grabs one side of the tub. “Startin’ to feel like a flame kissed steak right now.” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah,” Ash says, hefting his end. He smiles. “Let’s get out of here.” 
 
    The wall of lava is about ten feet away. Any longer and they would have surely cooked. 
 
    They haul the tub of bones to the SUV, strap it into the backseat and get in. He leaves the air-tank and bone saw. No time to drag the damn thing to the vehicle. 
 
    Volcanic ash rains down on them and Ash can’t help but to think he got lucky. Even a minute longer would’ve killed them. If not the lava, then the ash. He might’ve been okay wearing his face mask, but Julia… 
 
    No time to dwell on that now. 
 
    He slams the SUV into reverse and they shoot backward away from the wall of lava. Gray ash clings to the windshield, obscuring his vision. But he doesn’t dare use the wipers. No, the stuff will smear and it won’t matter how much windshield fluid he uses. The fallout will just smear more. In the distance, the volcano spews geysers of reddish-orange.  
 
    The tub of bones rattle and click as he slides the SUV around and speeds away from the site.  
 
    So much for all the funding we begged for, he thinks, sighing.  
 
    “They could’ve told us about the damn volcano,” Ash says as the SUV jostles over rocks and the rough tropical terrain. He swerves onto dirt road and things settle a bit. 
 
    In the rearview mirror, the volcano continues billowing its hell onto Earth. 
 
    “Probably why we got the site so cheap,” Julia says. “Bastards.” She huffs out a breath. “At least we got one.” 
 
    “The scans showed hundreds of skeletons. We lost out.” 
 
    Julia nods. “Well, at least it happened before all the gear and crew got here. There’s that.” 
 
    Ash grunts, focuses on the road ahead.  
 
    The sooner they get off this waste of an island, the better. No one on the Board said anything about a possibly active volcano. The mountain, he assumed was but a dead volcano. Long gone the days of its angry rampage. Also, he figured the Board would’ve mentioned something if it was indeed active.  
 
    Assholes… 
 
    Julia is right, though. At least the eruption didn’t happen with all the gear here. At least it happened now and didn’t risk the lives of his crew. 
 
    The small carrier they rented for this little excursion rests, ramp settling on the white sand like a gray tongue, at the beach.  
 
    Ash guns the SUV through the sand, slowing only when they get close to the carrier. 
 
    “Straighten the wheel a bit,” Julia says. “Hair to the left.” 
 
    “I’m fine,” he says aiming for the ramp into the carrier.  
 
    “Dude, I’m telling you you’re—”   
 
    The right-side mirror shears off the edge of the opening. A loud squeal of metal scraping metal as the right side of the SUV swipes the carrier.  
 
    Then they’re inside. He straightens the vehicle a bit and parks. 
 
    “Oh, now you straighten it out,” Julia spouts and opens the door. “Jackass.”  
 
    He chuckles, shuts the SUV off and climbs out. “I’ll strap it up and close the hatch, you get this beast moving. I don’t—” 
 
    The entire carrier quakes. Metal groans all around them.  
 
    Julia shoots him a wide-eyed look. Somewhere floating between fright and confusion. He waves a hand at her and hurries toward the hatch. He needs to bring in the ramp then seal the hatch. 
 
    “Go,” he shouts. “Get us out of here.” 
 
    The quaking happens again, this time nearly knocking him off his feet. The carrier’s groans are deafening. He holds on to the railing near the hatch, slams a palm onto the blue ramp button. It buzzes as it lifts away from the sand and pulls back into the carrier. And of course, the damn thing is like watching a clock minutes before quitting time at a factory. So slow. It’s— 
 
    The explosion is so strong it knocks him off his feet. He lands hard on his ass. Pain laces through his tailbone. And there he sits, gaping as the beach thirty feet in front of the carrier opens up and vomits a glut of lava. The glut soon becomes a towering geyser.  
 
    It’s not the only one, either. There are several smaller geysers shooting hell itself out of the beach. 
 
    The ramp clicks into place. Ash scrambles to his feet and slams the side of his fist against the red button. There’s an airy whoosh, and the hatch slowly begins to close. Six inches of metal lowers from the ceiling. And like the ramp, it’s so damn slow. 
 
    A stream of lava inches its way toward the carrier. 
 
    Shit. 
 
    He wastes no more time and hooks the SUV down, so it doesn’t move around in the open ocean. By the time he’s done with this, the hatch is just about shut. No matter how much he wants to join Julia in the wheelhouse, he needs to make sure the hatch closes and fully seals. He just hopes with all this time, the lava doesn’t reach the carrier and melt through. If that happens, they can’t go anywhere without sinking.  
 
    The hatch clanks into the floor of the carrier. Several clicks sound, indicating all the locks sliding home. Fifty in all. The rattling noise indicates the hatch being sealed.  
 
    Good. 
 
    He rushes to the ladder and climbs into the wheelhouse where Julia is muttering a string of curses.  
 
    “What’s wrong?” he asks, sitting in the seat next to her.  
 
    “The stupid software is updating.” 
 
    “You can’t override it? Go full manual?” 
 
    Rubbing her temples, she says, “Okay, grandpa, look, there hasn’t been a full manual option in the last fifteen years.” 
 
    “I’m thirty-seven…” 
 
    “Like I said, grandpa, times be changing. Keep up.” 
 
    “I don’t even have a kid!” 
 
    “You don’t need a kid to be old as dirt, dude.” 
 
    He sighs. “Thirty-seven isn’t old as dirt.” 
 
    “Since when?” 
 
    He smiles. They’ve had this very argument/joke for two years now. All because she’s five years younger than he is. It’s also a thing they do during stressful times.  
 
    Somewhere with the minute range, a robotic voice announces, “Software update complete. You may now continue your operations.” 
 
    “’Bout damn time,” Julia says and engages the engines.  
 
    The quaking intensifies. 
 
    “Hurry,” Ash says. “Lava is close.” 
 
    Her face is stripped of emotions, blank, while she gets the small carrier charter online and running. Sweat beads her temples and Ash nods. He can almost hear her heart crashing her chest. Almost feel the waves of worry washing off her. Something that wriggles over his skin like tiny worms.  
 
    The carrier grumbles to life. All the buttons and monitors light up. The panel in front of her opens and a control yoke emerges. She touches a blinking green light on the yoke and a voice says, “Control systems online.” 
 
    She pushes the throttle forward. The carrier shudders, groans. In less than a minute, they’re cruising through the blue waters of what used to be the Caribbean. Like everything after Earth went mad and mixed up its climates, after a large majority of the icecaps melted and drastically rising sea levels, the Caribbean and all its islands were reduced to a scattering on mini islands. Much as good portions of the continents have been submerged. 
 
    Ash pulls up the rear camera and watches steam billow as the lava rolls into the ocean. Beyond this, the volcano still shoots its inferno into the air. All the fauna and trees, everything, is engulfed in flames.  
 
    He turns the camera off, heart sinking.  
 
    It was the greatest find he stumbled upon in years.  
 
    Now it’s gone. 
 
    He wipes sweat from his face with his handkerchief – his grandpa’s handkerchief – and stuffs it back in his pocket. 
 
    “I think next time,” Julia says, “we check out the volcanic activity before we get the funding.” 
 
    He snorts. “Or just stay the hell away from islands.” 
 
    She nods, increasing the carrier’s speed a bit. “I hate the tropics anyway.” 
 
    “At least it’s not the cold tropics.” 
 
    Now it’s Julia’s turn to snort. “I’d rather skate on the ice than swelter to death in all that humidity, dude.” 
 
    Smiling, he says, “Fair enough.” 
 
    Funny thing, the cold tropics. A huge swath covering thousands of miles from what used to be the Gulf of Mexico, stretching down to what’s left of South America, and spreading as far east as the sunken Florida Keys. The temperatures in this massive region fluctuate between -40 degrees Fahrenheit and 30 degrees Fahrenheit. Only spot on Earth colder is around India.  
 
    “Well,” Julia says, ripping him from his thoughts. “We have like six hours to the coast. You should get some sleep.” 
 
    Ash stares out the window, squinting at the open sea. “I’ll be fine.” 
 
    “Like hell. You’ve been on the go for two days straight.” She jerks a thumb over her shoulder. “Hit the bunk and get a few hours.” 
 
    He almost laughs. He’s technically her boss, but he’s also her friend. And this is a case of a friend looking out for the other. Besides, she’s right. 
 
    “Fine,” Ash says. “Wake me up when we’re close to the coast.” 
 
    She flicks a hand at him, as if saying, “Be gone.” 
 
    He lightly pats her shoulder and walks out of the wheelhouse and into a short hall. On either side are three metal doors painted white. They don’t have specific rooms to stay in, so he just picks one and steps inside. 
 
    At once, he can tell the room hasn’t been lived in for a long time. It doesn’t smell bad, though has that slightly musty odor of neglect. At least there’s no dust and when he unties, kicks off his boots, and lies on the bunk, the mattress feels so damn divine he can’t help but sigh relief.  
 
    After all the bullshit and near death by volcano, it feels good to just let it all go and let weariness sweep over him in sardonic waves.  
 
    Within seconds, he’s asleep. 
 
    He dreams of running within a world of bright orange trees and something is chasing them. Something big. They crash through the orange foliage, a small cave not far. It’s this cave he needs to get them to. The thing chasing them is too big. It can’t get them in there. 
 
    But Ky stumbles over a protruding tree root and goes sprawling. His baby girl, only nine, he turns to pick her up when the creature bursts through the trees and snatches her from his hands. A Spinosaurus. Its long, pointy teeth stab into his Ky as it lifts its head and swallows her. 
 
    He screams and screams and… 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    TWO 
 
      
 
    …he sits up screaming and someone is telling him to calm down. Someone tells him it was just a dream and to just take it easy. But all he sees is Ky’s body sliding off those long teeth and disappearing down the Spinosaurus’ gullet. All he— 
 
    The slap makes a sharp crack. Hurts like hell, but…he blinks, coming into the here and now. 
 
    “Jesus,” Julia says. “What the shit were you dreaming about?” 
 
    She’s sitting on the bunk next to him as he tries to control his erratic breathing. Sweat slicks his face and dampens his shirt. And he needs to piss like no other right now. 
 
    He swipes tears and sweat from his face. “S-Sorry. Just…it was about Ky.” 
 
    Julia visibly softens. Her brown eyes lower. “It wasn’t your fault, you know.” 
 
    Not wanting to talk about it, he stands from the bunk and walks toward the doorway on legs that feel like pillars of gelatin.  
 
    “Where you going?” 
 
    He pauses, “Need to piss.” He finds his way to the head and unloads his sloshing bladder. 
 
    Finished, he washes his hands and steps out, finding Julia standing there, arms crossed over her chest, glowering a bit.  
 
    “You should really talk about things like this, you know? Keeping it all in isn’t good.” 
 
    Ash grunts. “Yeah. I know. Someday, maybe.” He brushes by her on the way to the wheelhouse. 
 
    “It’s been four years, Ash.” 
 
    He spins on her. “Look, I’m not ready to let her go. Why can’t you understand that?” 
 
    “I know you’re not, but you need to. I mean, what do you think Ky would want?” 
 
    Shaking his head, he turns away from her. “Ky’s dead. She doesn’t want anything.” 
 
    “You—really? For shit sake, dude, think about what she’d think if she was still alive about how you’re suffering. I know she’d be pretty disappointed in you right now.” 
 
    Ash stops, hands curling into shaky fists at his sides. Fingernails digging into his palms. He counts down from ten until the anger subsides. His hand unfurls, leaving deep, purple, crescents in his palms.  
 
    “You’re right,” he says. “I…just miss her more and more every day. She’s even in my dreams now.” 
 
    Not far behind him, Julia says, “Ash, none of what happened was your fault. You need to accept that fact. Was it tragic? Hell yeah it was. It hurt me to see you so down. But there’s a time you need to let go, dude. Let her rest.” 
 
    She’s right. Of course she is. But…letting go right now, he just can’t do it. Almost feels like a betrayal to move on in life without her.  
 
    Ky wasn’t eaten by a Spinosaurus, of course, that’s all a dream, but she might as well have been, given how unlikely things went to shit. 
 
    A one in a million crapshoot, really. 
 
    “She was taken from me,” he says. “Right out of my own house. I should’ve had more security in place than a locked gate. Alarm system, all that.” 
 
    He’s in the wheelhouse now and Julia isn’t far behind, spouting, “No one expects someone to break into their home and kidnap their kid. Especially in small town Iowa. It’s just not thought of much. And it’s not your fault that bastard picked your house to do all that either. Sometimes shit is just random.” 
 
    Ash plops into his chair, not sure what to say. Shortly after, Julia sits in the seat beside him.  
 
    According to the ETA monitor, they’ll be reaching the coast in less than an hour.  
 
    Leaning back in his seat, he mutters, “He didn’t have to kill her.” 
 
    Julia doesn’t say anything for a while. She stares at the approaching coast. Then, “No. He didn’t. Some people, man, no one can understand why they do what they do. Some people are just evil.” 
 
    He glares at the control panel, too caught up in hate to say anything. It froths inside him, this hate. A froth threatening to boil over each passing year. Every time Ky’s bright, smiling face shifts across his mind’s eye, the hate gathers. It’ll take over if he lets it. If he allows the boil to spill over. Then what? If— 
 
    The force of the hit is so strong it lifts the heavy carrier out of the water and spins it about one hundred and eighty degrees. All Ash knows is when everything settles is they’re not facing the coast anymore.  
 
    During the wild spin, he fell out of his seat.  
 
    Now he climbs back in and buckles up. His breathing is erratic, heart trampling through his chest.  
 
    Once he gets himself under control, he faces Julia. “Okay, what the hell was that?” 
 
    Julia shakes her head. She frowns at one of the monitors. As above, so below, cameras set in the carrier capture what lies under the surf. She doesn’t respond. 
 
    “Did we hit a sandbar, maybe?” he ventures. 
 
    Again, she shakes her head.  
 
    “Then what the fuck—” 
 
    “My dad said there were monsters in oceans now. Some are prehistoric, some…mutations.” 
 
    Ash blinks at her. “You mean that shit in the news is real? That…that…leviathan was real?” 
 
    Julia nods. “I actually know the daughter of the dude that killed it. Anyway, I didn’t see what hit us and I don’t think we should stick around to find out.” 
 
    He gapes at her. She’s talked about monsters in the ocean before, but he refused to believe any of it. He thought, surely, it was just the media hyping up what could have been (in the case of the leviathan) something as simple as an accident on an old oil rig. And yet, he knows they didn’t hit a sandbar. Something struck them from the side hard enough to spin a ten-on carrier around.  
 
    Julia maneuvers the carrier, aiming it back toward the coast and goes full throttle.  
 
    Right before she does, though, he catches a glimpse of something on the monitor. From camera nine. Large, glowing red eyes and an open mouth full of jagged, pointy teeth.  
 
    Then they’re moving. He’s not even sure how many knots, though speeding through the water so fast, the coast is directly in front of them in a matter of seconds. Like the Atlantic Ocean is reputed to be, the waters are unruly. They rock the carrier to the point of tipping. 
 
    Julia eases back the throttle, then cuts the engines sending them to drift. 
 
    But… 
 
    Ash tenses. “We’re going in too fast. Reverse.” 
 
    “We’re fine.” 
 
    So she says, but the carrier is approaching the coast second by second without slowing much, he’s not so sure. If they hit the beach at this speed… 
 
    His hands grip the armrests of the seat. He draws in a breath, readying himself for impact.  
 
    Then, just when he’s sure shit is about to get real, the carrier slows to a near crawl and they scrape onto the beach a few feet. 
 
    He glances at her and she smiles. “Told ya.” She unbuckles and slaps him on the arm. “And you’re supposed to be my fearless leader. Ha!” 
 
    She hurries out of the wheelhouse, leaving him to blink at all the sand and rock of America’s east coast.  
 
    He doesn’t move for a while. He thinks about the thing that hit them not far from the coast. A giant thing with large, glowing red eyes and so many teeth. He thinks about Ky… 
 
    It’s not until Julia shouts for him when he finally moves.  
 
    She’s standing near the SUV. A Land Rover.  
 
    “Uh, maybe we should turn this thing around so we can get that thing out?” 
 
    Julia sighs. “At the time I was trying to save our lives. But yeah. Just hold on to something and I’ll turn us around.” She rushes out of the cargo hold and he leans against the SUV, desperately wanting a cigarette.  
 
    He hasn’t truly craved one in a couple years. But now… 
 
    No. He promised Ky he wouldn’t ever smoke again and he’s not about to break that promise now.  
 
    Ky’s dead, a lurid voice says in his head. You can go back to being you again. 
 
    How long has it been since he’s heard that ugly voice? A year or so after he quit? A voice so unlike his own it scares him a little.  
 
    Ash shakes his head to clear both the voice and the craving to have a smoke. It works to dislodge the voice, though not the craving.  
 
    He pops a tab of gum into his mouth and chews. A habit he’s taken on since he quit, which usually helps. 
 
    Not today, though. He still craves the harsh smoke of a cigarette. 
 
    The trick is putting it totally out of your mind, he knows. Think about something else or do something else. Anything but light up. Anything but— 
 
    The carrier shifts and groans as Julia turns the thing around so they can get the SUV out.  
 
    Sand scrapes the bottom. Ash grabs onto the Land Rover, then the carrier jolts to a stop. The engines slow, buzzing to a halt. He walks to the hatch, presses the release button. Air hisses as the seals let go. The hatch splits open to a beach that’s more rocks than sand. Tepid air washes over him. Somewhere nearby, seagulls cry. He presses the ramp button. A buzz sounds and the ramp extends to the beach. 
 
    “We’re not at the right location,” Julia says behind him. “Coordinates changed somehow.” 
 
    He faces her, frowning. “That’s not possible.” 
 
    She shrugs. “Maybe it is. Might’ve had a glitch during updates.” 
 
    Ash shakes his head, glances away. “So, where are we?” 
 
    “Appalachian Coast. Three hundred miles north of our destination, Lyle’s Port.” 
 
    “I’m not going back out in the water with that…whatever the shit that thing is waiting for us.” 
 
    Julia snorts. “Same.” 
 
    “We drive, then. We’ll stow a few gas cans, just in case there’s no stations on the way.” 
 
    She nods. “Let’s do this then.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    THREE 
 
      
 
     “You couldn’t have found a better road?” Ash chokes down the chunks gathering in his throat. The SUV dips and rocks and leaps, churning his stoMach. 
 
    “Look,” Julia says. “It was either this one or the one with all the vagrants.” 
 
    He shudders at the thought. Vagrants are the remnants of a past humanity. Although, they’re not quite human.  
 
    Rumors shiver through the nation about cannibals. Not only cannibals, but cannibals that become something…different. People change into large wolf-like creatures. They ravage and feast and kill anyone nearby. Even if the person isn’t a threat. Vagrants remind him of an old story his grandma used to tell. One he barely remembers, though will never forget.  
 
    Something about a poor beggar that transforms into something grotesque and kills a lot of people. Something of legend. And although he can’t remember what his grandma called the thing, he remembers envisioning a massive wolf-like beast.  
 
    Vagrants are said to turn into such beasts. Although he has never seen it in the news or in person. All they’re said to be are ruthless cannibals. People who will rip a baby from a mother’s arms and eat it in front of her.  
 
    “Good call,” he says finally, fighting to keep down the vomit as it burns in his throat.  
 
    “If you’re gonna puke, at least do so out the window, dude.” 
 
    He closes his eyes, nods.  
 
    Motion sickness isn’t usually something that gets to him. But then again, he’s been through some crazy shit the past twenty-four hours. Hasn’t slept much at all. All this combined has created a noxious stew. Even the slightest jostle messes with his equilibrium. Well, at least after they drove out of the carrier. So many jostles going on. 
 
    He stares ahead, mainly because looking out the side window and seeing the passing foliage and how it shifts, will force him to vomit. 
 
    He swallows, and his throat makes a dry click.  
 
    “Need to stop and put some gas in,” Julia says. “You gonna make it?” 
 
    He nods, not trusting himself to speak, let alone open his mouth right now. She brakes, parks the SUV and turns it off.  
 
    “I’ll be right back,” she says. “Just try to relax.” She hands him a bottle of water from the back. “Drink this if you can. A little bit at a time, don’t down it.” 
 
    Again, he nods. She climbs out of the SUV and shuts the door, leaving him alone in the vehicle for now. Without all the motion, his stoMach eases a bit. He manages a few, slow, deep breaths and takes a sip of lukewarm water. The water trickles down his throat and he begins to feel better. He lets it settle a moment as Julia opens the rear hatch and drags out one of the gas cans. Then he drinks a little more. A gulp, rather than a sip this time. 
 
    He’s about to move onto two gulps of water when Julia shouts, “Ash! The gun!” 
 
    Sucking in a sharp breath, Ash glances at the sidemirror just as something large and on all fours darts out the green fauna.  
 
    On the backseat, near their sparse collection of bottled water and the tub of ancient bones, rests an assault rifle. Not the latest and greatest model, but it’s come in handy to deter various creatures, either mutations or of natural origin. He grabs the rifle and opens the door to Julia screaming. 
 
    Shit. 
 
    Ash stumbles out of the SUV, turns the safety off, and runs to the rear of the vehicle in time to see the beast leap on top of Julia. She stabs at it with her knife, blood splashes the ground, spatters onto her, but little damage is happening. It pins her arms down with slender, black claws. Its lizard-like head lowers, mouthful of teeth opening. 
 
    He lifts the assault rifle, aims at the green, scaly head and pulls the trigger.  
 
    A shrill yelp explodes out of the creature. Blood mists the air, parts of its head blow out in chunky strings. It slumps, and Julia shoves it aside where it plops onto its side, twitching. A pool of blood spreads around its reptilian head.  
 
    Julia sits, breathing in gaps for a few seconds. A long scratch wells blood along the right side of her face, but otherwise she appears unharmed. Just shaken. Ash doesn’t blame her. That thing… 
 
    “Took ya long enough,” she manages as she stands.  
 
    “Was kind of trying not to puke, but you’re welcome.” 
 
    She waves a hand at him and kneels next to the dead creature. “What the hell is it?” 
 
    “Looks like a mutation.” He sighs, glances around. “We better put gas in this thing and get to Lyle’s Port.” 
 
    Julia doesn’t move as she inspects the creature.  
 
    This close, the smell of the thing is almost worse than its looks. Reminds him of the musky stink a garter snake leaves behind. And, although its head and claws are very reptilian, the rest of its body is covered in short, black fur, muscular like a panther.  
 
    “Like on land,” Julia whispers, “So in the sea.” 
 
    Ash frowns. “What?” 
 
    She stands and faces him. “Something my grandpa used to say. ‘Like on land, so in the sea’, which means there are mutations on land and in the oceans. Like what hit us before reaching the coast.” 
 
    “I get it,” Ash says. “We should keep moving, though.” He turns around, searching the area, the woods, then looks at her. “There might be more of these things out here.” 
 
    “Probably.” She drags the gas can to the driver’s side of the SUV. 
 
    Ash opens the flap and unscrews the cap and helps her lift the eight gallon can and insert the nozzle. Before long, gas glugs into the tank. Finished, they stow the empty can next to the four others and gets back into the vehicle. 
 
    “Let’s hope we come across a station before we run out of gas completely,” Julia says and keys the ignition.  
 
    And so, the jostling returns, though this time, it doesn’t affect Ash much. He sips his water and waits.  
 
    After about one hundred and fifty miles in, and with one gas can left, Ash takes over driving while Julia snoozes in her seat. He yawns, weariness really digging in. 
 
    If there’s a town up ahead, maybe they’ll need to stop for a night to sleep. Recharge. 
 
    Until then, however, all that stretches before him is the crumbling road and trees.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    FOUR 
 
      
 
    Almost three hundred miles gone, and they finally roll into a small town. 
 
    “Blaxley,” he mutters, pulling into a tiny gas station that might as well be a relic like the bones in the tub. He gives Julia a gentle shake. “Hey, I’m going to fill up. Hungry?” 
 
    Julia jerks awake, sucks in a breath and blinks at him. She wipes a bit of drool from the corner of her mouth and chin and squints out the windshield. “Looks like a lovely establishment, don’t it?” 
 
    He chuckles, because it does not. The station is more like a tin shanty than a building at all. The pumps are old, plastic faded and cracked. An elderly, opaque potato chip bag tumbles across the tarmac and catches on a rusty chain-link fence where it flutters in the mild breeze. 
 
    It’s dusk, sky the color of healing wounds. And in the gloom the shack station shines bright with light from within. 
 
    “They look like they’re open,” Ash says, opening the door. 
 
    “Take the gun with you,” Julia says, yawns.  
 
    “I’ll be alright.” 
 
    “Okay, well, if you get kidnapped by cannibal hillbillies, I’m totally leaving you here.” 
 
    Ash raises a dark eyebrow. “Well, that’s reassuring.” He gets out, shuts the door and walks across the small tarmac to the tin shed, shack, shanty, whatever.  
 
    There’s a window, but it’s so slathered in grime he can’t see inside. The door is a crooked rectangle of wood with a stainless-steel latch. White light seeps through the varying gaps around the door.  
 
    Ash knocks. The door rattles on its hinges. The tin siding creaks.  
 
    But no one answers.  
 
    He knocks again.  
 
    Nothing.  
 
    Faint, crackly music plays a tune he hasn’t heard before. 
 
    He huffs out a breath, cheeks puffing, and opens the door.  
 
    He’s greeted with a wall of smoke that smells vaguely of something green, bordering mildew. He knows exactly what it is and smiles. Brings back memories of his buddies he used to hang out with as a teenager. He never touched the stuff, but they were all about it.  
 
    It always happened in Colin’s mom’s basement. They’d all sit on the couch, sometimes playing a video game, sometimes watching anthropology documentaries. He’d be drinking beer while they all got stoned out of their minds. And really, he hadn’t minded. They were a great group of guys. Good friends. And those memories will last forever.  
 
    During these times, he also fell in love with anthropology and later prehistoric anthropology. The latter became his passion. To piece together dinosaurs and figure out not only what they looked like, but how they lived and what they ate and origins…a few years out of college he became the most sought after prehistoric anthropologist and paleontologist. With a mix of archeology, paleontology, and anthropology, he’s discovered over fifty new species of dinosaurs in the ten years he’s been doing this. 
 
    The profession brought him world renown, but it also cost him his beloved daughter Ky.  
 
    The man who kidnapped her and eventually killed her…the man was a competitor who lost to Ash more than once. It wasn’t Ky the man, Gerard, was after, but she was the closest he could get to Ash. The cowardly bastard shot himself before the police broke down his door. 
 
    There are times Ash wishes he could kill the son of a bitch again for what he did.  
 
    The wall of smoke clears, and he stands in the doorway watching an elderly woman waltzing by herself in front of a warped counter. The rest of the shack is bare, save for a buzzing cooler to the right where what appears to be bottled water is stored. Although, it could be moonshine for all he knows.  
 
    This old woman, her hair dangles in silvery strings, which sways as she turns and bobs and turns. Scrawny arms out, as though she’s holding onto an invisible partner. She’s smiling, her lips cracked, and oozing blood mixed with pus. A dark, hairy mole mars the center of her forehead. Her eyes are closed and she’s smiling, blissing out to the wobbly music coming from the room beyond this one. She’s wearing what appears to be a tattered, stained nightgown. 
 
    He’s about to back away and leave when she blinks. She stops waltzing, arms lowering to her sides and faces him. Her eyes are the color of cornflowers caught in doughy sockets.  
 
    She glances over his shoulder, then around the room as though she has no idea where she is right now. 
 
    “Hi,” Ash says. “I was wondering if your pumps work?” 
 
    She starts, eyes wide and stares at him. She stares at him for a very long time. 
 
    Then, “Yes. You pay per gallon.” 
 
    Ash nods. “I know.” 
 
    She squints at him. “Do I know you?” 
 
    He chuckles, “Not likely. Okay, I’ll go fill up and come back and pay you.” 
 
    “You pay now!” 
 
    Ash lifts his eyebrows. “Oh. Okay. Um…how much?” 
 
    “Ten!” 
 
    “Ten dollars?” 
 
    The old woman grins, a long, slender finger going toward her hawk-ish nose. She slips the finger, second knuckle deep, and begins rooting around in there. She pulls out a green glob of snot, inspects it carefully, then sticks her finger in her mouth and sucks it clean. 
 
    “Um…” Ash isn’t exactly sure what to do here. He’s never had to deal with someone this out of it. “So, I’ll fill up and pay you ten dollars.” 
 
    She yanks the finger out of her mouth with a loud smock sound and nods. “Yes, yes. Go, go.” 
 
    He doesn’t think twice and hurries back to the SUV and pumps. Julia is leaning against her side, assault rifle cradled in her arms. “Take it they have gas?” 
 
    “We’ll see,” he says. “The lady is pretty…out of it.” 
 
    Julia sniffs. “I smell weed. You smell weed?” 
 
    He cocks a thumb over his shoulder. “Lady of the Station is a stoner. Among other things. Plus side, we get to fill up and only pay her ten bucks.” 
 
    Julia sighs. “Must be nice being crazy.” 
 
    Ash shrugs. “Bet it has its perks.” He opens the flap, unscrews the cap and inserts the nozzle. Then he lifts the lever the nozzle had been resting on. The pump clanks. Groans. Then it hums to life. 
 
    He squeezes the trigger on the nozzle and gas flows into the tank. It clicks off at a little over thirty gallons.  
 
    He replaces the nozzle, brings out a ten-dollar bill and walks back to the shack, shed, station, whatever. But the elderly woman is no longer in the store. The wobbly music still plays, but the woman has vanished, perhaps to the next room. 
 
    Instead of looking or calling for her, he places the ten-dollar bill on the counter and walks out.  
 
    Julia is already in the SUV. He opens the door, hops in and closes the door. 
 
    “Well, that was fast,” Julia spouts.  
 
    “She was in the other room. I just left the money and walked out.” 
 
    “You probably could’ve kept your money. She wouldn’t have ever known. If she’s as stoned as you think.” 
 
    Ash keys the ignition. “She’s more than stoned, I’m pretty sure.” 
 
    To this, Julia says nothing.  
 
    He pulls out of the odd gas station and continues south. They only have about twenty miles until Lyle’s Port.  
 
    At least he hopes so. 
 
    About five minutes into the drive, Julia falls asleep again. 
 
    He sighs and focuses on the broken, dark road ahead.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    FIVE 
 
      
 
     Lyle’s Port is just as large and sprawling as he remembers. 
 
    A town, not quite a city, is lit up to the point of obliterating most shadows. It’s a port town. Where fishermen, or what’s left of fishermen these days, deposit their catch. Where deep sea explorers come to rest. Where imports and exports happen. 
 
    It’s a business town. 
 
    It’s also a drunk town. 
 
    Still, it’s where he’s supposed to meet with his employer. The safest place to meet his employer, in other words. Lyle’s Port has a reputation for not only being the drunkest in the east coast, but also the most protected by biological threats, even mutations. Their gates guarded by highly trained men and women. The streets are routinely patrolled by police who both take care of the crime in town and kill anything that manages to sneak in. The police, they’re more like an army.  
 
    The walls around Lyle’s Port are massive too. Iron reinforced concrete.  
 
    “’Bout time,” Julia says, sitting up a bit in her seat.  
 
    “Got the tablet?” He glances at her as he stops the SUV at the credential check gates. Not as huge as the town’s gates, but still impressive.  
 
    Eight guards stroll out of flanking bunkers. All are armed and dressed in black tactical gear.  
 
    Julia rummages around in the glove compartment and brings out a nearly paper-thin device of plastic and glass. Their credentials tablet.  
 
    The shortest of the guards taps Ash’s window with a gloved knuckle.  
 
    Ash rolls the window down while taking the credentials tablet from Julia. Standing at her door is another guard, assault rifle ready for action. 
 
    Ash hands the shorter guard, probably the team’s leader, the tablet. 
 
    The guard swipes through the information, face an unwavering frown. “What is your purpose in Lyle’s Port?” 
 
    “Business,” Ash replies. “We were to meet Murdock Jones in the harbor, but our coordinates got mixed up and we came ashore three hundred miles n—”   
 
    “Shut up.” 
 
    Ash glares at the guard. “You asked, I answered.” 
 
    The guard, gray eyes glimmering in the bright lights, shifts from the tablet, and gives Ash a withering gaze. Those eyes tell Ash all he needs to know about the man. He’s the alpha, or so he thinks. A tough man, who has seen some shit in his life and in order to counter all the horrors, his heart and mind have turned to iron. He’s used to having everything go his way and only his way. No gray area with this guy.  
 
    Ash sighs. “I apologize. We just need to meet Murdock Jones so—” 
 
    “Credential information needs updating,” the head guard grumbles and hands Ash back the tablet. He straightens. “Mr. Jones left Lyle’s Port two hours ago.” 
 
    Ash opens his mouth and closes it again.  
 
    “Oh, lovely,” Julia says. “There goes our financial backing.” 
 
    He closes his eyes, shakes his head, and opens them again.  
 
    The head guard stares at him, arms crossed over his chest. His bald head gleams under all the lights.  
 
    “Alright,” Ash says. “Thank you, but I guess we no longer need to enter now.” 
 
    The head guard grunts, nods and backs away from the vehicle. “Word of advice.” 
 
    Ash frowns. 
 
    “Don’t be a smartass to someone who can gun you down without penalty.” The head guard turns away and returns to the left bunker. 
 
    The rest of the guards move away, most also returning to their designated bunkers.  
 
    Ash rolls up the window.  
 
    “Let’s go home, boss,” Julia says. “We’ll figure the rest out later.” 
 
    “We need to get ahold of Murdock. Tell him what happened.” 
 
    Julia nods. “Well, we can do that when we get home.” 
 
    “No.” Ash straightens in his seat. “Get out the phone. I’ll call him now.” 
 
    “He never answers though…” 
 
    “He’ll answer.” 
 
    Julia blows out a heavy breath. “Fine.” 
 
    She rummages around in a black bag, brings out the phone, and hands it to Ash. 
 
    Murdock’s supposed personal number is in his contacts. He touches the call button, holds the phone to his ear, and waits.  
 
    The call is picked up in three rings.  
 
    “Barrington? Where the hell are you?” 
 
    “Hey,” Ash says. “Our coordinates had a glitch and we hit the coast three hundred miles north of the destination. Currently leaving Lyle’s Port.” 
 
    There’s a long pause, then… “Did you get it?” 
 
    “I think so,” Ash says. Because, whatever the bones he managed to collect are, he didn’t recognize them.  
 
    “You think? I pay you to know, Barrington.”  
 
    He draws in a deep breath and slowly. God, he hates this vile man. Still, without Murdock there would be no funding to go on productive digs. He’s worked for Murdock for three years now and still doesn’t trust the man. The oil tycoon has a reputation for his employees unexpectedly, well, dying.  
 
    Take the leviathan debacle not so long ago in the South Pacific for example… 
 
    Yet, he says, “Okay. I know. It’s definitely not a species I’ve seen before.” 
 
    Another long pause from the other end, then Murdock says, “Meet me in Des Moines.” 
 
    Ash is about to tell the man okay when there’s a beep of a call ended. The bastard hung up on him. He tosses the phone into the center counsel and turns the SUV away from Lyle’s Port.  
 
    “He’s pissed, isn’t he?” 
 
    Ash shrugs. “Maybe. Wants to meet us in Des Moines.” 
 
    “Close to home, at least.” 
 
    “Right.” 
 
    He sets out, taking the clearer roads if they prove safe enough. Most are. The few he avoids are the main interstates, which are crawling with vagrants. Interstates are the easiest and fastest ways anywhere, so of course the assholes want to stalk them. Easy meals. 
 
    So, he takes highways and secondary roads.  
 
    They have a couple days until they reach Des Moines. 
 
    Ash just hopes Murdock Jones accepts the rare find. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    SIX 
 
      
 
    All told, it takes over eighteen hours to get from the east coast to midland Des Moines.  
 
    Another half hour to find the hotel where Murdock is staying.  
 
    Espiath’s Hotel, Murdock’s text had read. The newest, most lavish hotel in all of Iowa. 
 
     It took a bit of time, but he eventually found the monstrosity.  
 
    He parked, not in the parking complex, but across the street in the lot of an abandoned grocery store. There’s no way he’s paying the fee if he’s not staying here.  
 
    Together, Ash and Julia haul the tub of bones into the lobby of a hotel made specifically for the wealthy.  
 
    Behind the counter, the clerk frowns at them. A tall, lanky man with slicked back gray hair, this clerk watches their every move. And when Ash makes it a point to notice him watching them, the clerk lifts his head a bit, long blade of a nose aimed toward the intricately sculpted ceiling, eyes finding something else to look at. 
 
    Making sure the tub of bones is out of the way from foot traffic, Ash approaches the counter. “We have an appointment with Murdock Jones.” 
 
    The clerk slowly lowers his gaze to Ash, and snorts. “You? I hardly think so.” 
 
    “Ash Barrington, look it up.” 
 
    The clerk sniffs, glances away. “I think not.” 
 
    Anger flares within Ash. “Look, you snobby motherfu—” 
 
    “Ah, Ash,” a smooth, cultured voice sounds, “There you are.” 
 
    From deeper into the lobby, a man of average height, dressed head to toe in a brilliantly white suit, Murdock Jones emerges from cool shadows. He casually swipes a small, black comb through his equally black mustache. He tucks the mini-comb into the front pocket of his suit jacket and beams a smile at Ash. 
 
    “Your travels were safe, I assume?” 
 
    “Fine.” Ash cocks a thumb at the clerk. “Well, until this douchenozzle, anyway. Almost had an assault charge on my hands.” 
 
    Murdock chuckles. “Oh, come now, Ash. Quinton is perfectly harmless.” Yet, Ash catches the man’s dark eyes (weren’t they blue the last time I saw him?) shift toward the clerk in a cold glare. 
 
    Ash doesn’t turn to see but can hear the shuffling of feet and someone clear their throat. Apparently, Quinton the Clerk is in trouble.  
 
    Murdock, with his oiled black hair and tanned skin, his manicured fingernails, says, “Glad you made it back safely, Ash.” Murdock, with his crocodile grin, “Where is it? The skeleton.” 
 
    Ash steps aside and gestures to where Julia stands near a red sofa. “Over there.” 
 
    The oil tycoon frowns. “She’s a bit on the modern side, isn’t she?” He slides a much toothier grin in Ash’s direction. 
 
    It takes Ash a second to realize the man just told a joke. He chuckles, shakes his head. “No, it’s behind her.” 
 
    The grin melts away, face firming up. “You mean the tub you two lugged in? That’s the great find? That’s what I paid for?” 
 
    “Um, yeah.” Ash sighs. “The Board neglected to tell me about the active volcano.” 
 
    For almost a minute, Murdock doesn’t move, nor does he speak. He simply stares at Julia. She tries to look anywhere but at the man, feet shuffling. Under Murdock’s gaze, it’s hard not to squirm a bit. The man has the power to give the order to have you killed, body disposed of and your entire identity erased with a mild snap of his slender fingers.  
 
    Then Murdock smiles and motions toward Julia and the tub behind her. “Well, then, let’s see this discovery.” 
 
    Ash leads the man to the tub full of fossilized bones.  
 
    Again, Murdock frowns. It’s deep, edging on irritated, his frown. He hunkers down, carefully sifting through the bones, then shoots Ash a confused expression. “Are some of these…cut?” 
 
    “Yeah. Had to cut a few of them. Ran out of time with the lava and all.” 
 
    Murdock huffs out a breath, but nods and stares at the bones some more. “What do you think it was? And it better not be another damn velociraptor. I can’t give those things away these days.” 
 
    “Honestly,” Ash says, “I don’t know. The configuration in the rock was odd. I need to take these to my lab and—” 
 
    “No need for that,” Murdock says. “I have a great team that can connect the bones, even the ones you destroyed. You can assess it after they’ve done the reconstruction.” He stands and claps his hands, startling Ash. 
 
    Two large men dressed in gray suits hurry out of the shadows, pick up the tub and haul it to an elevator plated in gold.  
 
    “I have a new job for you,” Murdock says, running the tiny comb through his black mustache.  
 
    “And me?” Julia pipes up. 
 
    Murdock waves a dismissive hand without looking at her. “Sure, sure.” His gaze levels on Ash. “It—” 
 
    “Whoa, hold up,” Julia spouts and stands beside Ash. “We’re partners. You talk to both of us.” 
 
    Murdock rolls his eyes and Ash wants to punch the pompous asshole.  
 
    “That’s right,” Ash says. “Both of us.” 
 
    “Oh for…” Murdock runs his hands over his shiny, slicked hair. “Fine. Fine. But this job isn’t just some go-dig-it-up-and-give-it-to-me opportunity. It’s bigger than that.” 
 
    “What’s the job?” Julia asks. 
 
    Ash nods, interested. 
 
    Murdock grins. “Are either of you familiar with Lake Superior?” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    SEVEN 
 
      
 
    “This is the dumbest thing you’ve ever made me do, dude,” Julia says as they stop in a large lot which gives way to the Port of Duluth.  
 
    Ash shrugs. “He got me with, ‘Massive pile of bones at the bottom of a lake’.” 
 
    “I know, and it’s stupid. All of it. I don’t trust the bastard.” 
 
    “I don’t either, but the pay we signed for will retire us both.” 
 
    “I’m thirty…” 
 
    He lifts an eyebrow. “You don’t want to retire early? Really?” 
 
    She stares out through the windshield at the giant lake before them. “This is all I know and all I ever want to do.” 
 
    He laughs, then manages, “Yeah, see, there’s something wrong with you, lady.” 
 
    Julia punches his shoulder. Hard. Hard enough to jar him a bit. “Fuck off. You can’t tell me you wouldn’t miss all this. The adventure of it all. The rushes and discoveries…” 
 
    He nods. “I’d miss it.” He winks. “But who says we can’t keep doing this job even after we retire?” 
 
    She blinks, finally smiles. “Good point.” 
 
    They face Lake Superior.  
 
    Since the changes Earth took decades ago due to everything from the melting ice caps and nuclear effects to straight up pollution and the gray fogs of biowarfare during the Civil War Two, the once wild Great Lake is now mild, nearly placid. The only Great Lake which remains full of waves and life is, oddly enough, Eerie. 
 
    It’s just now seven o’clock in the morning and the sky is full of golden roses and soft oranges as the sun rises higher above the horizon. It’s quite beautiful. Ky would love it, Ash knows. He smiles a little, thinking about how she would gasp and point at all the colors and tell him how she’s going to paint this very scene when they get home and— 
 
    “…this.” 
 
    He shakes his head, blinks. “Huh?” 
 
    “I said, we should go do this.” Julia opens her door. “If I die on that lake I’m gonna come back and kill you.” 
 
    “What if I die too?” 
 
    “Well, shit, then I’ll bring you back to life and kill your ass again.” She scoots out of the SUV. “C’mon, man.” 
 
    He gets out of the vehicle and together they walk toward Port Duluth where, according to Murdock, a specialized team awaits them. 
 
    Ash listens to the sound of his old boots clumping over the cracked cement and almost hears the shuffling of small sneakers. Ky’s small sneakers.  
 
    Ghosts… 
 
    He focuses on the harbor ahead. Before long, a small town comes into full view, along with what appears to be hundreds of large docks. The day is already getting hot and he arms sweat from his forehead.  
 
    Not long and they’re standing on the docks. 
 
    “So, uh, who are we supposed to meet here?” Julia asks. “Looks pretty deserted.” 
 
    And indeed, it does. The docks should be bustling, but they’re not. Instead there are places that appear in a need of repair. Warped planks and entire docks slathered in green moss and black mold. One of the farther docks slants downward and appears to lead directly into the lake.  
 
    Once, these docks bustled with fishermen and the buildings behind him were like processing warehouses for the fish. At least by all the stories his grandparents told him. 
 
    Not anymore. 
 
    Now, it’s like a ghost harbor. It’s simply void of life. 
 
    Except… 
 
    “On your knees!” 
 
    Ash catches a glimpse of two men in black gear, carbines pointed at him, and does as he’s told. Julia follows suit. 
 
    “Who are you?” A woman, shouts. “Names. Credential info. I want everything you have.” 
 
    “I’m Ash Barrington and this is my partner, Julia Evers. Murdock Jones sent us to aid in the exploration.” 
 
    There’s a long pause, and the muzzle of a gun presses against the back of his head. “Do you have a credential tablet?” 
 
    “Yes. In the glove compartment of the Land Rover in the parking lot.” 
 
    Another long pause, then, “A direct call to Murdock Jones has been initialized. Stand fast.” 
 
    The minutes pass like hours and Ash desperately needs to piss.  
 
    Finally, the woman says, “Stand up. You’ve been cleared.” 
 
    Ash and Julia do. Ash turns, coming nearly face to face with a stony-faced woman.  
 
    “Master Chief Green. US Navy Seals.” She holds out a hand, smiling a bit. Dark skin glistening gorgeously in the rising sunlight. “Sorry about the inconvenience, Dr. Barrington.” 
 
    He shakes her hand. “No worries.” He hasn’t been called Dr. Barrington for years. “I take it you’re the team we’re supposed to meet up with?” 
 
    “Team Talonshank,” Master Chief Green says, nodding. “Yes.” She points at the vessel bobbing near a dock to the far right. He hadn’t even noticed it until now. “We’ll escort you to the facility.” 
 
    Ash cocks his head a bit. “Facility?”  
 
    Green smiles. “That’s classified.” 
 
    He smirks, thinking, And this is why I hate working with the military. 
 
    The military always give tiny flakes of information, barely enough to go on, no matter how crucial information is needed. They follow orders and do what they’re told. Like they don’t really have minds of their own.  
 
    The Talonshanks escort Ash and Julia to the object bobbing in the water. To Ash, it resembles the tall topside hatch on submarines, only much stouter.  
 
    The hatch opens and a thin man, bald head gleaming, pops out like a damn gopher. He smiles a nearly toothless smile. “Watch’yer step, folks.” 
 
    Ash helps Julia balance while she steps onto a small, metal platform fixed to the protruding hatch. The bald man nods and disappears down the passage as Julia swings her leg over. She too disappears into whatever awaits below. A min-sub, maybe? 
 
    Heart thudding heavily, he steps onto the platform and climbs down the narrow passage. 
 
    When his boots clomp on the bottom, he turns and finds himself face to face with the bald, nearly toothless man. He’s smiling. And it’s not a very pleasant smile, though Ash does see friendliness in the man’s blue eyes.  
 
    “Welcome aboard!” He steps aside. “I’m Merlek, your host on this dive. Please find a seat and buckle in. We—” 
 
    “Oh, for shit sake, Merlek,” Green says as she thumps to the floor. “This ain’t royalty we’re escorting. Get to your station. We dive in five minutes.” 
 
    Buckling in, Ash catches Green’s attention. “We were never told of a facility.” 
 
    Green plops in a seat directly across from Ash, sighs. “What were you told?” 
 
    Ash glances at Julia. She shrugs, then gestures for him to spill it. “Just that we’d be a part of a team collecting dinosaur fossils and piecing them together for shipment to collectors.” He frowns. “Which makes little sense because very few dinosaur fossils have been recovered in this region due to erosion.” 
 
    A corner of Green’s mouth quirks in a slight, crooked smile. “That’s all?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    Green leans back, buckles in as the rest of her team follow suit. “Well, most of that’s true. You’ll be assisting and sharing your expertise with everyone. But it’s not some cakewalk piece the bones together and go home mission. It’s—” 
 
    All the lights dim to red, an alarm brays and the bald man’s voice says, “Prepare to dive. Prepare to dive.” 
 
    Green rolls her eyes and says, “Just sit back and relax. We’ll bring you up to speed as we go along.” 
 
    Last time Ash heard those very words from a military official, he almost died. 
 
    The mini-sub, because that’s exactly what this vessel is he comes to realize, shifts. Air hisses, stabilizing the core of the vessel. Metal groans. 
 
    Next to him, Julia says, “Yup. We’re going to die.” 
 
    He laughs a little, shakes his head, and yet…what if she’s right? 
 
    What if this is all a trick? Murdock wasn’t pleased with the tub of bones and now… 
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    No one really talks as the mini-sub dives deeper and deeper into Lake Superior. And as the vessel groans and creaks around them from the pressure, Julia begins to squirm. 
 
    Ash pats her knees, trying to comfort his good friend as much as possible. She grabs his hand in her own before he can move it away. She grips his hand. Hard. Like his beloved wife, Willow, had during Ky’s birth. He squeezes back just enough to show her he’s here for her.  
 
    A couple of the Seals and Green all share the same cocked eyebrow expression watching Julia. 
 
    “She doesn’t like tight spaces,” Ash explains to them. 
 
    Green nods and looks away, but the other two – both women – continue staring at Julia as though she’s some new exotic species. Like they don’t have phobias of their own.  
 
    “Docking in ten minutes,” Merek, the bald man says through the speakers.  
 
    Ash watches the Seals all grip the armrests of their seats and makes sure Julia is doing the same, peeling out of her grip and placing her hand on the armrest between them. She gasps and just to make sure she knows he’s still there for her, Ash rests his hand over hers. He holds onto the other armrest with his free hand. 
 
    “Gonna get bumpy,” Green says.  
 
    In a few minutes, his teeth click, body shaking and bouncing in his seat as the mini-sub docks. The entire vessel screeches around them and he’d say “bumpy” is the worst understatement ever right now. It’s more like a goddamn earthquake.  
 
    Then there’s a loud clunk and everything is still. Well, everything besides his stoMach anyway. But this too eventually settles. 
 
    “Prepare to board Infinity Moon,” Merek says. 
 
    The Seals unbuckle. Ash and Julia follow suit.  
 
    Green stretches her back, pulls Ash and Julia aside. “There will be changes in pressure as you step through the hold. Ears popping and all that. You will also be sanitized. I advise you both to keep your mouths shut, eyes closed and don’t breathe until the beep sounds.” Then she hurries toward the rear of the vessel where the others stand near what Ash assumes is a cargo hatch. Much like the carrier him and Julia took to the island.  
 
    Also, like the carrier, the hatch hisses as the seal releases. The doors slide open and Ash is instantly blinded by bright light. He half-turns, blinking. 
 
    “Well,” Julia says. “She could’ve warned us about the bright lights of death too. Jeez.” 
 
    “Agreed,” he says and then they follow the others out of the mini-sub and into a white, shiny room. 
 
    In front of them are a set of sealed doors.  
 
    All around, a voice says, “Welcome. You are about to board explorer facility Infinity Moon. Please step through the doors single file and do as instructed. Thank you.” 
 
    “Closed underwater facility,” Merek whispers behind Ash, startling him a bit. “Gotta scrub the outside world off ya. Illnesses spread fast down here.” 
 
    Ash nods and slowly follows behind Julia through the open doors and into a long, mirrored hall. The doors swish shut behind them. 
 
    “Stop.” The voice is firm, though not human, Ash assumes. Too monotone. “Pressurizing.” 
 
    There’s no sound, but his ears do indeed pop and crackle like he’s on an airplane lifting into the clouds. His stoMach drops a little and he has this sudden urge to find the nearest restroom. Eventually, though, everything stabilizes and he’s feeling fine. As for Julia, he’s not so sure. She groans a few times, head lowering every few seconds. 
 
    Ash places a gentle hand on her shoulder. “You alright?” 
 
    “Y-Yeah,” she says without looking over her shoulder at him. “Just too much too soon, I think.” 
 
    “I hear ya.” 
 
    “Please move forward into the sanitizing tank,” the robotic monotone voice says. 
 
    The tank is large, round and smooth. The ceiling, a mirrored dome and all seven people fit without issue. Although, Ash’s heart whip-cracks against his ribs. Because this feels wrong. Like those vile death showers in the Concentration Camps long ago. He can’t shake it and for one godless minute, he almost tries to break out of the tank and return to the mini-sub. But… 
 
    “Prepare for sanitization.” 
 
    Everyone around him closes their eyes and holds their breath. He makes sure Julia follows their lead and does likewise. 
 
    The moment his breath is held, he’s sprayed with a mist of cold liquid. And it keeps coming. He needs to breathe, and the spray just keeps covering him from top to bottom and back up again. Up and down. His chest burns. How long has it been? He’s not used to holding his breath long. Next to him, Julia moans deep in her throat. He reaches out blindly, finds her hand and holds it. Giving each other strength. 
 
    And still, the spraying continues. His lungs are on fire. His body quakes. His lips twist, wanting to part, expel the old air and suck in fresh. His eyelids clamp down tighter, face pinched. 
 
    He’s about to give up, let be what will be, then the spraying stops. 
 
    The robotic voice says, “You may open your eyes in three, two, one. Now.” 
 
    Ash’s eyes and mouth pop open. He whooshes out dead breath and sucks in air that reeks like lighter fluid and tastes like rotten bananas. He coughs, gags and shoves his way through the Seals to the door opening across the tank, dragging Julia with him, who is also coughing. They burst into a small square room, everything painted sterile white. 
 
    He drops to his knees. Julia leans against a nearby wall, hacking.  
 
    And somewhere amongst all the coughing and hacking, Green says, “Deep, slow breaths. You inhaled too quickly and might have gotten a bit of the disinfectant in your throats. Just keep it slow. You’ll both be fine here in a few seconds.” 
 
    Ash tries to do what she says, but it’s the hardest thing he’s ever had to do. Well, as far as he can remember anyway. He’s had a crazy life full of dangers, but this… 
 
    Yet, as his mind spins through the various jobs he’s been on, his breathing increases and the coughing lessens. His stoMach quivers, though not bad enough for nausea to set in. Eventually, just as Green said, everything eases, and he feels alright again.  
 
    And by the sound of it, Julia is coming around too. She’s no longer hacking and sputtering. 
 
    Ash stands, wobbles a bit and a woman steadies him. She’s shorter than him, but the fierceness in her green eyes tells him she’d kill him before he knew he was dead. 
 
    Regardless, she gives him a thin smile. Beautiful on her deeply bronzed face.  
 
    “Thanks,” he says. 
 
    “No problem,” the woman Seal says, pats his back and joins the rest of her team. 
 
    The others kind of blink at her, even Green, then that monotone voice says, “You are clear to enter Infinity Moon. Someone will be greeting you.” 
 
    “Dude,” Julia mutters. “This shit is messed up. So not worth retirement. Also, Infinity Moon? Sounds like a damn spaceship.” 
 
    Ash snorts. “The price we pay…” 
 
    She lightly kicks him in the shin. It’s not painful but he acts like it is. “Hey, what the—” 
 
    “That’s for being a smartass.” She kicks him again. Harder. “That’s for dragging me to this underwater hellhole.” 
 
    “I—” 
 
    “If you two are done bickering,” Green booms. “We’re about to enter the facility. From here on out, you’ll see little of us unless there’s trouble. For what it’s worth…” Her gaze lingers on Ash for a moment. “It’s been a pleasure to meet both of you. Your discoveries have given scientists new ways to approach things, especially in medicine.” 
 
    Ash knows what she’s referring to.  
 
    An unexpected and extremely rare find in Iowa. A partially preserved triceratops found deep in limestone caves. Only the head was preserved, having been frozen in a sheath of thick ice. With this, scientists were able to find the cure for diabetes and drastically slow the progression of ALS. All this found in the blood and brain of the triceratops head. It’s the big find that truly put him and Julia on the map. 
 
    A door slides open, Green gives Ash and Julia a nod, spins and hurries out of the room, her team in tow.  
 
    “Well,” Julia says, “I think she has the hots for you. Congrats, dude.” 
 
    Ash chuckles, waves her away. “There’s something wrong with you.” 
 
    “We’ve known this for like fifteen years, man.” 
 
    “Seventeen.” 
 
    “Whatever. We gonna see what’s beyond this room, or just kinda stand here forever?” 
 
    Ash shakes his head, steps toward the doorway. “Says the woman who wants to go back.” 
 
    “Dude,” Julia says. “Not so loud. They’re probably recording us.” 
 
    “Probably. You coming?” 
 
    Her footsteps fall in behind him as he walks through the doorway and into a corridor split in a T-intersection. It’s empty. 
 
    “Um,” Julia says, “Didn’t that robot say something about someone greeting u—” 
 
    A short, portly man with tufts of red hair sprouting above his ears and around his otherwise bald head, steps around the corner. His face is wide, all smile, beady blue eyes shining under the bright lights. His forehead and stubby nose glistens with sweat. His cheeks are rosy, a sign of high blood pressure, Ash assumes. 
 
    “Dr. Barrington. Dr. Remus. So glad to finally meet you both!” He holds out a small, chubby hand and Ash shakes it. Julia steps forward and also shakes the man’s hand. 
 
    Once this is done, he says, “I’m Dr. Giles. Head of Invertebrate Discoveries.” 
 
    Ash nods. “Finding anything worthwhile?” 
 
    Giles shrugs his narrow shoulders. “A few interesting specimens, but nothing to call home about.” He sighs. “I chose the wrong profession.” He smiles at Ash. “Should’ve studied anthropology.” 
 
    Ash chuckles. “Yeah, well, it’s not as fun as it seems sometimes.” 
 
    “But that triceratops in Iowa…and the mastodon in Texas. Your name is a big one, Dr. Barrington.” 
 
    All this time, and he’s still not used to being semi-famous. So, he’s not really sure how to react to such praise. In public, usually a thank you and a smile works, but here, right now with a colleague…? It’s not so easy. Especially if said colleague looks up to him. 
 
    Julia clears her throat. “Um, I was there too.” 
 
    Giles smiles bright. “I know, Dr. Remus. I was just about to tell you how your finds in Wisconsin changed the way I approach digs. From the side, not top to bottom. That Spinosaurus you uncovered…well, to say the least is the rarest of the rare. They were said to have only be found in North Africa. But…” 
 
    Julia slaps her arms. “Right? That find was unexpected. I thought I was uncovering a T-Rex until I saw the longer snout and spines.” 
 
    “And if you had gone from top to bottom you might’ve damaged those crucial specifics.” 
 
    Julia grins. “Right on, dude.” 
 
    They chat a bit more about certain finds, as well as Giles’ research into curing lung cancer using rare prehistoric plankton.  
 
    When the conversation flags, Ash points down the hall. “So, what’s down there?” 
 
    Giles glances behind him, then beams a smile at Ash. “One of the places I’m supposed to show you. The Research and Reconstruction Department.” 
 
    The corridor isn’t long and stops at a set of silver doors with no windows.  
 
    Curious, Ash starts toward the doors. 
 
    Giles steps in front of him. “Allow me, Doctor.” He bustles ahead, and all Ash can do is smile. The small, portly man is like their biggest fan. Bringing them into the department is a big honor to him. 
 
    Giles taps a narrow, black pad nearby and the doors slip open, giving way to a slightly dimmer room boasting several tables with bones sprawled over them. A few men and women decked out in white sort the bones into bins. They look beyond bored.  
 
    “This is where we sort the bones we find, if you haven’t figured that out already,” Giles says, leading them down a narrow aisle between sets of tables.  
 
    “I have,” Ash says, eyeing the bones as they pass. “They’re all pretty small. Raptors?” 
 
    Giles doesn’t turn around, keeps walking, though nods his head. “A few have been found here, surprisingly, but a majority of our finds until the scans came in a few days ago aren’t even dinosaurs. That’s why we separate them. Mammals, fish, dinosaurs.” 
 
    “How many dinosaur fossils have you uncovered so far?” 
 
    To this, Giles stops a couple feet from the next set of doors. He faces Ash. “Full skeletons, or frags?” 
 
    Ash shrugs. “Let’s go with full.” 
 
    “Five.” 
 
    “Five? In region said to not boast dinosaurs…that’s not a bad haul.” 
 
    Giles nods, chuckles. “Yeah, well, they aren’t a preserved triceratops head. Two raptors. A young stegosaurus. Two hadrosaurs.” 
 
    The raptors and hadrosaurs don’t surprise him as much as the stegosaurus. Those have only been found in the west around California and far east in parts of Asia.  
 
    “What about the scans?” Julia steps beside Ash. “You think there’s more than just what you’ve found already? Or are we all just wasting time here?” 
 
    Giles smiles. “Let me show you.” He turns and pushes through the set of doors. 
 
    Ash and Julia follow him into a long hall and stop.  
 
    “Whoa,” Julia manages, eyes wide, neck craning.  
 
    Ash smiles, gaze drifting.  
 
    The hall they stand in is not a hall, but a large, clear tube. In every direction, they can see into Lake Superior. A murky wonderland… 
 
    “Oh,” Giles says. “Forgot about these. Once you’ve been down here a few months, you kind of get used to them.” 
 
    Julia knocks on her side of the tube. “Is this glass?” 
 
    “About six percent, yes. Micro reinforced plemeria glass.” 
 
    Julia blinks. “What the shit is plemeria glass?” 
 
    “Friend of mine invented it. Sam Rogers. Made from composites of actual glass, plastic, metals, and various other minerals I can’t remember right now.” 
 
    Frowning, Ash crosses his arms over his chest. “How much pressure can it take before breaking?” 
 
    Giles waves a small, chubby hand. “Plenty. We’re perfectly safe down here.” He continues on, loafer flapping the polished, steel floor. 
 
    As they follow, Julia leans close to Ash and whispers, “He doesn’t know.” 
 
    “I know,” Ash says and looks around at the composite tube they walk through. Weeds from the floor sway around the tube, giving the murkiness an even greater creepy factor. He’s been diving in the ocean a couple times, and that’s plenty creepy, but this…it’s just dead. The gloom. The swaying weeds. The cold depths of America’s greatest lake. All of it sends shiver after shiver over his skin. 
 
    “Can we go back home now?” Julia hugs herself, hands stroking her arms as if she’s cold. Even though it’s perfectly comfortable in the tube. “I’m getting a seriously bad feeling about this.” 
 
    “We’re here,” Ash says. “Might as well see what there is to see. If I think it’s bogus, we request to be taken back. Cool?” 
 
    “Fine,” Julia says. “But I doubt this is the huge find Murdock or anyone here thinks it is. You know damn well this region has no dinosaur fossils. If it did, it’s all been eroded away with the glaciers and all.” 
 
    “That’s the claim,” Ash says. “But you never expected to find a Spinosaurus in Alaska, did you?” 
 
    “Touché.” Julia blows out a breath too heavy to be a sigh. “Guess we’ll see.” 
 
    Ash nudges her. “Come on, you like this. Admit it. Better than an island spewing lava, right?” 
 
    She laughs a little. “Right. Still hate the feeling of being trapped under a thousand feet of water though.” 
 
    “You’ve been in oceans,” Ash says. 
 
    “Yeah, but in a mini-sub a few times and never below five hundred feet.” 
 
    “We’ll be fine.” 
 
    Julia snorts. “I don’t plan on staying here long enough to feel fine, dude.” 
 
    Ash nods. “Fair enough.” 
 
    They follow Giles out of the tube and into another room. This one, it’s so massive, Ash has trouble taking it all in. Not only is it huge, there’s so many things going on and people milling about. 
 
    Over an intercom, a woman says, “Lunch is in ten minutes. Stage your stations for time of rest.” 
 
    More than a few people, Ash notes, visibly sigh relief. They work on setting up their tables with whatever they’re working on for when they, presumably, return from lunch. Others tap away on computers. The people across the room, he can’t really tell what they’re doing, but assumes they’re preparing as well. 
 
    This room, it smells a little like vanilla and onions. Onions equals body odor in his mind. From personal experience anyway. If these people have been down here for months, he’s willing to bet more than one ran out of deodorant.  
 
    “This,” Giles says, “is the Nerve Center. Where all data is examined, collected and recorded. This is also where explorations are recoded and documented.” 
 
    “You really need all these people, with so little finds?” Ash shoots Giles a frown. “Doesn’t make sense.” 
 
    “We process more than just dinosaur fossils. There’s the sediments of the lake. There are the fish species we encounter. Rocks and whatever we come across. We process it all.” 
 
    “What purpose does it even serve to know the sediments of the lake?” Julia asks. 
 
    “Pollution, mostly. If we can provide enough data, the Government will change pollution laws.” 
 
    Julia laughs. “Like that’s gonna do a shit-ton of good now. Earth is pretty fucked, dude.” 
 
    Giles blinks. “There are some who say the standing negative can be reversed. I’m absolutely shocked, Dr. Remus, you of all people would feel otherwise.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, I’ve been out there a while and seen some shit. Changes perspectives a bit.” 
 
    “So, you truly believe there is no hope at saving Earth?” Giles ventures, challenging Julia now. Which, in Ash’s experience, isn’t a very wise move. “There’s absolutely nothing we can do to reverse what’s going on?” 
 
    Julia steps closer to the short, portly man. His jowls jitter a bit as she approaches. “I’ll tell you what I believe. I believe we already fucked this planet up beyond all repair. I believe it’s healing itself, but not in the way we want. It’s changing. Shifting. Maybe even going back to an earlier form of itself before humans were even a thought. That’s what I believe. Earth is purging us to make way for greater species to evolve.”  
 
    Deep red burns through Giles’ cheeks. His eyes are wide, unblinking. His mouth opens a little.  
 
    Ash clears his throat, taps Giles on the shoulder and the man lets out a small yelp. He faces Ash. 
 
    “Shall we continue on?” 
 
    Giles gives Julia a wide-eyed glance, nods and bustles off toward a set of yellow doors.  
 
    Julia sighs. “I did it again, didn’t I.” Not a question, because of course she knows she did it again. 
 
    “Yup,” Ash says.  
 
    They follow Giles to the yellow doors as the employees of Infinity Moon gawk in their lunch hour.  
 
    “Well, it’s true, dude, and you know it. There’s evidence everywhere Earth is changing, maybe even reverting.” 
 
    “I know that, but going all out on a colleague who respects you…” 
 
    Again, she sighs. “Yeah. I just…yeah.” 
 
    As they come upon Giles, he’s standing close to a scanner set beside the doors. There’s a short beep, then, “Retinal scan complete. Welcome, Dr. Giles.” 
 
    The doors whisper open and Giles motions for Ash and Julia to hurry. 
 
    They rush through a second before the doors slip shut and seal. 
 
    “This,” Giles says, “is Gathering Department.” Floor to wall, the room is packed with carts, tubs, shelves crammed with bags full of what Ash guesses is sediment samples.   
 
    “So technical,” Julia says. “Lemme guess, they’re gathering things.” 
 
    Giles doesn’t look at her, barely acknowledges her comment. “Here, we hold and store what we recover from the lake bed for further processing.” 
 
    As he finishes, a tall woman bursts through swinging doors to the right, pushing a heaping cart dripping brownish water.  
 
    She tosses a red disc onto the heap and glowers at Giles. “Looks like more partial mammoths and a hadrosaur. Your sediments and shit are on the bottom.” She blows out a breath, nods at Ash and Julia and hurries out. 
 
    “That’s Fern,” Giles says, “my assistant.” 
 
    “She seems nice,” Julia says. 
 
    Ash chuckles, he can’t help it. When he’s able, he taps the cart. “Finding a lot of hadrosaurs here. Didn’t think this region would boast so many, actually.” 
 
    “Well,” Giles says. “These fossils are below the lakebed, so they were spared during the glaciers erosion. Same with the raptors we found.” 
 
    “How far have you dug below the bed?” 
 
    Giles strokes his nubby chin, frowns, then snaps his fingers. “We’re at sixty feet now.” 
 
    “All in the same spot?” 
 
    “Oh, no. Not at all. Our teams move around.” He places a hand on the cart. “This haul is about two miles north of the facility.” 
 
    Ash steps toward the swinging doors. “So why are we here? You mentioned scans. If we’re here to help with whatever cause you’re after, we’re not interested. Murdock Jones hired us for a special job. If that’s not the case, I request we be taken back to the surface.” 
 
    Giles grins and to Ash it’s the oddest grin he’s ever seen. Including Murdock Jones. “I have such sights to show you…” 
 
    Julia and Ash exchange a glance and Julia says, “Okay, that’s creepy, dude. Stop.” 
 
    Giles’ grin droops. He puffs out a breath. “I wanted to give you two a mini tour of the facility, but yes, might as well get to business, right? Follow me.” 
 
    The change in Giles is gradual. From being a mystified fan to a dower, sarcastic ass. Julia’s comments no doubt aided in this change too. As often happens to almost everyone who meets her. Great person as she is, she just has no filter. Colleagues or not. She doesn’t care, and that’s a small part of why he likes her so much. Unlike Julia, Ash does have a filter. He can’t help it. It’s just his personality.  
 
    Giles walks to a single metal door. Here, there is no scanning. He simply pulls the latch and opens it. Then waits for Ash and Julia to join him. 
 
    When they do, he says, “Beyond this point, the facility is a bunch of glass composite corridors like the one you two awed over. There’s the living quarters also, but I guess we’ll get to that later. But, we’re going straight into Scan and Retrieve, since you both want to know why you’re here.” His tone is almost smug, Ash notes. 
 
    Neither Ash, nor Julia says anything and follow Giles down another clear corridor. This one, Ash realizes, isn’t all murk and weeds, though. It’s actually fairly clear. A large sturgeon thumps the glass composite, flutters a bit, then swims away. Close to prehistoric, sturgeons. Besides crocodiles, sandhill cranes, and jellyfish, sturgeons are right up there with animals still living these days. Though, evolution has altered all of them in many ways, especially size, they remain basically the same. 
 
    He can see other clear corridors to the right, dotted with white. Are those the living quarters? Doesn’t matter. If Giles can’t show him some real results, him and Julia are out of here. 
 
    Murdock can go suck an egg. 
 
    The corridor is long and curves to the left a bit until they come to yet another set of yellow doors. Giles scans his retina and the doors open. The next room they step into is just as large as the Processing Department. Only difference, besides all the people and computers and table, is the large pool dominating the room.  
 
    “This,” Giles says, “is Scan and Retrieve and—” 
 
    “Giles! For Christ sake. You know you need to call ahead if you…” A stout woman in maybe her middle thirties stops near the pool. Her face wrinkles in a frown. “Is that…?” 
 
    “Yes,” Giles says. “Murdock sent them. I’ll leave you all alone to get acquainted.” 
 
    Before Ash can stop him, the small, portly man leaves. 
 
    Ash faces the woman.  
 
    Her brown eyes look him up and down as she slowly approaches. “So, he’s sending experts now.” She glances at Julia then turns her full attention on Ash. “I know who you are, Dr. Barrington. I know of Dr. Remus too.” She stops approaching merely a foot away. “Well, let me tell you both something. We don’t need you. We have a team of top-notch people right here doing their best.” 
 
    “Nice to meet you too,” Julia says and looks at Ash. “Everyone is so darn friendly down here. I can hardly contain my love for them all.” 
 
    Ash waves a hand at her and addresses the woman. “Look, we don’t want to be here anymore than you want us. Just show us the scans and we’ll go from there.” 
 
    The woman looks from Ash to Julia and back again. “So, why are you here?” 
 
    “To look at the important scan taken yesterday,” Ash says.  
 
    “So, Murdock thinks we’re incompetent now?” 
 
    “Excuse me,” Julia spouts. “Who are you? Didn’t catch your name.” 
 
    The woman shoots Julia a sharp glare. “Because I didn’t give it.” 
 
    Ash, rubbing his temples, sighs. He says, “No one said you or your crew are incompetent. We’ve just been sent to assist, that’s all.” 
 
    The woman, she deflates a little. Her face softens the tiniest bit. “Okay, listen, the last ‘experts’ Murdock sent down here were complete morons he must have thought were geniuses. Seriously. The moment they arrived, they tried to take over the entire operation we have going. My operation. In the process, they nearly dumped all the data we had saved over the months when one of them tried copying it all onto his tablet. I about killed them both. Would have, if Green hadn’t intervened and taken those two bastards topside.” 
 
    “Well, holy shit,” Julia says. “But we’re not them.” 
 
    “Never said you were.” 
 
    “Then stop treating us like shit.” 
 
    The woman visibly hardens, gaze growing cold. But this lasts only a few seconds before she softens again. Her shoulders slump a bit. “Okay. Okay. I’m Quinn, Head of Scans and Retrieves.” She motions to the pool beside her. “This is the Moon Pool.” 
 
    Julia snaps her fingers. “Now I get it. Moon Pool. Infinity Moon.” 
 
    Quinn’s gaze rolls in Ash’s direction. “She’s not the brightest crayon in the box, is she?” 
 
    Ash snorts. 
 
    “Hey,” Julia says. “I’m right here, lady.” 
 
    A ghost of a smile touches Quinn’s lips. “You remind me a lot of my sister.” 
 
    Julia chuckles. “Must be a good thing, then.” 
 
    “She had schizophrenia. Killed her husband and chewed her wrists open.” 
 
    “I…” Julia looks at Ash, then back at Quinn. “That’s messed up.” 
 
    Quinn nods solemnly. Her face darkens some. “Indeed. Forgot to take her meds and continued forgetting until…well…” 
 
    “Wait,” Julia says. “How the hell do I remind you of your crazy sister?” 
 
    “She was a jokester too.” 
 
    Julia swipes a hand across her forehead, exaggerating wiping off sweat. “Good. I thought I was crazy.” 
 
    “Oh,” Quinn says, winks, “You are, but I promise, if you start talking to the walls and trying to kill people, I’ll shoot you.” 
 
    This, for the first time since Ash has known her, leaves Julia speechless. 
 
    Quinn laughs, claps her hands and points at Julia. “Oh, you’re going to be fun. Come on, I’ll show you those scans.” 
 
    Ash pats Julia’s shoulder as he passes. She’s staring at Quinn, wide-eyed, mouth opening and closing. 
 
    Behind him, she says, “I think I just met my new best friend.” 
 
    Ash chuckles, following Quinn across the large room to a narrow, silver door. 
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    The room Quinn leads Ash and Julia into is considerably smaller than any of the others they’ve stood in. Every wall is adorned with monitors, three men tapping away on computers. But it’s the far wall Quinn leads them to. 
 
    Here, the wall carries only one large monitor. Protruding from the wall are various panels and a large, glowing, blue dome. Ash recognizes some of the equipment. Like the seismograph and depth finders, but the rest…he’s utterly lost. 
 
    Quinn taps a blinking green light next to the glowing blue dome. It flickers to red. She types something on a flat keyboard resting on the opposite side of the dome. 
 
    “This is the main hub of all the scans ever taken during the thirteen months this project has been funded,” Quinn says. “Every scan is closely inspected before any orders are given.” 
 
    She taps another button and steps away from the dome.  
 
    “Um,” Julia says. “Is something supposed to happen? Because—” 
 
    Before she can finish, an image manifests above the blue dome. For a moment, it’s nothing but blurry waves, then Ash is staring at the lakebed. In the right corner is: 1,300 feet. 
 
    The image flickers, revealing an ultrasound view. In the right corner, it reads: 1,350 feet. An image itself… 
 
    “Holy shit,” Ash manages, heart stuttering. 
 
    “Are those…?” Julia leans closer. 
 
    “We estimate between five hundred to two thousand different species of dinosaurs,” Quinn says. 
 
    The image flickers again. Clearer this time. Ash blinks at a fully intact tyrannosaurus rex skull.  
 
    Barely able to breathe, he points at the images, shaking his head. “No. Not possible.” 
 
    Quinn smiles. “The T-Rex skull? Agreed. But here it is. If you look closely, there’s also a brachiosaurus skull and partial spine. As you know, the sauropods did not roam in this region as far as science knows. Stuck mostly to the west according to fossils. Although, those were never considered a real brachiosaurus, of course.” 
 
    “Juvenile brontosaurus,” Ash says. “Only true brachiosaurus found in North America, and only the skull was in Georgia. Many confused brontosaurus with brachiosaurus. They still do.” 
 
    “Which is dumb,” Julia says, “because their skulls are totally different.” 
 
    “Brontosaurus has a broader snout, and overall skull, yes,” Ash says. “But compared, that’s the only real difference, besides the ridge between the brachiosaurus’ eyes. Sometimes that ridge gets broken off over time, so…”  
 
    Quinn waves a hand. “Yeah, yeah, we all know that much. But there’s an entire trove in this cave. Could be the finds of a lifetime.” 
 
    There’s a long pause, before Julia ventures, “Then why haven’t you exhumed the bones?” 
 
    “We plan to in…” She glances at her wristwatch. “Two hours.” 
 
    Both of Ash’s eyebrows lift. “You’ve already breached the cave? According to this, it’s under the lake bed.” 
 
    “Last report from my dig team leader out there is we have about ten feet to go. Most of it solid rock.” 
 
    Ash nods. He stares at the T-Rex skull for a long time and straightens. “I want to join the dive team to exhume the bones.” 
 
    “You want to…” Julia says. “Dude, you’re terrified of water!” 
 
    He faces her. “Have to get over that fear sometime, right?” 
 
    “Sounds more like you want to take credit for the finds,” Quinn says.  
 
    Ash shakes his head. “No. I just like to see everything first hand.” 
 
    “Yep,” Julia says. “Doesn’t matter where or how dangerous, he’s all up in everything all the time. Crazy bastard. Annoying as shit too.” 
 
    Quinn taps one of the buttons and the image dissolves. “We have a highly trained team who go on these excavation dives. How much training have either of you had on deep dives?” 
 
    Ash and Julia exchange glances. 
 
    “I went snorkeling once,” Julia says. “Does that count?” 
 
    “Mini-sub involved?” Ash asks.  
 
    “A modified sub, yes. Equipped with claws to help collect and heavy lifting, but most of the netting is done by hand and divers.” 
 
    Ash faces Quinn fully. “So, get me trained. I want to help.” 
 
    She frowns. “Why? Because if you think—” 
 
    “No. This is your find. Full credit. I just want to be there. I want to help.” 
 
    Leaning close, Julia whispers, “What the hell are you doing, dude?” 
 
    “The right thing,” he says and looks at Quinn. “I’ll even sign a waiver or whatever you need. Get me trained so I can help.” 
 
    Quinn glances away for a moment, takes a breath, and looks at Ash. Her eyes are cold again. Stony. “Fine. But I swear, if you take any credit for any of this and belittle my crew, I’ll shoot you.” 
 
    “She’s really into shooting people, man,” Julia tosses out. 
 
    “You have my word,” Ash says. “This is your find. I’m only here to assist.” 
 
    Quinn shakes her head, but motions for them to leave the room.  
 
    Back in the Moon Pool room, another woman is inspecting dive gear. It’s only now Ash notices the modified mini-sub suspended above the pool.  
 
    “Well, here we go,” Quinn says as she brushes by Ash. “Hi Kayla.” 
 
    The other woman, Kayla, she favors Quinn with a brief smile, then returns to inspecting the gear lined up against the wall. She doesn’t acknowledge Ash or Julia, just keeps going on about her job. 
 
    Quinn turns to Ash. “This is Kayla. She’s our marine biologist and deep dive expert. She’s the one who found the real Flying Dutchman ship six years ago.” 
 
    Ash sucks in a breath, gaze drifting to Kayla as she tests air tanks and makes sure there’s no cracks in the hoses. At least, that’s what he thinks she’s doing. 
 
    He blows out pent up breath, and manages, “This is Kayla Fivewinds?” 
 
    “The very same,” Quinn says. 
 
    “You know,” Kayla says. “I do speak English, right?” 
 
    Julia giggles. “Oh, I like her already.” 
 
    Ash clears his throat and steps forward a bit. He hunkers down beside her. “I’m Ash Barrington.” He extends a hand. 
 
    Kayla frowns at the hand. “I know.” She winks at him, then goes on about checking the diving gear again.  
 
    “Kayla,” Quinn says. “I need you to train Ash about diving.” 
 
    For a long time, the woman doesn’t answer. Finally, though, “This isn’t some amateur dive. We have two hours. Not days to train.” 
 
    Ash says, “I’m a fast learner.” 
 
    Without looking at him, Kayla says, “Everyone says that until they’re eight hundred feet underwater and their tank is running low.” 
 
    “Kayla,” Quinn says, tone firm.  
 
    The other woman sighs and finally gives Ash her full attention. “Alright, look. Deep diving isn’t just something you learn overnight, let alone in less than two hours. Letting you dive without proper training would possibly kill you.” 
 
    “I can handle it,” he says. 
 
    “Ash…” Julia says, placing a hand on his shoulder. “If she thinks you can’t then—” 
 
    “I’ll be fine.” He shoots a glare over his shoulder at her.  
 
    Julia rolls her eyes and flaps her arms in exasperation. “Fine. Whatever, dude.” 
 
    “Give him the best possible training,” Quinn says. “He’ll just be there to help, nothing more.” 
 
    “I have enough help.” 
 
    “Kayla…” Quinn with her firm tone again. 
 
    “Fine,” Kayla says and jabs Ash in his chest. “You want to learn how to dive? Then let’s learn how to dive.” 
 
    “Don’t kill him,” Quinn says quickly. 
 
    Kayla chuckles as she stands. “No promises, Boss.” 
 
    “Oh, that makes me feel so much better about letting my partner go into the water with you,” Julia says. 
 
    “Then maybe he should have already been trained before volunteering.” 
 
    “Look, you little—” 
 
    “Enough,” Ash shouts. He stands, gives Julia a simmer-down gesture, then faces Kayla. “Teach me the basics. That’s all I ask.” 
 
    Kayla lowers her gaze, lets out a long breath too heavy to be a sigh. “Okay.” Her hazel eyes meet his blue ones. “As long as you stay out of the way and remember I’m the boss out there. Do as I say and do it right away. A single false move and it jeopardizes not only the operation, but the lives of my dive team too. Understand?” 
 
    Ash nods. “Understood.” 
 
    She shakes her head, chuckles humorlessly. “You’re one crazy son of a bitch.” 
 
    Grinning, Ash says, “Not by choice.” 
 
    “You should see him standoff a river of lava,” Julia spouts. “Now that’s crazy.” 
 
    For the first time, Kayla beams a genuine smile. It brightens up her entire face and Ash can’t help but notice how beautiful the woman is.  
 
    She bends, picks up a black vest with a long, thin rectangular tank fixed to the back. “Good thing for you, Mr. Jones funded us well and we have the latest in dive gear. Top notch tech.” She taps the rectangular object on the back. “We don’t use oxygen tanks here. Instead, we have this.” 
 
    After a few seconds of silence, Julia says, “Um…what is it?” 
 
    “The latest in oxygen filtration, the X-600 Shark. It draws the water in through it, harvests the oxygen produced by the flow and natural oxygen all water has.” She runs a finger over a thick, black tube fixed to a modified helmet. “Air goes through here, filters into a regulator in the side of the helmet and dispenses into the mask.” 
 
    “So,” Ash says, “you never run out of air during a dive?” 
 
    Kayla nods. “Only problem you might face with the Shark are the water intakes. Sediment tends to clog the valves if things get stirred up too much out there.” 
 
    No one says anything for a while.  
 
    Ash stares at the dive vest and helmet. “Are there techniques to clear the intakes if they do get clogged?” 
 
    Kayla points at a blue button built into the vest. “There is. You push this button. Before you do, though, hold your breath until you hear the beep. The Shark uses the air in the mask to blow out the intakes in a reversal of flow.” She lowers the vest. “But there’s some risk doing this. Sometimes it’s not enough to clear the clogs and no more oxygen can be produced through the Shark, leaving you without air until either help arrives, or you die.” 
 
    “And if I don’t push the button?” 
 
    “You’ll have enough air in your mask and in the tube, so if you breathe normally you can return to the Moon Pool. We’re a close team, so if one of us is in trouble, there’s always someone nearby to help too.” Her face hardens some. “Since you won’t have the experience and full training one should have before going on a deep dive like this, I’ll assign someone to stay by your side at all times.” 
 
    Ash holds out a hand and this time Kayla shakes it. Her grip is firm. Strong. “Thank you.” 
 
    Kayla nods. “For what it’s worth, I’m really honored to meet you…and Dr. Remus.” 
 
    “Holy hell,” Julia says, sounding all aghast. “You do know who I am.” 
 
    “Of course. You have a following.” 
 
    “I…do?” 
 
    Kayla laughs, holds the X-600 Shark up for Ash. “Ready to do the quickest deep dive training known to man?” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    TEN 
 
      
 
    Through the helmet’s earpiece, Kayla’s voice is firm, yet gentle. “We’re going to dive below the Moon Pool. Sixty feet to the lake bed. We’re one thousand feet deep, so the pressure will be the first thing you notice. The suit you’re wearing decreases the pressure, but you’ll still be able to feel some of it. I want you to find a clam and bring it back to the surface of the Moon Pool. Remember, if you get disorientated or something feels wrong, call me. I’ll be close.” 
 
    Ash nods. They tread water in the center of the Moon Pool. It’s been a little over an hour since they began training. The greatest obstacle, at least for Ash, was not holding his breath when he went under water. A natural reaction. Humans aren’t made to breathe underwater, after all. But the more he practiced, the more he learned to breathe normally. The air in the mask has an odd minerally odor, though not unlike standing near a lake on a breezy day. Nothing unpleasant. Eventually Kayla made him stay under and swim around the Pool for half an hour until he felt completely comfortable breathing in the modified helmet.  
 
    Now is the true test, though, and Kayla told him if doesn’t pass it she can’t let him go on the dig, and he agreed.  
 
    “Okay,” Kayla says. “Just dive to the lake floor, find a clam and bring it back up. Ready?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Ash says, hearing both his own voice and breathing through the mask like a tiny echo chamber. Another little quirk he needs to get used to. Good thing he’s not claustrophobic.  
 
    “Dive,” she tells him, and he does as he’s told, bending at the waist and sinking downward. He kicks and in seconds he’s cruising toward the bottom opening of the Moon Pool.  
 
    The room above, according to Quinn, is pressurized to keep the rest of Lake Superior from flooding the facility. Which hadn’t boded well for Julia, but, in usual Julia fashion, she snarked it off. 
 
    He dives to the bottom of the Moon Pool, remembering to keep his breathing steady. Already he feels the pressure of being one thousand feet underwater. And as Kayla mentioned, it’s a bit uncomfortable. He waits a moment, holding onto the lip of the hole at the bottom of the Pool, letting himself get at least a little used to the slightly crushing feeling. He wonders why they don’t just use dive-mechs? Would definitely make things easier. And hadn’t Murdock funded something a few years ago involving dive-mechs? Ash vaguely remembers reading something about an old oil rig in the South Pacific. Also, about the leviathan creature. The very creature Julia mentioned before. 
 
    “Everything okay, Ash?” Kayla, sounding calm. 
 
    “Yeah. Just getting used to the pressure thing right now.” 
 
    “No one ever gets used to it, but I promise, you won’t be crushed.” 
 
    “Why don’t you have mechs to do this?” Asking the very thought slipping through his mind. 
 
    “Mr. Jones felt that, since we’re in a lake, the mechs would be a useless expense.” 
 
    “This is just as deep as some parts of oceans, though.” 
 
    Kayla grunts. “We know this, so does he, but apparently it’s not enough to convince him.” 
 
    Ash shakes his head, positions himself toward the lake’s floor, and pushes off. The floor is about twenty feet from the bottom of the Moon Pool. He swims to the lake floor, lake bed, whatever, and spares a look around. The water isn’t entirely murky and to the right, a couple of clawed mini-subs dig into a slight rise in the floor, collecting specimens and whatever else might be there. They stir up silt and other sediments, but they’re too far away to affect visibility much.  
 
    By all accounts, the water is rather clear. Another sturgeon, this one almost as long as he is tall, swims by.  
 
    Enough gawking. Get the clam. 
 
    A patch of thick weeds sway below him. Rocks stick out here and there like brown, rotten teeth. Ash lowers himself into the weed patch, parting them carefully so not to stir up any silt or sand. He’s more afraid of the silt clogging the intakes of the Shark than being able to see. Still, he searches, eventually pulling weeds out of his way. 
 
    Nothing in the weed patch, he moves on to the rocks. Beyond the scattering of large rock is a gradually rising hill, ragged with more rock. No weeds grow on the hill.  
 
    He frowns at this, shakes his head, and continues his search for a clam. Not that he’ll ever find one, but… 
 
    There. Right beside one of the brown rocks. A smile spreads over his face behind the clear mask. He swims toward an unsuspecting clam, arm reaching, fingers splayed— 
 
    Something smacks the back of his head hard enough to shove him into the silty, sandy floor of the lake. Pain blooms, spreading over his skull, and all he sees is darkness. On his back, whatever struck him is now shaking him. He’s flung, tumbling over and over in a storm of silt. When he finally comes to a stop and catches his balance with a few firm kicks, all he sees is a swirling wall of dark brown and tiny bits of debris.  
 
    “Ash?” Kayla, her tone calm. And when all he can do is try to control his out of control breathing, she says, “What’s wrong?” 
 
    Once he catches his breath, he manages, “Something attacked me.” 
 
    There’s a long pause, then, “There’s nothing in this lake that will attack humans, nor pose a threat, Ash.” 
 
    “Tell that to the back of my head and whatever tossed me around like a fucking ragdoll.”  
 
    “Ash, it might’ve just been a sturgeon. They sometimes bump into divers, but—” 
 
    “Since when do sturgeon have teeth? Because whatever attacked me shook me like a shark shakes a damn seal.” 
 
    Another long pause. “Get back up here.” 
 
    “When I can see. It shoved me into the lake floor. Too much silt right now.” 
 
    “Okay. Swim backward. Don’t let it get in the intakes.” 
 
    Ash snorts. “No shit.” 
 
    “Ash, I really need you to stop and think. Profanity and sarcasm doesn’t help. Can you see the opening of the Moon Pool?” 
 
    He cranes his neck. There’s faint light above, surrounded by the high-density lights set around to light up the area clear as day. Well, unless there’s a storm of silt obscuring everything, of course. Still, that faint light is wide. Has to be the Moon Pool. 
 
    “Yeah,” Ash says. “I see it.” 
 
    “Okay. Swim for it and—no, wait. Stay right there.” 
 
    “Huh? What? What’s wrong?” 
 
    Kayla, very quiet, says, “Quinn just came out with lifeform scans. Just…don’t move.” 
 
    All around, save for above, walls of swirling darkness.  
 
    “What do you mean, ‘lifeform’ scans? What’s out here with me?” 
 
    “I…don’t know. Something big. Scans aren’t detailed enough, but Quinn and Julia are working on it. Just don’t move.” 
 
    Heart galloping, he opens his mouth, then closes it, not really sure what to say. All at once, his mouth feels way too dry. His stoMach churns. A shiver trickles over his skin. The special suit he’s wearing cuts out most of the chill due to the depth, but this isn’t a shiver caused by the outside. No, this is the chill of fear.  
 
    Something big is here with him. Not a sturgeon. Something…else… 
 
    Something with teeth. 
 
    “Okay,” Kayla says in his earpiece, startling him. “Looks like we have a shark.” 
 
    Ash blinks. “A…wait, what? Shark? In Lake Superior?”  
 
    “The waters aren’t as cold as they once were before the climate changes. You’re swimming in forty-six degrees right now. Bull sharks have been found here before, just not at this depth.” 
 
    “Whoa, whoa, there’s a bull shark down here with me?” 
 
    “Looks like it. Bigger than average though…” 
 
    “Oh, that makes me feel so much better,” he says. 
 
    “Just stay put. I’m coming down to clear the silt and get you back up here.” 
 
    “Well, hurry up, then.” 
 
    He’s walled off, can’t see anything in any direction except for up. Christ, why does it take so long for silt to settle? Then again maybe— 
 
    It bursts through the dark wall in front of him, mouth gaping and lined with pointy teeth. He swims to the side. A pectoral fin clips his arm hard enough to send pain into his shoulder. He’s turning when… 
 
    Hands grip his shoulders and shove him downward with so much force he’s buried into the silt and sand again. All is darkness. The hands on his shoulders squeeze, agony shoots through him and he screams.  
 
    “Ash? You alright?” 
 
    He screams again when whatever is attacking shakes him again.  
 
    Can’t be a shark. Sharks don’t have hands. 
 
    “I’m on my way, Ash,” Kayla says. 
 
    Too late, he thinks. It’ll kill me before she even gets out of the Moon Pool. It’ll— 
 
    He’s turned around yet again and from out of the stormy silt emerges a gaping mouth filled with so many pointy, jagged teeth he’s damn sure it’s not a bull shark. Gray arms protrude from just in front of the gills. Arms attached to the hands gripping him.  
 
    “Wha…what the fuck?” 
 
    The mouth is broad, like a tiger shark. The teeth, a dead giveaway. He’s seen plenty over the years. Whatever the hell else it is, the mouth and head is that of a tiger shark.  
 
    Mutation, his mind wails. It’s a damn mutation.  
 
    The hands and arms pull him closer and closer to the snapping mouth. With no way to stop it, Ash simply closes his eyes and waits for the inevitable. Soon those massive jaws will clamp down over his head. Soon all those sharp teeth will puncture his skull and neck. Soon…it’ll shake and saw his head off. Soon— 
 
    The hands release his shoulders.  
 
    A loud roar blasts through his earpiece and when he opens his eyes, blood mingles in the swirling stew of silt. The shark mutation is gone.  
 
    His breathing whooshes in his ears as he tries to look everywhere at once.  
 
    An arm and hand shoot out of the bloody silt, grasp his vest and pull him forward until he’s face to face with Kayla. 
 
    “Swim,” she says. “Fast as you can.” 
 
    In her other hand, she holds some kind of slender gun. 
 
    He does as she says and kicks his legs as fast as they can go until he’s at the opening of the Moon Pool. Here, he stops and looks down in time to see the large mutant shark glide by directly under him. 
 
    “Go,” Kayla says as she speeds toward him.  
 
    Ash wastes no more time and enters the Moon Pool. He swims hard, kicking and stroking his arms until he breaches the surface.  
 
    A few seconds later, Kayla pops up beside him.  
 
    Both of them are breathing too heavily to speak. They simply stare at each other through the clear masks.  
 
    Finally, Kayla says, “Gotta call Green and get an extermination crew out there.” 
 
    “H…How?” It’s all Ash can manage between breaths. 
 
    “River channels from the Mississippi, I guess. Only way, really.”  
 
    “We’re doing an entire lake scan right now,” Quinn says as she approaches the Pool.  
 
    “You alright, dude?” Julia asks, kneeling. Her face is drawn, eyes somewhere between tearing up and stony.  
 
    He gives her a thumbs-up. Although, now, he’s beginning to feel the effects of the attack more. Pain laces around both shoulders and slices down his back.  
 
    Kayla, drifting toward the ladder to climb out, says, “I shot it in the back but—” 
 
    Gray arms shoot out of the water, hands clamp onto her Shark vest and yank her down. 
 
    Quinn screams. Julia scrambles away from the edge.  
 
    Ash sucks in a breath. For a moment, he’s lost.  
 
    Stop being a weak ass, his mind says. Save her. 
 
    He takes a few slow breaths and tuck dives. As the bubbles clear, he gapes at the scene not far below. 
 
    Kayla struggles against the thing holding her. The toothy mouth opens wide behind her head. Through the mask, he marks how wide her eyes are. 
 
    Ash darts downward, shoving terror aside, grabs the slender gun from Kayla, jams the muzzle into the creature’s mouth, and pulls the trigger.  
 
    The sound is a muffled whoosh. 
 
    Blood billows, consuming Kayla as she kicks and writhes in the creature’s grip.  
 
    Then she’s there, dragging him away from the creature and back to the surface. The breach, and she wastes no time, shoving Ash toward the ladder. 
 
    “Get out of the water,” she shouts. 
 
    Ash, struggling with the flippers on his feet, climbs the ladder a foot to the edge of the Moon Pool and flops out. In an instant, Julia is there. She strips off the flippers and unbuckles the helmet from the vest. Then she carefully pulls the helmet off. Her face is full of worry. To Ash, she looks to be on the verge of vomiting.  
 
    “You okay?” 
 
    He manages a nod before Kayla bursts out of the Pool and crawls away. Quinn’s right there to help her out of her gear. 
 
    “Call…Green…” Kayla breathes once the helmet is off.  
 
    “Scans are still incoming,” Quinn says. “Will have them in five minutes. Tops.” 
 
    Kayla nods, repeats, “Call Green.” 
 
    Quinn pats Kayla’s leg and sprints to the Scan and Retrieve office.  
 
    Ash rolls onto his back, catching his breath and stares at the mirrored ceiling. Stares at himself staring back.  
 
    “Thank you,” Kayla says.  
 
    He turns his head, smiles wanly, and shoots her a thumbs-up. “Anytime.” 
 
    “Jesus…” Julia says, her voice brimming with both awe and horror. 
 
    Ash sits. She’s standing near the Moon Pool, hugging herself, hands stroking her arms as though she’s cold.  
 
    Kayla rolls onto her side, sits, also facing Julia. “Stay away from there.” 
 
    Julia flinches likes she’s just been slapped and stumbles away from the edge of the Pool.  
 
    Gaining his feet, Ash catches her before she trips over her own boots and falls.  
 
    “Easy,” he says.  
 
    Her eyes are wide. “Let’s go home. Can we go home now?” 
 
    “Why…?” He spares a glance at the Pool and his blood turns to ice water.  
 
    Floating, white belly up and gray arms sprawled on either side, is the creature that nearly killed him and Kayla. The entire pool is scarlet with the thing’s blood. Small waves sway the creature back and forth, back and forth, sloshing against the sides of the Pool.  
 
    “Okay,” Quinn announces as she rushes out of the office. “Green and team are on their way and—holy scuttle shit, what’s that?” 
 
    “That,” Kayla says, standing. “That is what attacked us.” 
 
    Quinn shuffles closer to the Pool, stops. “Are those…arms?” 
 
    “It seems,” Ash says, leading Julia away, “a mutation made its way into Lake Superior. Or maybe these lakes have mutations like the ocean. I don’t know. All I know is my shoulders hurt like hell and I need coffee for my friend here.” 
 
    Quinn blinks at him, nods and bustles off. Not to the office but through a small door next to it.  
 
    “That’s the kitchen for this area, by the way,” Kayla mutters, waving a hand at the door. She clears her throat, straightens. “The dig is postponed until Green and her team clear the area. Might be more than one down there.” 
 
    Ash nods. “Good call.” He leads Julia to the office and helps her into a chair.  
 
    She stares at him. “I…I never saw an actual mutation before.” 
 
    “But your grandpa—” 
 
    “Told me stories of mutations and monsters in the sea. I’ve read about them. Saw reports on the news. But I’ve never actually seen one. The closest I came to one before that…thing, was whatever hit us on our way to the east coast.” 
 
    He hunkers down in front of her, a hand on her knee. “Same here. This is my first time.” 
 
    “How are you dealing so well, dude?” 
 
    He chuckles. “I’m not. Inside I’m a ball of knots. I want to call the job off and get transported back to the surface and onto land.” 
 
    “Then why don’t you?” 
 
    Ash stands, rubs the back of his sore neck. “Because this job is it. This is the last one we do professionally, if Murdock pays the agreed amount.” 
 
    Julia rolls her eyes. “That’s a big if, dude.” 
 
    He smiles. Julia is coming back to herself. “We signed contracts. I have copies. If he tries to back out, we take him to court.” 
 
    Still, Julia shakes her head. “I have a really bad feeling about this, Ash.” 
 
    “There’s nothing big enough to damage this facility, not even that mutation. We’re safe in here.” 
 
    Julia slams a fist on her knee. “Yeah. In here, not out there where you want to go!” 
 
    “I’ll be fine.” 
 
    She makes a pshhh sound and glowers at him. “Just like you thought you’d be fine diving for a fucking clam?”  
 
    “They’re taking precautions now. Scans and a sweep. Plus, I’ll be with a group of professional divers. I’ll be okay out there.” 
 
    Julia, shaking her head, turns away from him. “I’d take being on an island oozing with lava than here. At least there we knew what the threat was.” 
 
    He walks to the scans Quinn had set-up. They blink on a monitor set in the wall. Almost eyelevel.  
 
    “The scans of the lake came back. Nothing larger than a sturgeon out there now.” He faces her. “That thing floating in the Moon Pool, it was an accident. It’s not a part of the lake. Must’ve swam all the way up the Mississippi for whatever reason. Like those bull sharks about twenty years back.” 
 
    “That was Lake Michigan,” Julia says, though she sighs. “Okay. Fine. Go out and play. Whatever. Just promise me, as soon as you’re back, we get out of here. Okay?” 
 
    Ash nods. “Promise.” 
 
    Although, the other part of the job is to figure out the deaths of the dinosaurs, he agrees. He’ll deal with her when the time comes for that. 
 
    For now… 
 
    “Okay,” Quinn says hurrying into the office. “It’s black, but I brought a packet of cream and sugar.” 
 
    Julia takes the cup of coffee from Quinn, smiles. “Thanks.” 
 
    Quinn smiles back, though her gaze pings on the monitor behind Ash. The scan results. Obviously noticing the lack of rare lifeforms, Quinn returns her attention to Julia. “Are you hungry?” 
 
    Ash leaves the office, finding Kayla glaring at the edge of the Moon Pool. 
 
    “It shouldn’t have been here,” she says as he approaches.  
 
    “Accidents happen,” he says, frowning at the dead creature in the Moon Pool. 
 
    “Yeah, but there’s not supposed to be any accidents here. This is a relatively controlled environment. It’s supposed to be as safe as possible. Someone was sleeping at their post, apparently, if they didn’t catch this thing on any scans.” 
 
    “Well,” Ash says. “Maybe it just recently entered the lake?” 
 
    “Maybe,” Kayla says, glaring at the dead creature. “Might’ve been planted too.” 
 
    Ash turns to her. “Planted? By who?” 
 
    Without looking at him, she says, “Murdock. Who do you think?” 
 
    “Murdock?” He moves closer to Kayla. “What makes you think it’s him?” 
 
    She laughs. Its tone is clipped and length short. “Because he’s a sadistic asshole.”  
 
    He’s heard some things, sure, but… 
 
    “Why would he put his own people in jeopardy with god knows how many millions he’s put into this facility?” 
 
    Kayla flashes a grin at him. “Because he’s a sadistic asshole.” 
 
    Ash stares at the dead creature, not sure what else to say. 
 
    She turns away from the Pool. “You know he was behind the tragedy on that old rig in the south Pacific years ago, right? I met the guy who survived. Bracken. Good man. His daughter is expanding his mech business into finding water. Anyway, he told me all about how there was a botched drop off of gear. How a mutated Mosasaurus infected his crew. How they had two monsters to deal with and then everyone just…” Kayla shakes her head. 
 
    “I’ve heard the stories,” he says after a moment.  
 
    “Right. So, you understand what I’m worried about.” 
 
    Ash peels off his vest. “No. But I think at the end of the day we all get paid.” 
 
    “What if I told you,” Kayla says, “We’re never getting paid.” 
 
    He pauses, sends his sight to her. “What do you mean?” 
 
    She blows out a long, heavy breath. “We’ve been down here for almost a year and my bank account is still zero. So is everyone else’s, as far as I know.” 
 
    Ash frowns, not sure what to say. 
 
    “The longer we’re here, the more I’m beginning to believe we’ll die here. The only ones who are allowed to go to the surface are Green and her team. And it’s very rare they get the clearance at all. I think it’s been at least two months until you arrived since they’ve been topside. Maybe longer.” 
 
    He shakes his head. “No vacations or time off?” 
 
    “None.” 
 
    Ash glances at the dead creature. “That’s a long time for so many people to be cooped up like this. I mean, after a while, people go—”  
 
    “Insane,” Kayla finishes for him, nodding. “Green had to put a couple down about a week ago. Cabin fever got to them. Those guys, they were going from room to room killing and eating people.” 
 
    “Jesus…” 
 
    She nods gravely. “Yeah. It was pretty bad, but I’m seeing declines, even in my dive team now. Periods of being…off. Hell, even I get this really low feeling from time to time and being shut in for long periods usually never bothers me.” She turns toward the office. “Even Quinn is showing signs. For one, she’s never gotten anyone coffee before. She’s the boss in this department, not me.” 
 
    Ash stares at the dead creature as it slowly begins to sink, as most sharks do. He’s actually a little surprised it floated at all. “So, you think Murdock is purposely keeping everyone locked in here for…what? Why would he do that? Why risk such an expensive investment and operation?” 
 
    A short pause, then, “Maybe we’re an experiment.” 
 
    He turns, face furrowing in a deep frown, toward her. “An experiment? For what?” 
 
    She shakes her head, still staring at the office. “I don’t know, but every day I spend down here the closer I feel to my death. Maybe it amuses him to see us scurrying around like rats in glass tubes. See how long it takes before we break.” She faces him. “All the data gets leaked out to him every other month, so he could cut us off from everything at any time without losing anything vital. Hell, for all I know, he has bombs set-up everywhere and all he needs to do is push a button.” 
 
    Again, he’s struck silent for a moment. What does one say to that kind of theory? And that’s exactly what it is. A theory. Even if he can almost imagine Murdock setting this all up as some sadistic rattrap, it just doesn’t make sense to Ash’s brain. There has to be millions dropped into the facility and crew, not to mention all the tech.  
 
    Doors at the other end of the Moon Pool room crash open. Master Chief Green and her team of six march in, faces utterly blank, armed and geared in black from head to toe. Each of them carry black flippers and air tanks slung over their shoulders.  
 
    Kayla faces Green as the Master Chief approaches. She gives Green a respectful nod. Green nods back, eyes shifting toward the Moon Pool. 
 
    “What are the scans showing?” 
 
    “All clear,” Ash says, though shrugs. “But who knows.” 
 
    “Scans didn’t pick this thing up until it attacked Ash,” Kayla says. She smiles at him. “Who would have thought he’d save me, but he did. Blew the thing’s head off.” 
 
    Green gives Ash a firm nod, though her face remains stony. “Good. What are we dealing with, if you know?” 
 
    “Mutant,” Ash spouts. “A shark with human-like arms and hands.” 
 
    Finally, Green’s face softens, though just barely. “A mutant? Here?” 
 
    Both Kayla and Ash blink in unison.  
 
    “Must’ve traveled all the way up the Mississippi,” Ash says. 
 
    After some thought, Green shakes her head. “It’s possible, of course, but all this time, there have never been reports of mutants in the Mississippi.” 
 
    “So,” Kayla says, “how do you think it got here?” 
 
    “Planted.” Green steps closer to the edge of the Moon Pool, grimacing at the dead thing a few feet below the scarlet surface now. “Someone is trying to jeopardize the operation.” 
 
    Ash blinks. “But who? Murdock?” 
 
    “No,” Green says. “It’d make sense, but no. Could be our competitors from the Government.” 
 
    “Roskie’s group?” Kayla asks. 
 
    “The very same.” She faces Kayla and Ash. “They want this lake. They’ve tried to get it before. What better way than to plant a few mutants in the lake to scare off the competition?” 
 
    It makes sense to Ash, but… 
 
    “Seems kind of extreme, don’t you think?” 
 
    Green favors Ash with a weary smile. “Yes. They tried pushing us out a couple months ago. It didn’t work. So, I assume, they decided to take extreme measures.”   
 
    Ash nods, though watches Green carefully. What if, after being down here so long, despite being able to go topside from time to time, she’s beginning to go a bit bonkers? Maybe even delusional?  
 
    Even so, he can see how some competitors might go the extreme route.  
 
    And yet…why, unless they know about the cache of dinosaur bones? 
 
    “We’ll dispose of this thing,” Green says, “and do an eighty-meter sweep. Keep the scanners running and keep in contact. You see anything, let me know right away.” She gives her team a nod and they strap on their tanks. 
 
    “Why aren’t they using the Sharks?” Ash asks Kayla. 
 
    “Because,” Green answers, “I don’t want my shit clogging up on me every ten minutes.” 
 
    “Master Chief Green doesn’t like the Sharks,” Kayla says. 
 
    “Didn’t I just say that?” 
 
    Kayla smiles at Green. “You did.” 
 
    Both women exchange a warm glance, then Green sits near the Pool and pulls on her flippers. The rest of her team follow suit. She tests her oxygen through the mouthpiece, fits in an earpiece, and slips down her goggles. “Be back soon. Keep those scanners running and keep me informed.” 
 
    With this, she enters the pool. Her team follows.  
 
    Ash watches them pull the dead mutation toward the bottom of the Moon Pool. 
 
    “We better get on those scans,” Kayla says and hurries to the office. 
 
    Ash lingers, sight fixing on the disrupted scarlet water of the Moon Pool. 
 
    Never in his life has he felt so trapped. 
 
    Never has he felt a true pang of terror. 
 
    Until now… 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    ELEVEN 
 
      
 
    It takes over two hours before Green and her team gives up and returns to Infinity Moon.  
 
    Nothing on the scans indicates a threat.  
 
    Exiting the pool, Green announces an all clear. She doesn’t even wait for conversation. Instead she storms out of the Moon Pool room, her six-member team quickly in tow.  
 
    “She’s never been one for conversation,” Kayla says. 
 
    “She’s an asshole,” Quinn adds. 
 
    Kayla snorts, nods. “She’s that too. But without her we’d be in trouble.” 
 
    “Whatever,” Quinn says in a low voice, nearly a whisper.  
 
    Kayla appears to ignore her and looks at Ash. “My dive team will be here in about five minutes. Suit up, if you’re still joining us.” 
 
    Ash blinks. “Wait, I passed?” 
 
    “You saved my life. Yes, you passed.” 
 
    He doesn’t waste time and snugs on a Shark vest.  
 
    “Remember,” Kayla says. “Try to stay out of our way and keep your intakes clear. Keep your back away from the stirring silt and sand as we dig.” 
 
    Ash nods. “Okay.” He buckles the vest tight. 
 
    Kayla smiles, gives him a thumbs-up, and begins gearing up. A minute or so later, ten men and women stroll into the Moon Pool room.  
 
    To Ash, they all look tired. Faces haggard, bags hanging under their eyes. Their movements are slow while they suit up for the dive.  
 
    Julia steps in front of Ash, checking the buckles of his vest. “You don’t have to do this, you know.” 
 
    “Yes. I do.” 
 
    She frowns. “You know, I’m supposed to be the stubborn one, right?” 
 
    “You still are,” he says. “If I can help these people in any way, I’m going to at least try.” 
 
    “I know. Just be damn careful down there, okay?” She rolls her eyes. “Christ, I sound like a damn nagging wife.”  
 
    He chuckles and places a hand on her shoulder. “I love you too, dear.” 
 
    Julia mocks gagging and shrugs his hand off. “Do you want to see a girl puke? Because this is how you see a girl puke.” 
 
    Kayla and her team sit around the Moon Pool. Humming sounds lead to the clawed mini-sub lowering.  
 
    “Bryce,” Kayla says. “Man the sub. Dig to where we need to be. Everything should be uploaded to the sub’s computer.” 
 
    A younger man stands, nods and waits for the mini-sub to lower a few more feet before climbing on and getting inside. 
 
    The mini-sub sinks into the pool in a flurry of bubbles, then disappears. 
 
    Once the bubbling is over, Kayla says, “Okay, team. Let’s uncover some history.” She looks at Ash as he makes his way closer to the Pool. “You ready?” 
 
    “Yeah,” he says, siting beside her on the edge of the Moon Pool. His heart is a hammering mess, but he tries to ignore it. He smells the remnants of Julia’s coffee. Coffee would be amazing right about now. 
 
    Her team jumps into the Pool as Kayla and Ash secure their helmets.  
 
    In his ear, Kayla says. “Just stay close to me.” 
 
    Before he can respond, she slips into the Pool and dives. 
 
    Ash sighs, pushes off into the Pool and follows Kayla down to the bottom. The dig site isn’t far from the Moon Pool, as he noted from the scans. In fact, it’s the ragged, rocky hill he noticed before the mutation attacked.  
 
    The mini-sub, using a large drill Ash hadn’t really noticed before, digs through the rock and sand of Lake Superior. All kinds of debris spews everywhere, clouding the water black. Ash drifts back up into the Moon Pool to avoid clogging the intakes. How the others are faring, he’s not sure. Somehow, though, they seem to be doing just fine. Maybe he’s just being too paranoid.  
 
    Suck it up, jackass. 
 
    He takes a breath and returns to Kayla’s side. 
 
    A storm of debris and dirt storm into them. 
 
    “Just keep breathing,” Kayla says. “Slow and easy to keep those intakes working.” 
 
    “And if they clog?” 
 
    “Do like I told you. Go to the Moon Pool.” 
 
    Ash sighs and forces himself to regulate his breathing until it’s slow and steady. In front of him there’s nothing but a moving, black wall.  
 
    “Fulk,” Kayla says. “Clear some of this debris, will ya?” 
 
    “On it,” a gruff voice replies. 
 
    There’s a wavery, muffled whirring sound, and in a few seconds the black, stormy cloud of filth dissipates. Or rather, is blown out of the way. A smaller man swims by, a wide nozzle attached to a squat, black cylinder object that reminds Ash of a small Shop-Vac. He swims back and forth, blowing the debris and sand away from the team as the mini-sub continues digging.  
 
    “It’s only fifty or so feet,” Ash says.  
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “Probably ease up around forty-five feet just in case it caves.” 
 
    “Ash,” Kayla says. “Relax. We’ve been doing this a while.” 
 
    “For almost a year, I know.” He watches the mini-sub disappear into the foot of the hill. “But I have years of experience and—” 
 
    “For shit sake,” Kayla says. “Stop. Bryce was drilling underwater with his dad long before he joined this operation. He knows exactly what he’s doing. Relax.” 
 
    But he can’t relax. If there’s a thin crust layer before the opening where all the bones are…everything around could collapse, further burying and destroying the trove. 
 
    He wants to tell her this, but decides to let whatever happens, happen. He has no control here, and it’s driving him nuts, but he also needs to learn to trust others more. Trust has been a difficult thing all his life. Especially after Ky’s murder. 
 
    Ky… 
 
    No. He shakes his head, trying to clear all the bombarding memories before they manifest before his mind’s eye. Memories of pushing her on the swings at the park. Memories of laughter and love. Even older memories of holding her for the first time while his wife lay dying on a hospital bed. Cruel memories. He— 
 
    “We’re through,” a man’s voice says. “Stay clear as I back out. You guys need to see this.” 
 
    “Thank you, Bryce,” Kayla says. 
 
    The rest of the team swim back a few more feet as the mini-sub emerges from the hole and anchors into the lake floor. Less than a minute later, a hatch on the side opens and Bryce swims out. The hatch shuts behind him. 
 
    “Won’t we need the sub for the heavy lifting?” Ash asks.  
 
    “Not until we see what we really have here,” Kayla replies. “Might not be as big as the scans show. Happens a lot.” 
 
    “It does?” 
 
    “Yep. Now, come on. Stay close. Let’s see what there is to see.” 
 
    She swims off to the large hole made by the min-sub and Ash follows. They’re the first ones into the drill passage. Here, there’s no flow or current or a man named Fulk to clear the water. It’s murky. Bits of rocky debris obscure his vision and the stir Kayla’s flippers make creates a disorientating stew.  
 
    It’s not long before Kayla whispers, “Holy…shit…”  
 
    “What?” Ash tries to see through all the murk, but it’s hopeless. 
 
    Then the passage opens up a few feet. He glides in beside her. Here, all he can do is gape.  
 
    Below them, no more than two feet, is a large underwater cave of bones. He spots the brachiosaurus skull immediately. The scans weren’t wrong at all, from what he’s seeing now. Although, the scans didn’t show the complete massiveness of the bone trove.  
 
    “I don’t even know what half of these are,” Kayla says, tone brimming with awe. 
 
    “I do,” Ash says. “This is it. This is the dig every paleontologist dreams of.” 
 
    “Jackpot, then?” 
 
    He smiles. “Jackpot.” 
 
    Kayla inspects the rocky walls of the passageway. “Too narrow to get everyone in here. The trove is plenty wide down there, but might need to open the passage up a bit more.”  
 
    Ash nearly chokes on his own saliva. He coughs, shakes his head. “That could be bad. It might all collapse.” 
 
    “Might,” Kayla says and swims to the trove of bones. “We have a few tricks up our sleeves, Dr. Barrington.” 
 
    “Ugh,” Ash says. “That sounds so…old. Just call me Ash.” 
 
    She snorts in his earpiece. “How old are you, anyway?” 
 
    “Thirty-six.” 
 
    “Well, that’s almost forty, so…” 
 
    “I—shut up.” 
 
    Kayla chuckles. 
 
    Ash laughs a bit and says, “How about we focus on getting these bones out, hmm? That would be fantastic.” 
 
    “Oh, hush, ya ol’fart. I’m getting to it.” 
 
    He laughs some more. Can’t help it. 
 
    From out of a sack attached to her belt, Kayla brings out what appears to be folded, blue cloth. A silver cylinder is fixed to it. Carefully, she unfolds the blue thing. The more she does, however, it looks more like a tarp than paper.  
 
    “When I set this,” Kayla says, “we have three minutes to evacuate the passage.” 
 
    “What happens if we don’t make it?” 
 
    Kayla humphs. “Then we don’t make it.” She spreads the blue tarp-like thing over as much of the bone trove as she can. In her right hand, she holds the silver cylinder.  
 
    “What is that thing?” 
 
    “This,” Kayla says, “is what will protect the fossils when we widen the passage.” 
 
    Ash frowns. “How in the name shit is a tarp going to protect anything?” 
 
    “Get the hell out of here in, three, two…one…” She presses a button on the cylinder and swims frantically toward him. “I said get the hell out! Go!” 
 
    Ash, not really sure how to maneuver in such a tight space, tucks, turns and swims toward the mouth of the passage.  
 
    “Gogogogo,” Kayla shouts. 
 
    He pushes himself to swim faster and in less than a minute he bursts out of the passage mouth and into the lake. He stops, though not for long. Kayla emerges, grabs his belt and pulls him away from the passageway and hill.  
 
    “Don’t stop,” she says. “It—” 
 
    There’s a muffled, though deep thudding sound. Then a force shoves him hard from behind. He spins, head over flippers. Kayla says something, though he’s not sure what. He’s trying not to puke as he tumbles through the water in a flurry of madness.  
 
    When he’s finally able to stop the momentum, Ash rights himself, choking down hot bile. Once the sensation of vomiting passes, he gapes at the hill as it cracks and silt swirls in the water creating a sickening stew.  
 
    The debris is quickly blown away and all Ash can think of is that the trove is gone. Whatever Kayla used, it created the collapse he feared would happen. His heart bashes itself against the walls of his chest like a mad-ape as the last of the silt and debris swirls to the side like a filthy curtain.  
 
    He blows out a long sigh of relief. The hillside is cracked, yet still intact.  
 
    “Okay, Bryce,” Kayla says. “We need to widen the passageway.” 
 
    “On it,” Bryce says. The mini-sub moves into position and does its thing. 
 
    “And you thought it’d collapse,” Kayla says direct link, swimming close to him. “Oh, what little faith you have.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, it should have collapsed,” Ash says, trying not to chuckle too much.  
 
    “Ah, but it didn’t. You ready to make history?” 
 
    Ash laughs. When it subsides, he says, “Not really. Just can’t wait to see what species are here.” 
 
    “Spoken like a true nerd.” 
 
    “Hey now.” 
 
    They both laugh a little and face the hill as Bryce widens the passage.  
 
    Via direct link from Julia, “You know we can hear everything up here even if you’re talking through direct link, right?” 
 
    He blinks. 
 
    “By the way, barf. You two need to get a damn room.” 
 
    “We’re just joking around like we do,” Ash says, not sure if he believes that or not. 
 
    “Stop it,’ Julia says. “That was all grade A flirting right there. She—” 
 
    “You know,” Kayla says, “being the dig team’s leader has its perks. Wanna know what one of those perks is? Anyone?” 
 
    Ash, bobbing in the water waves his arms to turn and look at her.  
 
    She winks through the clear glass composite of her mask. “No takers? Well, one of the perks is the ability to hear all communications, just like up in the office. Hi, Dr. Remus.” 
 
    Very tentative, “Hey, Kayla.” 
 
    Again, Kayla winks at Ash. “Oh, I just want you to know I’m not hitting on your boyfriend. I’m not into men.” 
 
    “You—I—he’s not my boyfriend.” 
 
    Kayla giggles, waves a hand at Ash. “I know, but see how it feels when one assumes?” 
 
    Through Ash’s earpiece, Julia sighs.  
 
    Kayla shoots Ash a thumbs-up and swims toward Bryce and the mini-sub. 
 
    “Ash…you’re not my boyfriend.” 
 
    He snorts. “That’d be weird, considering you’re not into men either.” 
 
    Kayla, obviously hearing this, pauses her strokes for a couple heartbeats, then continues to the mini-sub. “Let me see how we’re doing, Bryce.” 
 
    “Anyway, Quinn and I are listening and recording as the dig progresses. Just a heads up on that.” 
 
    “I kind of figured,” Ash says. “I’ll give as much description as I can.” 
 
    “Rock on. Be careful, dude.” 
 
    “Always, lady.” He swims, soon joining Kayla at the opening of a much wider passage. 
 
    “Not complete yet,” Kayla says. “But I think this diameter will do. About seven feet.” 
 
    Ash nods. “Looks good to me too.” 
 
    They back away and Kayla tells Bryce to finish up, keeping the seven-foot diameter. As Bryce does his thing, the other guy (Ash forgets his name) swims near, blowing the debris, silt and sand away from the dig site. The remaining eight of Kayla’s team swim around, more then five have what appear to be rifles of some kind. They’re lookouts, he realizes. Just incase of any dangers, they’re the first line of defense. And with the mutation coming out of nowhere… 
 
    Ash watches and waits as Bryce uses the laser drill of the mini-sub to widen the passage. 
 
    He waits, though inside his nerves are a tangle of electric wire. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    TWLEVE 
 
      
 
    It takes almost ten minutes for the passage to widen completely and as soon as the mini-sub is ordered to moved aside and await further instructions, Kayla leads Ash, the debris blower guy, and four others down to the trove.  
 
    Like all the others, Ash is given a high-density mesh bag. He can’t help but wonder if they find bones too large to fit into the bags? Then what? The mini-sub, maybe? Probably. 
 
    “At the bone trove,” Kayla says, relaying to the office recording equipment. “Here with Dr. Barrington, world renown prehistoric anthropologist and paleontologist, and…what else?” 
 
    Ash chuckles. “Archeologist, but that one is typically ignored.” 
 
    Kayla nods. “Archeologist too. In any case, we have dug a passageway into the foot of what we’ve all dubbed History Hill, over one thousand feet under the surface of Lake Superior. And now we enter the trove of presumably prehistoric bones and fossils previously indicated in deepening our floor scans. What follows, is the discovery as it happens.” 
 
    She gives Ash a nod and points at the trove of bones no more than three feet below him. 
 
    He clears his throat. “Dr. Ashton Barrington, about to exhume the first skull of the trove.” He swims the short distance, right hand plunging through the empty eye socket of the brachiosaurus skull. It’s a young one, judging by the size. He carefully pulls the skull away from the rest of the large mound.  
 
    “A young brachiosaurus skull.” He holds it up as bits of debris float by. “Fully intact and, except…” His sight lingers on the deep gouge along the right side of the skull. “There is a long gouge on the right side. By the look, it appears to have been made by a sharp tooth.” 
 
    He places the skull in his bag and reaches for a random bone. They’re all very well preserved being locked in this cave for millions of years under the floor of Lake Superior. No air. Still, considering they are all bones, either the dinosaurs were picked clean by scavenger fish, or something stripped the flesh right off to consume. But what kind of creature could do such a thing? What would actually bother with peeling the flesh off its prey? 
 
    Breath whooshing through his helmet and mask, Ash pulls free what appears to be a femur. He swims backward, bumping into a few of Kayla’s team as he does. The femur is at least six feet long. Too big to stow in the bag. 
 
    “It appears,” Ash says, “I have the femur of the same juvenile brachiosaurus.” He turns it back and forth. “There are more of the same deep gouges as on the skull.” Which concerns him a bit. What could have made those marks? His brain tries to click through all the possible species that might’ve been in the area millions of years ago, but draws a long, white blank. “Too large to place in my bag, so transferring out of the passage to Bryce.” At least he thinks Bryce will retrieve it. Hopes so, anyway. 
 
    The team hands it out of the passage and he returns his attention to the trove again.  
 
    Little by little, him and Kayla pull apart the tangle of bones. Only a few fit in their bags. Then… 
 
    “No,” Ash says, barely able to breathe as they come upon the last of the trove.  
 
    “What?” Kayla asks. She even nudges him. 
 
    Ash shakes his head, blinking at the sight below him. “There’s no way.” 
 
    He’s vaguely aware of Kayla swimming closer to him. She glances at Ash, then follows his sightline. She doesn’t say anything. 
 
    Ash swallows down a thick thump in his throat, heart thudding. “That…that’s a carnotaurus skull.” He observes the short skull adorned with a pair of knubby horns over the hollow sockets of its eyes. Dead giveaways of this species. “They have only ever been found in South America. Very rare.” 
 
    “So,” Kayla says, “why do you think its skull is here when…wait, is that a tyrannosaurus rex under it?” 
 
    Ash squints, and holy shit… 
 
    “Yes,” he says. “T-Rex.” The skull is just barely under the carnotaurus and twice as large. The closest a tyrannosaurus has been found in this area is Sue, discovered in South Dakota. She is also the largest recorded. Though, various species of tyrannosauruses have been considered an invasive species from Asia.   
 
    “Dr. Barrington,” Kayla says. “Are you alright?” 
 
    He shakes it off. “Y-Yeah. Sorry. We just already have more species here than we should, if science is right. Tyrannosaurus’ might have been an invasive species to this region. But the carnotaurus…” He shakes his head.  
 
    “How do you suppose those species got here, Dr. Barrington?” Julia chiming in, like always. “Ash, how do all these fossils end up in one place? Because it’s not making sense to my brain.” 
 
    All he can do is shake his head.  
 
    And for some reason, his mind drifts to his daughter Ky. Her bright, smiling face under the warm summer sun as she picks tiger lilies outside the entrance of Maker’s Woods before their weekly hike to Ghost Rock. Wondering, as he often does, what his beloved wife would have thought about their beautiful, smart daughter? Their daughter who poured her heart into everything she did. Their Ky, who would rather hug someone than hold a grudge. Not saying she didn’t have her moments, like all children, but her moments were few and far between. His memories shift to them fishing on the beach of their Minnesota campsite, watching the sun dip lower and lower across the lake. Golds and pinks and reds and purples, all shimmering over the surface of the nearly placid water as far as the eye could see. 
 
    And what was it Ky turned to him and said? Something he hadn’t expected, but… 
 
    “Mom’s watching us,” Ash says now as the memory fades.  
 
    “What?” Kayla waves a hand in front of him. Bits of lake debris swirl. “Dr. Barrington are you alright?” 
 
    He blinks, shakes his head, hating himself for letting the memories override reality again. “Y-Yeah. Sorry.” 
 
    “Ky?” Julia asks in his earpiece. 
 
    He sighs. “Yeah.” 
 
    “Who’s Ky?” Kayla frowns at him and adds, “I hope you’ve stopped recording.” 
 
    “I have,” Julia says. “Ash, just breathe. She’s in your heart, always remember that.” 
 
    “Who’s Ky?” Kayla asks.  
 
    “I know,” Ash says. “Just sometimes—” 
 
    “Whoa,” Kayla shouts. “Who the hell is Ky?” 
 
    Ash wants to tell her, but his mouth doesn’t work right and instead of telling her Ky is his daughter, all he manages is a mumbling, “A-ghter.” 
 
    Julia swings in for the rescue. “His daughter. She was murdered over a year ago.” 
 
    Kayla mutters something Ash can’t make out. Then, “Sorry for your loss, Ash. Really. But I need you to focus here. With you naming off the bones we pull from this place it adds more validity. Murdock will actually do something. And I, for one, want nothing more than to get the fuck out of here. This will be enough to shut Infinity Moon down and Murdock can swim in the spoils, which will be billions judging by all the rare finds here. So, suck it up and finish your damn job.” 
 
    A long moment of silence, then Julia says, “Well, holy shit. Now that’s a speech.” 
 
    “When you haven’t seen the surface in almost a year, so yeah, I’m a little pissed. We all want out of here. We need to get out of here.” 
 
    Julia says nothing, as Ash figured. She knows just how right Kayla is and any other argument is moot. Ash knows Julia is smart enough to recognize this.  
 
    “Okay,” Ash says, managing a few breaths. The memories of Ky, those ghosts, stowed away for now. “Let’s finish this and get everyone back home.” He pulls the carnotaurus skull out of the bundle and passes it up the chain. Too large to fit into his bag. 
 
    “Recommencing recording…now,” Julia says, her tone cold and dry. 
 
    “The discovery of the carnotaurus skull, a species only found in South America,” Ash says, “has me more stumped than ever. The brachiosaurus, now the carnotaurus. Why are they here? How are they here? And even though there’s a young T-Rex skull, tyrannosauruses were invasive species that roamed and hunted widely.” With Kayla’s help, they pull the T-Rex skull from the trove, turn it and… 
 
    He gasps, and for the longest moment, cannot speak.  
 
    “What…what happened to it?” Kayla asks, frowning at the skull, which is nearly as long as she is tall.  
 
    “It…” Ash swallows down a hard lump in his throat. “Appears something took a bite out of its head.” 
 
    “A bite?” Kayla points at the skull. “Half the skull is missing.” 
 
    “Something very big took a bite,” Ash corrects, not really sure what to say, but saying something. He clears his throat and says, “It appears some rather large animal bit a majority of the young T-Rex’s skull off. Perhaps an attack by a larger T-Rex, or…” 
 
    “Or what, Dr. Barrington?” Kayla asks. 
 
    His gaze slips over the clean cuts in the bone. It doesn’t look like the skull was bitten into but…sheared.  
 
    “I’ll need to examine it more to be sure, but it appears that whatever bit through the skull, there’s more of a shear than a bite.” 
 
    “Dr. Barrington, can you explain a bit more what you mean?” 
 
    He shakes his head. “Not at this time.” 
 
    Kayla and Ash hand the partial T-Rex skull over to her team. It takes four of them to swim it out of the passageway to the lake. 
 
    Ash places a few more smaller skulls in his bag. A couple velociraptors, skulls no larger than a horse or cow. He gathers smaller femurs and various other bones. The larger ones, he passes to Kayla’s team. The trove is huge, he realizes as they dig in. Much larger than he at first realized. And deep. It feels like the more they dig, the more bones appear. It’s almost maddening. 
 
    He’s about to have Kayla net a bunch of the bones and just pull them out with the mini-sub when something more unusual than either the brachiosaurus or carnotaurus catches his eye. It’s partially buried, but… 
 
    He swims to it, pulling away various other bones. Then he just sort of floats there staring at the new skull. 
 
    “What is it, Dr. Barrington?” Kayla asks.  
 
    He shakes his head. “I don’t know. But it was a herbivore, judging by the teeth.” 
 
    The skull isn’t small, either. Larger than himself and maybe another person. Something between a brontosaurus and a triceratops. Kayla loops a strap through its eye sockets and orders Bryce to back up slowly. As the skull is pulled from out of the trove, other bones and skulls tumble into the hole it creates, though fall straight through. He frowns, peering into the hole.  
 
    “There seems to be some kind of tunnel below the trove,” he says. 
 
    “What?” Kayla joins him, also looking into the hole. “Holy shit, you’re right. How come our scans never picked this up?” 
 
    All Ash can do is shrug.  
 
    Kayla sighs. “Julia, hun, please stop recording.” 
 
    “Done,” Julia says. 
 
    Kayla shines light into the hole, revealing a very large tunnel leading down into absolute darkness. 
 
    “I think we’re done for the day,” Kayla says. “We’ve collected a lot and it’ll take you a while to do your thing.” 
 
    Ash grunts. “Sometimes it only takes a couple of seconds.” 
 
    “Right. Okay. But I’d rather you take this a piece at a time and be accurate rather than flying through and getting things wrong.” 
 
    “Alright,” Ash says, giving the hole in the bone trove another long glance. He really wants to see what’s down there. Then he waves Kayla. “After you.” 
 
    Kayla nods and swims up the passageway with her team.  
 
    Ash stops, once more stares at the hole and dark tunnel beyond.  
 
    After a while, he sighs and joins the team out of the passageway.  
 
    THIRTEEN 
 
      
 
    For millions of years, the water has never been so warm. 
 
    The cold water of the tunnel mingles with the much warmer waters of the upper-waters. And as the warm water flows in, it pushes deeper into the tunnel. Deeper and deeper. Another fifty feet. Another hundred feet. Deeper still.  
 
    All flowing in through the hole in the barricade.  
 
    Like invisible tentacles, the warmer water slithers through the tunnel, branching off to other tunnels. It writhes against the ice, melting it. Not so slow, though not extremely fast either. A moderate melt. Thin cracks slither through the ice. 
 
    And, as the hours pass, something within the pocket of ice begins to stir… 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    FOURTEEN 
 
      
 
    Giles shakes his head and pats Ash on the back. “Well done.” 
 
    “I didn’t find these,” Ash says. “Kayla, Quinn, and their team did. Give them the credit, they’ve more than earned it.” 
 
    Giles nods, though his face has gone all sour looking. Pursing lips and all. Like he just bit into a lemon. “Perhaps I will.” 
 
    If Ash didn’t like the portly man before, he kind of despises him now. The sexist bastard. He turns away from Giles and joins Kayla, Julia and Quinn as they help sort the haul. The partial T-Rex skull rests, dripping on its own metal table. Placed on a separate table are the young brachiosaurus and carnotaurus skulls. Lake water pools on the floor. And, glaring with its massive, empty sockets on a larger table is the skull to a species Ash has yet to identify. The brontosaurus/ triceratops hybrid. Or at least he assumes it’s some kind of hybrid.  
 
    “Lots of hadrosaurs here,” Julia mutters as she places a duckbilled skull on the table in front of her. “Woolly Mammoths too, or at least bits and pieces of them. So far, I’m not finding any whole skeletons of anything, though.” 
 
    “There’s still tons of bones down there,” Kayla says.  
 
    Ash nods. “It’ll take a couple days to exhume them.” 
 
    Kayla, she gives Ash a tentative glance. “Sorry about your daughter, by the way.” 
 
    He chokes down all the emotions threatening to boil over, blows out a long breath. “Yeah. Thanks.” He looks away. “Anyway, let me know if you find anything unusual.” 
 
    At his back, Kayla says, “You need to let her go.” 
 
    A flicker of rage. He can’t even remember how many times people have told him this very same thing. Mostly Julia. The same shit. Let her go. Let her go? How the fuck is he supposed to do that? How? He never got a chance to say goodbye. She was just…taken from him. Taken and murdered by the lowest of scum. Jealous of Ash’s success, the monster stole Ky away. Stole her from him and left her lying in a swampy ditch outside of town.  
 
    Ash shivers, forcing himself not to spin on Kayla and unload all the pain and anger and sorrow flooding him. He manages a few shuddery breaths. 
 
    At his side, Julia whispers. “Easy. She doesn’t know how it is. Just—” 
 
    “But I do,” Kayla says, her tone firm. “I know more than you both can even imagine. My entire family was slaughtered one night while I was at work. Wife and two daughters just…mutilated.” 
 
    Ash turns, facing her, heart trip-hammering.  
 
    Kayla’s eyes swim in tears. Tears which soon trickle down the sides of her face. “Do you know what it’s like stepping into your home and finding their blood all over and…their…their…” She slams a fist down on the table. A few smaller bones clack onto the floor. “My wife was cut out from groin to sternum for fuck sake!” 
 
    “Oh…” Julia says. “Oh, hun.” She starts toward Kayla, but Kayla holds up a stopping hand. 
 
    “No.” She wipes tears away, sniffs, shakes her head. “No. I don’t want pity. I don’t want condolences. I’ve said my goodbyes. But don’t you ever assume I don’t know how it is to lose someone to a killer. Something in me died that night.” She glances away. “They never did find the bastard.” 
 
    Ash, oddly feeling better, straightens. “I’m sorry for your losses. And thank you.” 
 
    Kayla blinks, still wiping away tears. “Thank you for what?” 
 
    “For your condolences and for helping me to feel not so alone.” All the truth, because suddenly, he’s not the only one with a murdered son or daughter haunting them. He’s not the only one carrying around all the pain. Oddly, Kayla’s horrific story eases the storm pounding through his soul.  
 
    Kayla laughs a bit, wipes a stray tear, nods. “Good to know you’re not alone, eh?” 
 
    “Yeah. It does.” 
 
    What follows is a very long, very awkward silence finally broken by Julia. 
 
    “Okie dokie, then. Glad you two are kindred spirits now. You’re both awesome and all and have my love and condolences, but can we get this done so we can eat? My stoMach has resorted to gnawing on itself already.” 
 
    To this, both Ash and Kayla burst into gales of laughter. The loud, raucous kind. The kind that’s more relief than triggered by humor. Of release. Of letting go… 
 
    Once the laughter subsides and Ash is pretty sure everyone around them is thinking they’ve both fallen off the nut-wagon in Crazytown, Julia says, “You know they lock people up in padded cells who laugh for no reason, right?” 
 
    It’s enough to get Ash giggling again and he has to cough it out before laughter invades again. After a few seconds, he regains his composure. “Okay. Yeah, let’s get these sorted. Eat something and I’ll burn some midnight oil investigating.” 
 
    “I bet it wouldn’t help to know it’s already passed midnight,” Julia quips.  
 
    “Wait, what?” 
 
    “Look, dude, it’s not my fault you don’t know how to read clocks.” She grins, winks. 
 
    Chuckling, he waves her away and heads to his own pile of bones to sort.  
 
    As he sorts, something gradually comes to his attention. A very subtle thing at first, then he can’t not see it. He stops, face contorting into a frown. Running a finger along the ridged surface of a rib bone, his stoMach churns a bit. He drops the rib bone and hurries to Kayla’s table, sifting through the bones she’s already sorted.  
 
    “Ash? You okay?” 
 
    He doesn’t answer Kayla. He can’t. His mind is a maelstrom as he inspects a few bones from Kayla’s pile. 
 
    “Dude, you’re scaring the natives,” Julia spouts.  
 
    “Something is wrong with the bones,” is all he can manage as he lowers the large, attached magnifying glass to a femur.  
 
    “Other than mysteriously being tucked away under Lake Superior?” He can almost taste Julia’s sarcasm.  
 
    “Come here,” he says, staring into the magnifying glass. 
 
    Julia nudges him. “What is it?” 
 
    “Tell me what you see.” He steps away from the magnifying glass. 
 
    She bends, peering through the glass. She stands this way for a minute or so. Then… 
 
    “Are these…acid erosions?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    She straightens. “StoMach acid…” 
 
    “A very high-powered kind too,” Ash says. “Whatever ate these dinosaurs, it regurgitated their bones.” 
 
    “Like an owl?” Kayla ventures. 
 
    Ash nods. “Very close, yeah. So, whatever ate these dinosaurs, it swallowed them in large chunks. The stoMach acid dissolved the flesh and nutrients, leaving only the bones, which it regurgitated instead fully digested.” He looks at a few more bones. “Also, if you notice, several of the bones are sheared off. Meaning, whatever ate the dinosaurs here chomped and swallowed instead of biting and ripping away flesh. This thing took bones and all.” 
 
    “What kind of thing could do such a thing?” Kayla asks. 
 
    Ash, drawing a blank, shakes his head. “Something very big and powerful.” 
 
    “Thanks, Dr. Obvious,” Julia says. 
 
    He ignores this and walks to the T-Rex skull. A juvenile nearing adulthood. The scrapes on the skull where it was chomped in two. The scrapes are slight. It literally appears a sharp blade just cut the skull in half. Like a snapping turtle… 
 
    There’s something he’s missing. A final piece to the puzzle. But he just can’t pin it down. No matter how much he looks, there’s simply not enough clues to go on.  
 
    Eventually he wanders to the brontosaurus/ triceratops skull, or whatever it is. The thing is huge and… 
 
    He leans close, eyes widening. A long gouge cuts down the center of the skull. This is something, but what traps his attention is a piece of whiter bone lodged into the gouge near the left eye socket. Something broken off that almost resembles a great white tooth. A very large great white. The tooth, if that’s what it really is, was snapped cleanly off whatever predator killed this strange dinosaur.  
 
    Ash turns. “Anyone have some pliers?” 
 
    There are eight workers in the Moon Pool room sorting, not including Kayla, Julia and Quinn. All of them stop and stare at him like deer caught in the headlights. Frozen. 
 
    Quinn says, “Hold on, might have something in the office.” 
 
    The eight workers glance at each other, shrug, almost in unison, and go about sorting. Well, more like a pre-sort so he can go through the bones more efficiently before sending them to be marked, recorded and stored.  
 
    “What is it?” Julia asks, walking over to him.  
 
    He points at the tooth, or shard of bone, or whatever it is. “Not sure. Looks like a tooth.” 
 
    She carefully inspects it. “It’s not a shark tooth, at least.” 
 
    “How do you know?” 
 
    Julia straightens, an eyebrow lifting. “You get hit in the head down there? Come on. You know when sharks lose their teeth they lose them at the root and another one replaces the missing one. They don’t break off.” 
 
    He nods. Of course he knows that. The information just hadn’t managed to swim through everything swirling around in his head.  
 
    “So, what do you think it is?” He taps the object. It’s cold. 
 
    “Whoa, dude, that’s your area. I’m just here for the whacky adventures.” Julia holds up her hands, spins and hurries back to the table beside Kayla and Quinn.  
 
    With a grunt, Ash returns his attention to the huge skull and that infuriating object lodged in the bone.  
 
    Finally, Quinn bustles up to him and places a pair of needle nose pliers on the table. “These okay?” 
 
    He withers a bit, but, “Yeah. Hopefully.” 
 
    “Good,” she says and bustles away. Because, apparently, she’s the bustling type. 
 
    Ash picks the pliers up and clamps the narrow jaws onto the bony object. It’s almost too wide to get a grip on it. He adjusts the jaws a bit, opening, sliding around, before finally clamping down once more. He gives the pliers a firm wiggle, but the object stuck in the skull doesn’t budge. He tries again, a little harder this time. Still, nothing.  
 
    “Maybe it’s part of the skull?” Julia ventures.  
 
    “It’s not part of the skull,” he says. 
 
    “Whatever, dude. You’re the boss.” 
 
    He rolls his eyes, sighs and continues trying to pull the shard of whatever from the skull. It just won’t move. It can’t be part of the skull. That makes no damn sense. Unless it’s some kind of bone growth. But if it’s a bone growth, whatever cut the gouge through the skull would have taken that imperfection with it. Would’ve scraped it right off.  
 
    “I need something with wider jaws,” he says and storms toward the office. 
 
    “There aren’t any other tools in there besides a screwdriver,” Quinn says. 
 
    He stops, takes a couple breaths and asks, “Okay, so where the hell can I find tools in this godless place?” 
 
    “Whoa,” Kayla says.  
 
    “Agreed,” Julia says. “Calm down, dude.” 
 
    “I’ll calm down when I get that fragment out of the skull. Now, someone tell me where the hell all the tools are kept.” 
 
    There’s a long pause, then Kayla says, “Maintenance. Those old grease monkeys have everything.” 
 
    “Great. Where is maintenance?” 
 
    “Through the doors there. Take a right and it’s the first door on the left.” Kayla shoots him a smile. “Just don’t get pissy with those guys. They’ll probably make you squeal like a pig.” 
 
    He leaves the Moon Pool room, not really sure what the hell Kayla is referencing. Sounds familiar though. 
 
    When he opens the door to maintenance, he’s assaulted by the reek of oil and what might be ammonia. Or ether. Shit, he doesn’t know. All he knows is it makes him gag a little. He tries breathing through his mouth and steps into a large room. Across the room is a large bay door. Dominating the center of the room are two mini-subs. The one closest to him is mostly in pieces. Rusty chains sway from the ceiling. The floor appears to be slathered with oil.  
 
    With a few careful steps deeper into the room, Ash says, “Hello? I need a pair of channel locks if you have them.” 
 
    Only silence greets him.   
 
    Not far to his right is a rolling tool box. Red paint faded to pink and peeling, there are roughly a million drawers. He shrugs and walks over to the toolbox. He’ll borrow a pair of channel locks, dislodge the object and return the plier before anyone knows it’s missing. Ash opens one of the top middle drawers. It’s full of grinding pads and god knows what else. He closes it and opens the drawer to the right. Screws, bolts, nuts and washers. He slams the drawer shut, quickly moving to the next. Nails. Next. Coils of wire. Next.  
 
    He blinks. “Chalk?” 
 
    Ash shakes his head and moves to the next drawer, this one reveals small screwdrivers. 
 
    Good, we’re getting somewhere now.  
 
    On to the next drawer and— 
 
    “What the shit crawlin’ through the belly of hell is goin’ on here? Git away from m’stuff!” 
 
    A tall, scrawny man with a reddish tuft of hair sprouting above his big ears, comes shambling out of the shadows. In his hand is a silver flask. His face is covered in freckles, skin otherwise utterly pale. Like a tall glass of milk. His green eyes narrow on Ash. The grimy blue jean overalls draped over his thin frame flaps as he motions toward the toolbox.  
 
    “The jackshit ya doin’ in m’toolbox, boy?” 
 
    “I just need a pair of channel locks,” Ash says.  
 
    “Channel locks, he says,” another, much deeper voice sounds behind Ash. 
 
    He turns to see a massive man lumber by the bay door. In his hand, there’s a toque wrench. His jowls quiver with every step. The reddish-purple bulb of his nose tells Ash all he needs to know about the man’s stance on drinking. Indeed, an old alcoholic. His considerable belly sways as he lumbers closer.  
 
    Ash holds up his hands, showing he means no threat. “Kayla in the Moon Pool sent me to get channel lock pliers.” 
 
    “Din’t think to ask?” The scrawny man asks, takes a swig from his flask.  
 
    “I didn’t see anyone so I—” 
 
    “So ya thought ya could just waltz in here and take whatever the fuck ya want? That it?” The fat man brandishes the torque wrench at him. “We don’t want your kind in here, snotnose.” 
 
    “Snotno—hey, look, I’m just here to help. All I need are some channel locks. Wide jaws.” 
 
    “They all adjust, stupid,” the tall, scrawny man says and bursts into cackles.  
 
    “Yeah, yeah,” the fat man says. “Stupid.” 
 
    He sighs, knowing he’s trapped by a couple of drunk idiots. A couple of… 
 
    Then he gets Kayla’s joke.  
 
    Squeal like a pig. 
 
    It’s a line from a demented film many decades ago about a few guys being terrorized by hillbillies. As the thought jiggles like gelatin, he almost hears the sound of dueling banjos… 
 
    A slice of fear cuts through him and all at once, he can’t find the strength to move, let alone talk. 
 
    The tall, scrawny man shuffles closer, cloudy gaze narrowing into a glare. “Who are you?” 
 
    “Um, I’m…” And for some reason he can’t remember his damn name. And it’s like the more he tries the more it evades him.  
 
    The fat man blinks wildly for a moment. “You’re…what?” 
 
    “Why, Clam,” says the tall man, “I do think he’s lost his tongue.” 
 
    “Must be from the south.” 
 
    Ash shakes his head, clears his throat. “I’m Dr. Ash Barrington.” 
 
    “Oh, well hell, lookie here,” the fat men, Clam says. “Got ourselves another doctor.” He places a large, chubby hand on Ash’s shoulder. “Tell me Doc…do you like games?” 
 
    “Games?” 
 
    The tall man steps beside Clam. They’re both grinning.  
 
    “Games,” the tall man says, grin barely faltering.  
 
    Ash looks from Clam to the tall man and back again. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    FIFTEEN 
 
      
 
    The layer of ice is thin. So thin, it’s as though nothing is there at all.  
 
    Tiny holes let in more of the warmer water.  
 
    Flesh twitches, that has not twitched in millions of years.  
 
    A heart long frozen, thumps heavily. Muscles stiff from time and ice, quiver and stretch.  
 
    Massive jaws open and snap shut. A groan rumbles through the chamber it has been trapped in for centuries and the old monster awakens. 
 
    The holes in the ice widen, spilling in more warm water. Water that thaws its gills. Water which melts the ice sheathing its giant fins. Another groan quakes the chamber and a large piece of the ice wall breaks free and floats away.  
 
    Its tail slaps into the side of the chamber. Rocks crumble, chunks of ice bust loose and drift out.  
 
    The groan becomes a roar and with another swipe of its huge tail, it breaks through the ice wall of the chamber and into a wide tunnel. The old monster’s stoMach aches. A dull, though irritating pain. Food. Food is what it needs and it surges upward through the tunnel. Above, there is food. Its instincts spark. It fed from the waters above many times. There will be food. 
 
    Its boulder-like head crashes through the deposit of bones it left behind so many, many, years ago, shattering almost all of them. With a few sharp flicks of its tail, tilting its pectoral fins just right, this monster swims up through the widened passage. Something smells…different, but that doesn’t still the raging hunger curling around its stoMach like a serpent.  
 
    This old monster of the deep, it blasts out of the passageway, rocks and silt and sand flying. 
 
    There’s so much light here. Too much. It doesn’t even stop when it sees the strange new thing in front of it. It can’t stop. Only hunger drives it now. How will this new thing in its waters taste? 
 
    Its massive head plows into the thing. Its huge jaws open and snap onto one of the thing’s legs. The thing clanks and creaks and these are new noises that don’t make sense to the old monster. They are not the sounds of injured prey. 
 
    Still, it swims, circling, and rams its head into the thing again and again and… 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    SIXTEEN 
 
      
 
    It happens so fast he’s not even sure if he’s still alive or not until the fat man, Clam, helps him to his feet.  
 
    “Goddamn,” the tall scrawny man spouts. “The hell was that?” 
 
    “Earthquake?” Clam ventures.  
 
    Ash, still trying to regain his bearings, shakes his head. “Fault lines aren’t large enough here.” 
 
    “Huh?” Scrawny tall man says. “I don’t—” 
 
    The force of the quake is so intense it knocks all three men off their feet again. Ash lands hard on his ass, teeth clicking, somehow managing not to shear off the tip of his tongue. The toolbox topples over, spilling various tools and even an old, greasy porn magazine over the floor. The mini-subs break loose of their harnesses and fall from the jacks with deafening crashes. Shelves holding various parts break apart. Something hard bounces off Ash’s right shoulder. Jarring agony spreads through his arm and neck. He tries standing, but another quake knocks him back down.  
 
    “This place can’t take anymore,” Clam shouts over the creaks and groans and crunching noises.  
 
    Then, as soon as it began, the quaking stops. 
 
    Even so, Ash waits. His shoulder stings from whatever bounced off it. Stiff when he tries to move it. Guess he should feel lucky nothing is broken as intense as the quaking was. 
 
    All three men help each other up and just sort of blink at one another.  
 
    “Sorry ‘bout given ya a hard time earlier, by the way,” the scrawny tall man says. “My name’s Ben.” 
 
    “We get a lot of holier than thou folks in here demanding this’n’that,” Clam says. “So, we’ve come to messin’ with folks before we decide to help. You seem alright.” 
 
    Ash waves a hand, wincing at the dull pain in his shoulder. “It’s fine. You said this place can’t take much more of those…well whatever they were. Are there escape pods or anything in case we need to evacuate?” 
 
    Ben nods. “’Course there is. One hundred pods all in tip-top shape. I check’em out every other day or so to be sure.” 
 
    “Good.” Knowing this eases his mind a bit. “I—” 
 
    “Ash? Ash, you okay?” Julia bursts into the maintenance room, face flushed, eyes like golf balls.  
 
    “I’m fine,” he says. “You alright?” 
 
    Julia blinks, glances around, finally nods. “Y-Yeah. What the hell was that, do you think?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    “Quinn is doing scans. Bunch of water sloshed into the Moon Pool room and we lost a few of the bones.” Julia visibly shivers. “We need to get out of here. Like yesterday, dude.”   
 
    “I think we better see what’s going on before making any decisions,” Ash says.  
 
    “Did you not feel any of that?” Julia, her eyes once more bulging. 
 
    Ash stretches his shoulder, grunts. “Yeah. I felt it alright.” 
 
    “Something weird is going on, we all need to get out of this thing before it collapses.” 
 
    “She won’t collapse, darlin’,” Ben says. “Clam’n’I, we keep this rig tip-top. Gonna take more than a few shakes to break’er.”  
 
    Clam says, “If those quakes kept on, though…” 
 
    Ben nods. “Ya, but they didn’t. No alarms goin’ off. We’re fine.” 
 
    Julia, eyes still wide, flaps her arms and paces. “I counted six of these quakes, or whatever. Six. In my experience if there’s that many, shit is about to get real.”  
 
    “Right,” Ash says. “But let’s see what the scans tell us, okay? Before we abandon ship for no reason. Reasonable?” 
 
    She shakes her head, blows out a harsh, hissing breath and storms out of the room. 
 
    Silence takes her place. 
 
    Ben straightens a little. “Say, your girlfriend on that meth? “Cause I had an uncle once who was on the meth and he—” 
 
    “She’s not on meth,” Ash says, walking toward the doorway. “Just scared.” 
 
    Neither Ben, nor Clam, say anything as he leaves and breaks into a light jog to the Moon Pool room. People are gathering bones. People are standing around the Moon Pool watching the water lightly slosh into the sides. And Giles is here barking orders no one is paying any attention to. Shouting at people to return to their stations. Ordering folks to calm down and follow protocols. No one is listening. All of them appear in some sort of shock. Neither here nor there.  
 
    He finds Julia, Kayla and Quinn in the office.  
 
    “Hey,” he says. “I was thinking you should do some deep scans just in case of a…” 
 
    He notices their stiff postures. The way they all don’t acknowledge his presence. He notes, as he steps beside them, a similar expression of terror crawling over each of their faces.  
 
    Ash frowns, trying to see what has all three women so scared. Something on the scan monitor, no doubt, but they’re so crowded around it, he can’t see what it is. Finally, he nudges Julia. She makes a shrill cry, stumbles away from the monitor, glances at Ash before gaping at the monitor again. She’s trembling all over. Her mouth opens and closes, opens and closes. Never in his life has he ever seen her so terrified. So brimming with fear she can’t even speak, only stare and shiver.  
 
    He faces the monitor, and all the air wheezes out of his lungs. Blood turns to ice water. A thin whine seeps from his open mouth.  
 
    “W…What is it?” Quinn asks, her voice distant, as if speaking through the fog of dreams.  
 
    Or nightmares.  
 
    He knows exactly what it is and instantly everything they’ve found makes sense. He knows, though he can’t find air enough in his lungs to say so. Hell, he can’t even move. Frozen like a damn statue gaping at the monstrosity swimming around no more than two hundred feet from the facility. 
 
    Finally, he manages a few breaths and says, “We need to get out of here.” 
 
    Kayla and Quinn tear their gazes away from the monitor to look at him.  
 
    “What is it?” Kayla asks. “Another mutation?” 
 
    Ash shakes his head, still staring at the image on the monitor. “No. I think…we woke something up.” 
 
    “What?” Kayla brushes by Quinn, facing Ash fully. “What did we wake up?” 
 
    A shuddery breath blows out of him. He looks away from the monitor, heart bashing against his ribs. “It all makes sense now.” He walks away from the women, pacing slowly, thinking. “All the skulls. The shattered bones…” He paces and paces and— 
 
    “Ash,” Julia shouts. “For fuck sake, what is it?” 
 
    He stops, turns to them. “A dunkleosteus. Placoderm fish.” His gaze drifts to the monitor. “Nicknamed, Dunk or…The Guillotine. It doesn’t have teeth, really, but bony plates that extend into sharpened fangs in the front of its massive mouth. Between the bony fangs is another plate, which is like a razorblade or…when the jaws close, a guillotine.” 
 
    “I…huh?” Julia manages, her face void of terror, dripping with confusion. “I’ve read about these, but…how the hell is there one right here, right now? They existed over three-hundred and fifty million years ago.” 
 
    “I don’t know, but maybe that trove of bones…maybe they kept the warmer water from reaching whatever ice pocket this thing had been frozen in. In theory. I don’t know for sure. All I know is it makes sense we found more skulls than other bones. It’s said the dunkleosteus often decapitated its prey.” 
 
    No one says anything for a long time, then Kayla straightens. “I’ll get Green out there to kill it.” 
 
    Ash thinks this over for a moment. “That fish is over thirty feet long. Has to weigh tons. Does Green have the right artillery to take down such a monster? Even without the thick armor, it’d take a tank or large bomb to kill it.” 
 
    Kayla sighs. “I don’t know. I can ask her.” 
 
    “Why don’t we just get in the pods and leave?” Quinn asks. She appears on the verge of some nervous breakdown. Eyes twitchy, sporadic shivers. Uneven voice. 
 
    A moment of thought is all it takes Ash for an answer. “We could. But I’m not sure how many would make it to the surface. After being frozen for so long, I’m betting that thing is ravenous. It’ll eat any thing it sees or senses. And it won’t stop until its hunger is sated.” 
 
    “I’m calling Green,” Kayla says. “She might have something.” She goes to phone and in seconds is asking to speak with Master Chief Green. 
 
    Julia pulls Ash aside. “This fish isn’t supposed to exist anymore.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “It’s in a habitat very different and smaller than it’s used to.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “There’s not enough food in this lake to keep it satisfied.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    She sighs. “Why didn’t you just listen to me earlier when I said to get the hell out of here?” 
 
    “Because this is the discovery of a lifetime.” 
 
    “And now,” Giles says, strolling into the office. “It’ll be the capture of a lifetime.” 
 
    Everyone spins and gapes at the short, portly man.  
 
    Giles smiles thinly. “Seismic readings set by Murdock revealed something under the lake bed. Something massive and whole. We didn’t really know what it was but figured we should find out.” 
 
    “You…” Quinn says. “What the hell are you talking about? This is a fossil dig.” 
 
    Giles chuckles, nods. “Indeed. But everything changed after those scans, which also revealed the bone trove you all dig into. Who would’ve thought taking a few bones out would unthaw the creature ten meters below you.” 
 
     Ash, hands curling into tight fists at his side, says, “You knew about it this whole time?” He steps closer to the portly man. “You just helped release a prehistoric fish large enough to demolish this facility and kill everyone in it.” He moves closer yet. “And capture it? How the hell are we supposed to capture a fish that size, jackass?” 
 
    Shrugging, Giles says, “Nets, of course. Can’t be any worse than a sperm whale.” 
 
    “Oh,” Ash says, lifting a fist to Giles’ face. “It can be much worse. This creature just woke up. It’s starving. It doesn’t know this new environment. Capturing it will—” 
 
    Giles holds up a phone, grinning. From the phone’s speaker, Murdock’s cultured voice. “Dr. Barrington. How are you? I’m sure you’re a bit perplexed by it all but think of the brighter future here. Think of all we can learn from this magnificent creature. For all we know, there’s a cure for ALS and cancer in its blood. We could save lives, boy.” 
 
    Ash grits his teeth, and finally manages, “No, you just want to have it stuffed and put on a wall of your many mansions. This fish is out of time. It’s starving. It’ll react in unexpected ways and trying to capture it, I’m telling you, is a mistake.” 
 
    “You don’t have a choice, Ash. I hired you to gather and identify any fossils found in the trove. The Dunk is one of those fossils. Now, I want you to gather it for me and I don’t want any bullshit about it. You’ll get paid handsomely when this is all over.” 
 
    Ash snorts. “Yeah. Okay.” He glares at the phone. “Say we manage to capture the thing, then what? How the fuck do we haul it or keep it contained?” 
 
    “I have teams above you ready for such a task,” says Murdock. “All you have to do is net it and bring it to the surface to get it removed from the lake.” 
 
    “And how the hell am I supposed to do that? A dunkleosteus is said to have the most powerful jaws ever. Like a souped-up snapping turtle.” 
 
    “The nets are titanium weave. Nothing can bite through them, not even this thing. Net it, drag it to the surface and you won’t ever have to worry about money again. You might even be able to afford to bring your daughter back.” 
 
    This…this has crossed his mind more and more over the last couple years since they found a way to bring back the dead. No one beyond a certain age, of course. But doctors and scientists collaborated in actually reviving a corpse. All the memories still intact. All organs are in working order. Any damage repaired. Everything is restored. They are like gods, the way they bring back loved ones. And the price is in the millions to do so too. 
 
    Ash sucks in a breath, as if slapped, and says, “What is the pay now?” All through numb lips. 
 
    “Two billion. Not a penny more.” 
 
    He can’t speak. Can’t think. That number is far beyond the previous amount of six million for the fossil job. 
 
    “Ash,” Julia says, drawing him out of the proverbial clouds. “Ash, dude, think about this. I mean, really think. This is a living prehistoric fish. How do you think it’ll do in captivity?” 
 
    Before he can respond, Murdock spouts, “Were you not all talking about killing it?” 
 
    The man had them all there. Yes, killing the Guillotine seems appropriate, though having it suffer in a half-assed habitat…? Which would be worse? Ending it now so the thing won’t spend months dying and in pain or kill it now and return order to this region of the world. Extinct is extinct for a reason.  
 
    The dunkleosteus isn’t supposed to exist in this time. At all. 
 
    “No,” Ash says. “We kill it so it doesn’t hurt anyone, then I’ll bring it to the surface for you to haul away.” 
 
    “This is non-negotiable, Ash,” Murdock says. “You either collect that fish alive, or you lose everything. Your money, reputation. All of it. And you’ll never see your daughter again.” 
 
    Ash manages a few breaths and says, “I see her every day.” 
 
    “Ah, but you can’t touch her. You can’t tuck her in at night like you used to. You—” 
 
    “Enough,” Ash says. “This is how it’s going to be. We’ll kill it and bring it to the surface. You don’t even have to pay, except for our original deal.” 
 
    “The original deal is void as of this conversation,” Murdock says, sounding more than a little irritated. The man isn’t used to being challenged. “Complete this simple mission and you’ll have two billion in your bank account tomorrow.”  
 
    “Ash…” Julia says. Her face is one of worry. 
 
    He stows everything and says, “Then don’t pay me at all. This fish is not meant to be in this time and having it here is a risk to everyone on the Infinity Moon.” 
 
    “You really think I give a flying fuck about…” Murdock audibly clears his throat. “Look, Ash, you do this and you’ll be rich. You’ll have your daughter back. Isn’t that worth saving the life of a prehistoric creature that could save human lives? You’ll be a hero.” 
 
    He glares at the phone. “Being a hero is doing what’s right when the odds are stacked against them. Being a hero doesn’t involve money.” 
 
    For a moment, Murdock Jones says nothing. Giles shifts from one foot to the other.  
 
    Finally, “If you kill it, I’ll have you and your partner killed.” Murdock’s tone is stony, cold, genuine. 
 
    Ash grabs the phone from Giles’ chubby hand and says, “Then you’ll have to kill us.” He throws the phone against the nearest wall where it shatters into a few pieces.  
 
    “Oh, you son of a bitch,” Giles spews. “You’re a dead man.” 
 
    Ash punches the portly man square in the face, dropping him instantly. 
 
    “Oooo,” Giles shrieks. “You broke my nose!” 
 
    “Lucky I didn’t kill you too.” Ash looks up as Green and two of her soldiers appear in the doorway. 
 
    “What now?” Green asks, barely acknowledging Giles kneeling on the floor holding his nose. Blood seeps from between his sausage-like fingers.  
 
    Ash points at the monitor. So far, the dunkleosteus hasn’t strayed too far from the initial sighting. 
 
    A few seconds later, Green looks at Ash. “What is it?” 
 
    “Dunkleosteus,” Ash repeats.  
 
    “Thanks. And how do we kill it?” 
 
    Ash looks at the monitor. “Use the biggest guns you have. The armor is thick.” 
 
    Green steps closer to the monitor examining her prey. “It’s not a mutation?” 
 
    “No. The real thing.” 
 
    She watches the giant fish swim for a bit, then nods. “I think I have enough firepower to take her down.” 
 
    “Good,” Ash says. “Murdock wants us to take the corpse to the surface, but I say we return it to its grave.” 
 
    “Are you insane?” Giles steps between Ash and Green. “He’ll have you all killed.” 
 
    Ash shrugs. “Not if he can’t find us.” 
 
    Giles blinks. “What?” 
 
    “Never mind. Get out of here.” 
 
    Giles ruffles. “You can’t tell me what to do on my facility.”  
 
    “It’s not yours,” Ash says and faces Green. “I’ll help any way I can.” 
 
    Green nods. Firm, eyes like chips of sapphire. “Just feed me info if what we’re doing isn’t working. But I think if we hit the belly, that should do her in.” 
 
    “Okay.” Ash smiles. “Let’s put her back where she belongs before she decides to eat the facility.” 
 
    “You’re all mad,” Giles says. “Two billion dollars…are you stupid?” 
 
    Ash grunts. “Not as stupid as you.” He drags the portly man by his shirt collar out of the office. “Either get out of here, or I’ll have Green shoot you.” 
 
    Sputtering, Giles says, “Y-Y-You can’t do that!” 
 
    “Wrong,” Ash says, looming over Giles. “I can. That’s where you underestimate the power I have down here.” 
 
    “I’m in command!” 
 
    Ash give Giles a kick. “Not anymore. To let that thing suffer in captivity…” He sighs. “Can’t let that happen. It doesn’t deserve to die like that.” 
 
    “Have you seen that thing?” Giles’ jowls quiver. “It’s a monster! Its blood will save lives. Think of all the advances in medicine and science that big, stupid fish will bring. Think about all the money it’ll—” 
 
    “There it is,” Ash says. “Money. That’s the real reason you want it captured. How much is Murdock paying you?” 
 
    Giles glances away. “That doesn’t matter.” He returns his gaze to Ash. “What matters are the giant leaps in saving lives the thing will bring.” 
 
    Ash chuckles, hands unfurling. He claps Giles hard on the shoulder. “You’re a piss-poor liar, Giles.” He leans close enough to smell the sour stench of the portly man’s sweat. “We’re putting the dunkleosteus back in its grave, where it belongs. Not because I want it dead, god no. I’d love to see it live and thrive. But it can’t live in the world it came back to. Not this world. And in captivity it would die slowly as you bastards poke and prod and take your fucking samples.” 
 
    “You’re insane,” Giles utters. He glances at Green, Kayla, Quinn and Julia. “You all are. It doesn’t need to die just because it was accidently unthawed. That’s not the fish’s fault. What you want to do…it’s inhumane, for god sake!” 
 
    “What’s inhumane,” Ash says, “is keeping it locked up in a tank. What’s inhumane is letting it die one day at a time or until its uselessness is no longer required. What’s inhumane is not capturing it to save human lives, but to line your pockets with money.” 
 
    “Um,” Julia says. “He kind of makes sense, though, Ash.” 
 
    He shoots a glare at her. “We’ll talk later.” To Giles he says, “Get the fuck out of my sight, you sick bastard. Or I’ll rearrange your fat face for you.” 
 
    Giles gasps, stumbles back a few steps, spins and hurries out of the office.  
 
    Ash watches the portly man stumble and bustle toward the doors at the far end, and smiles. 
 
    “Ash,” Julia says behind him. “What the hell has gotten into you? I mean, yeah he’s—” 
 
    “We’re not going to kill it.” The thought had formed the moment they decided to kill it. An idea though it didn’t manifest itself fully until Giles started his spiel. 
 
    “We aren’t—wait, what?” Julia grabs his shoulders and turns him to face her. “What are you talking about?”  
 
    Green frowns at him. “What do you mean we’re not going to kill it? We can’t let that thing terrorize the lake.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Kayla says. “And you said so yourself that it wouldn’t be able to live in the world as it is now.” 
 
    Grinning, Ash says, “I lied.” He steps away from Julia a bit. “I think the South Pacific Ocean is warm enough for it. North Atlantic is closer though.” 
 
    They all blink at him. Then Kayla ventures, “How are we going to get that thing to an ocean?” 
 
    This, he hadn’t thought over very well. How, indeed? Then another idea pops into his head.  
 
    “Tunnels,” he whispers to himself, frowning at the monitor. The dunkleosteus hasn’t swum much farther from the facility. Instead, it appears to be just floating there.  
 
    “Huh?” Julia nudges him. “Dude, are you going nutty on me?” 
 
    He smiles. “I wish.” He looks at Kayla. “Under the bone trove, there was a tunnel.” 
 
    “Yeah? So?” 
 
    “So, that’s where it came from. Where it got stuck and frozen, or whatever happened. It was in that tunnel, why?” 
 
    Kayla shrugs. 
 
    “Consider all the different species of dinosaurs,” Ash says, cocking a thumb over his shoulder at the Moon Pool room. “What if it travelled through deep tunnels under the ground to the oceans? That’s how it got all those different species. It brought some of them or regurgitated them here.” 
 
    “But why?” Julia asks. “That doesn’t make sense. Why would it bring its prey here? Why not just keep to the oceans?” 
 
    He shakes his head. “I don’t know. Maybe it spawned here? Hard to say, but considering all the baby dunkleosteus skulls found in this region…” 
 
    Everyone fell quiet for a moment.  
 
    Green clears her throat. “So, you didn’t answer the question. How do we get it to an ocean? But more importantly, why? Won’t it disrupt the ecosystem?” 
 
    Julia snorts. “There are so many monstrous mutations and other things in the oceans these days…I doubt a prehistoric fish will affect anything.”  
 
    Crossing her arms, Kayla says, “Then we get it to the ocean. Fine. I still don’t see how we’re going to do that.” 
 
    “We need to run a deep scan and see if that’s really a tunnel under the trove or just a long cave.” Ash nods to Quinn. “Think we can?” 
 
    Quinn sighs. “I think so. It’ll be pushing the boundaries a bit, but I think if I tweak a few things we’ll see a good five hundred feet below the lake floor and outward.” 
 
    “Focus on the south. If the tunnels lead to the oceans, that’s the most likely direction.” 
 
    Quinn nods and goes to work on the scanner.  
 
    Ash points at Kayla and Green. “Gather your teams. We need to plan this and plan it right.” 
 
    “And if there aren’t any tunnels?” Green asks. 
 
    “Then…I don’t know.” His sight flicks to the monitor. The dunkleosteus is gone. “Where’d it go?” 
 
    Both Green and Kayla face the monitor. Julia steps beside Ash.  
 
    Silence ticks by without a glimpse of the old fish. 
 
    “Shit,” Julia says. “We lost it.” 
 
    “Just swam out of range,” Quinn mutters, still working on the deep scanner. “I have it set at one thousand feet, but we’ve been talking a while so I’m sure it—”  
 
    The quake is so strong it slams all of them off their feet. Green manages to crouch to save herself from falling, but everyone else… 
 
    Ash tries to grab onto something, anything, but it’s no use. He goes down hard, luckily getting his arms under him before cracking his skull on the metal floor. All around him, the sounds of bending, rattling, creaking metal. A loud, metallic pang, like a thick cable snapping, assaults his ears.  
 
    Then everything is still again.  
 
    He gets to his feet. 
 
    “That’s not an earthquake,” Julia says, “is it?” 
 
    “Nope.” Ash stares at the monitor, watches the massive fish swim about three hundred feet out. “It’s trying to eat the facility. That’s how hungry it is.” 
 
    “So, what are we going to do?” Kayla, she’s glaring at him a bit. “I’m not sending any of my team out there with that thing. You can forget that shit right now.” 
 
    “There’ll be no persuading it into the tunnels,” Green says. “It’s mad with hunger.” 
 
    “Maybe,” Ash says, “that’s exactly what we need. It’s hungry as all hell and if it sees us going into the tunnels, or even a mini-sub…” 
 
    “It’ll follow,” Quinn quips, still messing with the scanner.  
 
    “Right.” 
 
    Julia punches his arm hard enough to hurt. “That’s the stupidest idea of all the stupidest ideas you’ve ever had, man. Seriously? You want to go swimming with that thing?” 
 
    “Not exactly. We need a decoy after we enter the tunnel. It should follow the decoy all the way to an ocean.” 
 
    Green smiles a bit. “Good plan. But who’s our decoy? Giles?” 
 
    Ash laughs, he can’t help it. That’s funny shit right there. Sad thing is, he almost considers it. Strap Giles in a suit and drop him in.  
 
    Once the laughter eases, he says, “As great as that’d be, no. We need something that can swim faster than that thing and also appear irresistibly tasty. Do we have any seeker bots?” 
 
    Kayla glances at Green who in turn focuses on Quinn.  
 
    Quinn sighs, not looking up from her work. “Yes. We have a seeker bot. Doubt it swims faster than that fish though.” 
 
    “Can we fix that problem?” Ash, heart sinking.  
 
    “I doubt it. Ben in maintenance is a miracle worker, but I don’t think even he can make that thing move faster than fifty knots.” 
 
    “It’s gone again,” Julia says, groping for something to hold on to. “Might wanna bear down, kids.” 
 
    No one questions it and finds something stable to hold on to. 
 
    The dunkleosteus rams into the facility again. The force, the quaking that results from it, jars Ash from the inside out. He grips onto the mounted table at the center of the room as Infinity Moon groans around him.  
 
    Once everything stops vibrating and squealing, Ash steps away from the table. “Get the seeker bot. We’re going to give this a shot, regardless.” 
 
    It’s Green who steps in front of him. “And if it doesn’t work?” 
 
    “Then we think of something better.” 
 
    Green, she stares at him for the longest time before finally nodding and walking out of the office. “I’ll gather my team.” 
 
    “The seeker bot is in maintenance,” Quinn says. 
 
    Ash starts toward the doorway.  
 
    “This isn’t going to work, Ash,” Julia says. “We both know it.” 
 
    He barely pauses before stepping through the doorway. “We’ve got to try.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    SEVENTEEN 
 
      
 
    It won’t die.  
 
    No matter what the old monster tries, the creature in its waters barely bends. So it smashes into it. It bites the thing. Maybe its skin is tough. Need to keep trying.  
 
    It snatched and ate a few morsels of food, but it’s not enough. The giant creature the old monster can’t kill, that’s what it needs. There’s enough meat to feed on for a very long time. Just need to find a way to kill it. 
 
    The old monster fears it must go back to the big waters.  
 
    But not without a few more tries… 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    EIGHTEEN 
 
      
 
    The dunkleosteus is bound and determined to break this facility open and suck out the marrow.  
 
    Ash slams into the maintenance room door when another strike from the fish shakes everything. He waits for the quaking to subside, opens the door. 
 
    “Hey Doc,” Clam says, hefting himself up off the floor. “These quakes. They ain’t quakes, are they?” 
 
    “No. A giant, prehistoric fish. Hey, do you happen to know where the seeker bot is?” 
 
    Clam’s broad face pinches in thought. He snaps his fingers. “Over here, man. She’s buried a bit on account of not bein’ used’n all, but she still works, I’m sure.”  
 
    Ash follows Clam away from the main room of maintenance and through a set of swinging double doors. They step into a small room, which is heaped with various parts, some rusty, some not and old tools.  
 
    “Ben went to check on the pods, just makin’ sure they’ll shoot out no problem,” Clam says as he shoves an oily crate of wires and god knows what else out of the way. “With all the quakin’ goin’ on, he wanted to be extra sure.” 
 
    “Don’t blame him there,” Ash says.  
 
    “Ayah.” Clam kicks aside a mound of greasy shop rags.  
 
    The place reeks of oil, gasoline, and possibly some exotic form of mold. For all Ash knows, he’s gotten ten forms of cancer by just stepping into the room. It’s dark, filthy. His boots slip and slide on the floor, as though it’s made of Crisco.  
 
    “She’s ‘round here somewheres,” Clam mutters. “Put’er right…ah-ha!” He bends, clears away a couple smaller crates and a jar of suspicious black fluid Ash cares never to know it’s origin. Under all the junk, there’s a blue tarp. Clam opens the tarp and nods. He beams a bushy, bearded grin at Ash. “Found’er. She’s heavy. Gonna take both of us to haul’er out.” 
 
    Ash frowns at the seeker bot. It’s sleek, shiny black and about six feet long.  
 
    “Not so much heavy, ya know.” Clam playfully slaps Ash’s arm. “Just awkward as all hell.” 
 
    They carry the seeker out of the foul, filthy room and into the main room, placing it on a cart.  
 
    “There ya go. Anything more I can help’ya with Doc?” 
 
    “Actually, yeah…is there a way to make it go faster?” 
 
    Clam puts on his squinting thinking face again. Eventually, though, he shakes his head. “I’m not good with this really new stuff. Ben could though.” 
 
    “When do you think he’ll be back?” 
 
    Clam bites his bottom lip, eyes rolling up a bit. “Oh, ‘bout ten minutes.” 
 
    Too long. 
 
    “Is there a way to call him here? We’re pretty pressed for time.” 
 
    “’Cus’o’the big ol’fish, right?” 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    “I’ll get’im through the talkie. Hold tight.” 
 
    Ash smiles. “Try to hurry.” 
 
    Clam nods and shuffles to a white, grease stained door. The office, Ash assumes. Clam disappears inside, and the waiting begins.  
 
    Even so, Ben spills into the maintenance room five minutes after Clam calls him. His eyes are huge, shifting wildly in their sockets. He stumbles over a fallen shelf and skids to a stop in front of Ash. Sweat sheens his narrow, oil smudged face. His greasy hair is a mix of crazy corkscrews and cowlicks.  
 
    “Where’s the seeker?” 
 
    Ash points at the long, shiny black thing shaped like a rocket. “Right there. You think you can make it go faster?” 
 
    “Sure as hell can. How fast ya want her? Goes one hundred knots right now.” 
 
    “Pick it up to about one hundred and fifty knots.” 
 
    Ben nods. “Can do. Be just a couple minutes.” 
 
    “That all?” 
 
    “Yupper,” Ben says, hunkering down beside the seeker bot. “These things, they’re all computerized. Motor is plenty capable of goin’ four hundred knots, just not rec’mended.” He frowns. “Not sure why anyone would want’er to go that fast in the first place.”  
 
    Using a flathead screwdriver, Ben pries a curved panel out of the seeker. “Clam. Git me the controller, would ya?” 
 
    “On it.” Clam thunders away toward the filthy room where they got the seeker bot. 
 
    “All she needs is a reprogram. Nothin’ big. Just switch around a few numbers.” He taps a screen, which lights up with numbers. He taps in 3376.  
 
    The screen prompts: SETTINGS? 
 
    Ben taps the settings icon and goes into engine adjustments. There, he bumps the speed up to one-hundred and fifty knots. Then he replaces the panel and gives Ash a wink. “All ready, bud.” 
 
    Ash grabs the handle of the cart. “Thank you. You guys might want to come to the Moon Pool room.” 
 
    “What for? We got tons to do, man.” 
 
    “To see what’s going on. It’s a giant, prehistoric fish attacking us, not earthquakes.” 
 
    “A fish?” Ben shakes his head. “Ain’t no fish big enough to do that.” 
 
    “Now there is. You’re welcome to come look at the streaming scans in the office.” 
 
    After a moment, Ben shakes his head. “Nah. I believe ya. We gotta prepare for the worst, makin’ sure everything will work when the time comes without a hitch, ya know.” 
 
    “Got it,” Clam announces as he bursts through the double doors. He hands the controller to Ben.  
 
    It’s basically a tablet only not as thin. 
 
    Ben hands it over to Ash. “Has cameras back and front. Can see through both of’em on that and steer’er around. Can also lower’n’increase speed.” 
 
    Ash nods. “Good.” He wheels the cart toward the door and pauses once more. “You’re both still welcome to join us in the Moon Pool room.” 
 
    Ben waves him away. “Nah, man. We’re better behind the scenes. Go get that fish.” 
 
    Ash nods, smiles and hurries out. 
 
    A really bad sensation toils in his gut. If this plan doesn’t work, then they’ll have to try and kill it. If that doesn’t work they’ll need to take their chances in the pods before it destroys the facility, Infinity Moon.  
 
    In the Moon Pool room, Quinn catches him by the arm and swings him to the side. Her face is aglow, eyes wide, smile even wider. “There’s an entire tunnel system. They branch off at various points, but you were right. There are tunnels under the continent. That’s how it travelled. Maybe how other things travel from the ocean to here too.” 
 
    He sighs relief. “Fantastic. Were you able to pin-point a tunnel leading toward the Atlantic?” 
 
    “Of course. It’s the largest tunnel too. Wide, I mean. A freight train could fit through it easily.” 
 
    Ash nods. “That’s what we need, for sure.” He pats the seeker bot. “It’s all ready to go. Ben upped the speed up to one hundred and fifty knots.” 
 
    Quinn smiles. “That Ben. He really is a diamond in the rough genius. Wouldn’t know that to look at him, or even talk to him, but the man can work mechanical and digital magic.” 
 
    “Appears so.” He glances around. “Now we need this thing to look and smell tasty.” 
 
    “Might be some meats in the kitchen. Could strap a net to the boy and tie the meat to it. Think there’s a couple large salmon in there too. Maybe—” 
 
    “Absolutely not,” Giles bellows, storming toward them, jowls jiggling. “We are not wasting valuable food to entertain this crackpot scheme.” 
 
    “If we don’t entertain it,” Ash says, “it’ll keep bashing itself into us until the facility buckles. Now, I don’t know about you, but I’d rather not drown.” 
 
    The chubby scientist visibly ruffles. “This facility is built with the highest-grade steel. It’s indestructible.” 
 
    Ash moves closer to Giles, gaze narrowing. “And I suppose it was tested against, roughly, a ten-ton dunkleosteus with a bite force of over eight thousand pounds?” 
 
    Giles stutters, not really saying anything. 
 
    Ash grins. “That’s what I thought. Now get the fuck out of here so we can save this place and the fish.” 
 
    “You said you were going to kill it…” 
 
    “I lied. Something you’re no doubt good at. As I’m sure you’re wired so everything we say here gets directly fed to Murdock.” 
 
    Again, Giles ruffles. His chest puffs out a bit. “I most certainly wouldn’t—” 
 
    Ash rips the man’s coat off and right there strapped to his shirt is a blinking red light with a tiny microphone set on top. 
 
    Ash grunts. “Low move, even for you Murdock.” 
 
    “You’re finished after this,” Giles says, face flushed red. “Your career, everything. You’ll be stripped of any credibility and all your finds will be revealed to be found by someone…lesser known.” 
 
    “Murdock says this?” 
 
    Giles nods. “He does. Told me so over the phone no more than a few minutes ago. He has the power to do all that and more, you know.” 
 
    Ash, nodding, turns away from Giles. “Maybe. Good thing I’ve been recording everything going on here.” He stops to glance over his shoulder. “Even the conversations. Blackmailing and threats…not going to look good for Mr. Jones.” He returns to Quinn. Kayla and Julia are in the office working on something he can’t really see.  
 
    “Is that true?” Quinn whispers. 
 
    He winks. “Could you take a couple of people with you to get some of that meat?” 
 
    Quinn smiles, snags a couple of the workers and they hurry off.  
 
    Ash stares at the seeker bot, sighs, gaze wandering to the Moon Pool.  
 
    It’s almost time. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    NINETEEN 
 
      
 
    With all kinds of meats tied securely to the seeker bot, Ash gives Green and her team a nod. “This is like rounding up a stray cow. Need to keep it from trying to go elsewhere. We need to have it fully focused on the bot.” 
 
    “Easier said than done,” Green says.  
 
    “If it veers off course, all I need you to do is shoot it in the head. The armor will be too thick to really hurt it but should scare it enough to keep it on track.” 
 
    “And you’re absolutely sure about that?” 
 
    Shaking his head, Ash says, “Not at all. But it’s what I’ve got. You can keep your team in here if you want.” 
 
    Green’s face darkens. “We’re not here to just sit. My team and I are with you.” 
 
    “Thank you.” He faces Kayla’s dive/ drill team. “I want you to flank its other side leading to the tunnel. Once it’s in there, it won’t be able to back up if it thinks something is wrong. It’ll have no choice but to follow the seeker bot.”  
 
    Julia steps beside Kayla, arms crossed. “I’m going to just put this out there, once again. Dude, are you fucking crazy?” 
 
    He chuckles. “Apparently. But we’ll give it a shot. Fish run on pure instincts, right? We tap into this one’s instincts and we’ll get it where we want it.” 
 
    Using a small hoist, Quinn lowers the seeker bot into the water.  
 
    Ash holds up the control tablet, signaling Quinn. “This thing waterproof?” 
 
    “Yes,” she says.  
 
    Ash nods, gets into his suit while Julia curses at him from every direction.  
 
    “You can stay in here and control that thing, damn it.” Her face is simmering in anger and worry.  
 
    “I need to be able to see what it’s doing so I can try to predict its movements.” He straps on the Shark. “I’ll stick close to the Moon Pool.” 
 
    Julia huffs out a breath. “Like that’s supposed to make me feel better? Damn it, Ash, why don’t you ever listen to me? You know, putting yourself in danger all the time isn’t healthy, right?” 
 
    “Is what it is,” he says, inspecting his helmet and mask. “I don’t have a death wish, just trying to keep us all alive while we’re stuck in here.” 
 
    Julia shakes her head. “Whatever. You just make sure you call things off and get your ass back up here if shit goes wrong. Don’t try to be the fucking hero.” 
 
    “Promise,” Ash says and snugs on the helmet.  
 
    He jumps into the Moon Pool with the others and snaps Julia a salute. She rolls her eyes and walks away.  
 
    So now she thinks he’s suicidal. Lovely. 
 
    Quinn lowers the seeker bot the rest of the way into the Pool. Ash taps the power button on the tablet and the bot whirs to life. Green and Kayla unstrap it. It bobs in the water. 
 
    “Okay,” Ash says. “Quinn will give us a play by play where the fish is. Quinn? Location?” 
 
    There’s a brief pause and Quinn says into their earpieces, “It’s swimming back and forth, about three hundred feet from the Infinity Moon.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Ash says, then to the two teams. “We have one shot at this. You all know what to do?” 
 
    “My team has been briefed,” Green says. 
 
    “I told them,” Kayla says. “Everyone knows their job.” 
 
    “Good. Let’s round us up a prehistoric fish.” 
 
    Kayla sighs, rolls her eyes. “That was probably the dumbest thing I’ve ever heard from you.” 
 
    “Oh, just wait…” Ash winks. “I get even better.” 
 
    “Joy…” 
 
    With this, they dive toward the bottom of the Moon Pool. It takes Ash a few failed attempts, but he finally manages to get the seeker bot moving and going in the right direction. He keeps it at a very slow five miles per hour.  
 
    In his earpiece, Green orders her team to move out into flanking position and hold. 
 
    Kayla tells her team to flank opposite Green’s team. 
 
    The men and women all do as they’re told and Ash watches in wonder at the efficient way they all move. The Seals are faster, but Kayla’s team moves in a fluid motion that reminds him of a stingray. The way they sort of glide, rather than swim. Everyone has a gun. 
 
    Ash maneuvers the seeker bot into the open lake. “Status?” 
 
    Quinn comes back right away. “Moving toward you at about five knots. Two hundred feet and closing from the east.” 
 
    Ash’s heart thuds in his chest as he back swims so he’s directly under the Moon Pool. Then he turns the seeker bot right to the east and watches the camera feed on the tablet screen as the bot goes to greet the dunkleosteus. He kicks the speed up to twenty knots.  
 
    Soon he should see the giant fish through the bot’s camera.  
 
    “It increased its speed to twenty knots,” Quinn say. “Less than one hundred feet.”  
 
    Soon. Very soon… 
 
    “Moving faster now,” Quinn nearly shouts. “Thirty…forty knots. You guys better brace yourselves.” 
 
    And there it is. A huge mass that’s all brutal, giant jaws and little else. It appears to pause a moment, perhaps catching the bot’s scent. 
 
    Ash swings the seeker bot around and increases the speed to sixty knots.  
 
    From the back camera, he watches the dunkleosteus almost jump, then its massive jaws open wide and the chase is on. 
 
    “Seventy knots,” Quinn says. 
 
    Ash bumps the bot up to ninety knots. In no time it’ll be at the passageway leading to the tunnels.  
 
    “Eight. Eighty-five. Ninety knots.” 
 
    “Everyone,” Ash says. “Be ready.” 
 
    “Roger that,” Green says. 
 
    “Gotcha,” Kayla says. 
 
    The bot streams by, closely followed by the dunkleosteus, which entirely obscures Green’s team and everything else as huge as it is. A gargantuan thing, every sweep of its tail shoves Ash backward. He fights to remain under the Moon Pool and keep an eye on the seeker bot’s location.  
 
    Almost to the passageway opening. Maybe twenty feet and— 
 
    The dunkleosteus’ tail swats sharply, creating a force so great it knocks Ash spinning head over flippers away from the Moon Pool. And all he hears through his earpieces are shouts and screams. 
 
    Once the spinning stops, he rights himself, blinking. The force of the tail sends him at least thirty feet away from the Moon Pool. Directly behind him is one of the facility’s anchor pillars. If he’d gone another couple of feet… 
 
    Quinn is shouting something, but it’s lost in a maelstrom of screams and barking orders. Chaos in his ears. 
 
    He shakes his head, checks the tablet, but the seeker bot’s screen is black. So, it either went head first into the dirt, or the massive fish ate it. Heart hammering, Ash swims back to the Moon Pool, and is bombarded by other divers. He’s not even sure who they are. If they’re Green’s or Kayla’s. All he knows is they’re scrambling to get back into the facility. And even in the water, Ash can feel the terror.  
 
    He drifts away from the Moon Pool a bit to allow the scared divers easier access, and his breath catches in his throat like a rusty fishhook.  
 
    No more than ten feet away, the dunkleosteus bites the head off a diver trying to escape. Blood clouds the water scarlet and before the twitching body can float away, the beast swallows it whole.  
 
    Gives its nickname, the Guillotine, a bit more relevance. 
 
    Pectoral fins rotating, the monster faces Ash head on. All he can do is gape at this monstrosity. This prehistoric monster. Face to face with living history… 
 
    He’s more fascinated than scared and he forces himself not to reach out and pet it. To make sure it’s real.  
 
    Its huge jaws open and close. Open, and close. It’s like staring into the mouth of a cave. It wouldn’t need to bite off his head to kill him. Just suck him in and that’d be it.  
 
    “Ash?” It’s Julia, but he can’t find his voice to speak. “Ash, just sit tight. Green is…” 
 
    A series of thump-thump-thump’s and the dunkleosteus’ jaws open wide. A rumbling roar vibrates Ash from the inside out. Those guillotine jaws snap shut like a giant snapping turtle and the fish lashes around. In a blink, Ash notices Green and a couple of other Seals. His heart sinks a bit. She just put her and her team into the sights of a ravenous tank. Still, they shoot the creature. 
 
    In his ear, Green shouts, “Move out, Dr. Barrington! Get topside!” 
 
    “I’m not leaving you down here—” 
 
    “Get the fuck into the facility, Ash,” Green commands. 
 
    He wastes no more time and swims into the Moon Pool while more screams fill his ears. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    TWENTY 
 
      
 
    Julia is helping him out of his suit when, through his earpiece, Green says, “I’m crammed into a narrow crevasse in the hillside. It’s bashing at the rocks and will get to me soon. Dr. Barrington, Dr. Remus, Kayla, Quinn, everyone, it has been an honor to serve you and my country. Bullets don’t hurt this thing. If you can, Ash, use the LZ-missile launcher I keep in my cabin. If any of my team make it up there, have them show you how to use it. Might be the only—”   
 
    Harsh static roars in his ear a second before Julia pulls the helmet off.  
 
    Ash, gasping, rolls onto his side. Chill after icy chill shivers through his body.  
 
    “Ash?” Julia, sounding more than a little freaked out.  
 
    “G-Green’s dead,” he manages between breaths. 
 
    “I know,” Quinn says, stepping out of the office, Kayla following closely behind. 
 
    He’s glad to see Kayla made it out and sits. The Moon Pool is about three feet to his left. He scoots away from it a bit and stands on legs like thin pillars of gelatin. He wobbles some, then gains his balance.  
 
    “Any of Green’s team make it back?” 
 
    “No,” Julia says before anyone else. “Ash, I think we should—” 
 
    A crash of doors and, “See! Now see what you did!” Giles bustles in. Behind him are a few fellow scientists and workers.  
 
    The little, portly man is a couple feet away when Ash points at him. “Any closer and I’ll break your nose.” 
 
    Giles skids to a stop, looks around almost sheepishly, then clears his throat and stands ramrod straight. “Well, Dr. Barrington, you successfully led an entire Seal team to their deaths. Want to reconsider Mr. Jones’ offer now?” 
 
    “How many do you think will die trying to capture that thing?” Ash walks to the Moon Pool and points. “That fish can’t be coaxed or tricked as easily as you think. It’s intelligent. I saw that much staring it face to face. It’s aware, at least to some degree, what’s going on. Attempting a capture would lead to many more lives.” He shakes his head, not believing what he’s about to say, but saying it anyway. “We have to kill it. If we don’t, we’ll be stuck down here forever. Or until it decides to tear Infinity Moon apart. If we don’t, more lives could be taken, not to mention a total upheaval of Lake Superior’s ecosystem.” 
 
    Giles is grinning. 
 
    Ash frowns. “What?” 
 
    “Mr. Jones foresaw this happening, so he added extra measures to take place the moment you broke my phone.” 
 
    Ash moves toward the little man, stops. “What measures?” 
 
    Hands clasped behind his back, Giles chuckles. “Let’s just say…I hope you’re used to wearing a mech.” 
 
    Ash blinks. “Come again? Did you say mechs?” 
 
    “Submersible mechs don’t exist,” Kayla says. “Only time I’ve ever heard of the things is during that oil rig craziness that happened years ago.” 
 
    “The leviathan…” Julia muses. 
 
    “Yeah,” Kayla says. “That thing. The survivor said something about sub-mechs in an interview. But that’s not possible because sub-mechs haven’t been invented or tested yet. Trust me, I looked into it for this job.” 
 
    Giles, he’s giggling. A high-pitched, ugly clown-like giggle.  
 
    “What’s so funny, jackass?” Julia asks. 
 
    “All of you,” Giles manages around giggles. He takes a few breaths, and says, “That survivor, he invented the sub-mech, and Mr. Jones made it a reality. Mr. Jones’ sub-mechs have been in full production for three years.” 
 
    Ash shakes his head, looks at the Moon Pool. “Secrets.” 
 
    “Mr. Jones is a genius and he has a plan to capture that beast. He also requires all of you to assist.” 
 
    “Fuck off,” Julia spouts. “He can’t do that.” 
 
    Giles grins. “He just did.” 
 
    A few workers push shiny, blue mechs through the doors behind Giles.  
 
    “He sent six of them,” the portly man says, grin barely faltering.  
 
    Lying on their backs, the sub-mechs are lined up behind Giles.  
 
    “Dr. Barrington, Dr. Remus, Kayla. You three get in the mechs and will be accompanied by three others of Mr. Jones’ choosing.” 
 
    “Three others?” Ash steps away from the Moon Pool toward Giles. “Who are the three others?” 
 
    As though perfectly timed, the doors crash open again and three men stride in. “Us,” the one in the lead says. Tall, blond, a chiseled face Ash wants to punch.  
 
    The two behind him are shorter, though every bit as punchable as their leader.  
 
    “And who the hell are you?” Ash’s hands curl into tight fists, fingernails biting into his palm. 
 
    “Captain Riley Frost,” the tall, blond, douche says. He stops beside Giles. “I train people to use these mechs, Dr. Barrington. And I can tell by that little glint in your eye that you hate me already, well…you gotta hate someone. But hating me will only work against you on this mission.” 
 
    “And,” one of the shorter men steps around Frost. “I can assure you, we’ve been given full clearance to dispatch any and all threats, including you.” 
 
    Ash glares at the man. “Is that so?” 
 
    “Yup. You wanna try us, asshole? We’ll—” 
 
    “That’s enough Corporal,” Frost says. “We’re here to work together, not bicker.” 
 
    The Corporal rolls his eyes and darts back behind his Captain.  
 
    “Anyway,” Frost says. “This is a simple seize and transport operation. Our supplied nets are strong enough to take over ten thousand pounds of pressure. We net it, drag it to the boats above, and that’s it.” 
 
    “And,” Ash says, “I suppose you’ve captured hundreds of prehistoric fish…” 
 
    Frost smirks. “You got me there, Dr. Barrington. Though, I suppose it wouldn’t matter to you how many giant mutations I’ve captured in the last three years? No, it wouldn’t, because you not only hate me, but fear me and anything I say won’t matter.” He steps closer, hands clasped behind his back, very much like Giles. “I’ve been given a full file of you, Dr. Barrington. Very impressive resume. Even more impressive finds and theories on deaths and what those old fossils might’ve looked like in their day. I had the utmost respect for you…until I met you.” 
 
    Ash, not really sure what to say, shrugs. Maybe he was wrong about Frost. Maybe there’s more honor than douchery.  
 
    “Point is,” Giles says, “you all will comply. If you don’t…further extreme measures will be enforced.” 
 
    “Like what, you fucking weasel?” Julia, she looks like she’s about to start hitting people. Her entire body quakes.  
 
    “Oh, I don’t know…I have Captain Frost and his men shoot you? Fair enough?” 
 
    “What the actual fuck, dude?” Ash has to stop Julia from charging at the small man. “You can’t do that!” 
 
    Frost clears his throat. “It has been ordered, yes. But, if you all comply, and follow my instructions, I don’t see why anyone should be hurt. We can all work together on this and be on our separate ways in less than five hours.” 
 
    At his side, Julia says, “I don’t trust them.” 
 
    “Me either,” Ash says. 
 
    But, what if Murdock can indeed keep the fish alive? Despite everything, maybe it really can help humanity. Maybe it really can cure diseases and cancers. Maybe it can stop ALS and Alzheimer’s too.  
 
    Maybe it can do all those things…but to what end?  
 
    Why does it even matter when humanity keeps killing itself anyway? 
 
    Why save a species that clearly doesn’t want to be saved? 
 
    And, yet…what other choice does he have? Get the missile launcher from Green’s cabin and go at it man to giant, ravenous fish? And what if he misses or missiles don’t hurt it much? Then what? He’d probably be dead and it’d break apart the facility anyway.  
 
    But, really, is this the best choice…? 
 
    Is there even a choice now? 
 
    He sighs. “Let’s do it.” 
 
    “What?” Julia nearly shoves him into the Moon Pool. 
 
    “It’s the only way, right now,” he tells her.  
 
    “What about that missile thingy Green was talking about?” 
 
    He shakes his head. “I wouldn’t even know how to shoot it. Probably blow up the damn place.” 
 
    She steps away from him, frowning. “So, you’re giving up? You’d rather it suffer?” 
 
    “Maybe it won’t suffer. Maybe Murdock will have what it takes to keep it alive.” 
 
    “He does,” Frost interjects. “The best habitat has been constructed just for this fish. They want to keep it alive for a very long time, Dr. Barrington and Dr. Remus. If I thought otherwise, I wouldn’t have accepted this mission.” 
 
    “So,” Ash says. “You actually care about this creature? Besides getting paid, you really want what’s best for it?” 
 
    Frost nods, smiling. “Believe it or not, I wanted to be a paleontologist before I became a Marine.” 
 
    Julia blows out a harsh breath, flaps her arms. “Of course you did. Of course! How fucking convenient.”  
 
    “I know it sounds convenient, but it really isn’t.” When Julia makes a humph sound, Frost walks over to one of the tables with a few bones still on it. He picks up a small skull, turns it over in his hands and lifts it for both Ash and Julia to see. “Infant hadrosaur. Duckbill species.” 
 
    “Anyone could know that with a little research about the region,” Ash says. 
 
    Frost places the skull back onto the table and picks up another skull. This one slightly larger. “Velociraptor. Not yet fully grown. Probably a juvenile.” 
 
    Julia clears her throat. “Lucky guess.” 
 
    Frost chuckles, replaces the raptor skull and holds up a long, thick bone. A femur. It takes Ash a few seconds to recognize what species it is.  
 
    Frost, waggling the femur at Julia and Ash, still smiling, says, “This one. This one is probably so rare, you didn’t even realize what you had. Until now anyway.” He holds the femur up. “Ladies and gentlemen, I present you with the femur of a juvenile minotaurasaurus. So rare, only a single skull from the Gobi Desert and scatter of bones here and there have ever been found. Well, until now.” 
 
    Ash glances at Julia. She’s glowering at Frost. But, eventually, she sighs, rolls her eyes and says, “Fine. So you were into dinosaurs when you were a kid. Why should we believe you’re not just in this for the money?” 
 
    With a shrug, Frost says, “You’ll have to trust me.” 
 
    “Heh, yeah, okay, dude.” Julia waves Frost away, grabs Kayla and Quinn, and walks to the office, leaving Ash alone with the men. 
 
    He sighs. “Alright. We’ll try this. I don’t trust any of you. No matter how much knowledge of dinosaurs you have.” He shoots a glare at Frost. “And when I say we’ll try it. That’s all. We try. If it doesn’t work, we go back to Plan B.” 
 
    “There was a Plan A?” Frost asks. 
 
    “They thought they could lead it back to the ocean,” Giles quips, chuckling.  
 
    Frost glowers and the small man withers. “Sounds like a fine plan. Why didn’t it work out, Dr. Barrington?” 
 
    “The dunkleosteus decided it didn’t want to be made a fool and ate everyone. Almost” 
 
    “Ah,” Frost says, nodding. “Noted.” 
 
    “You all need to realize,” Ash says. “We’re not dealing with some dumb fish. Does it run on instincts? Of course. But does it think? Does it reason? Yes, I think so. I also think it makes plans too. Just like us.” 
 
    “That’s nothing more than a theory,” Giles says. “You don’t know that for sure.” 
 
    “Oh,” Ash says, “I know. I was face to face with it. I saw intelligence in its eyes and actions. It figured out exactly what we were trying to pull and called our bluff.” 
 
    Silence drapes between him and them like thick gauze for the longest time, then Frost steps away from the table. The femur is back on the table. “Then we need to outsmart it. These mechs will give us an advantage.” 
 
    “They might,” Ash agrees. “But those jaws deliver over eight thousand psi. Maybe even ten thousand. How will those mechs hold up to that kind of bite force?” 
 
    “Look,” Frost says, stepping closer to Ash, eyes firm. “I’ll be honest. I don’t know if they were ever tested on bite force, but I do know one of these very same mechs was eaten by that leviathan creature a few years ago. If they can withstand that…” 
 
    “Was it chewed on by the leviathan?” 
 
    Frost shakes his head. “No clue, man.” 
 
    Ash glances from Frost to Giles, then back again. “Okay. So, what’s this plan of yours? And like I said, if it doesn’t work…we have to kill it.” 
 
    “Agreed,” Frost says. “The plan is simple, though. We lure it into our nets, tie it up and bring it to the surface where another team will take over. That’s it.” 
 
    Turning back to the Moon Pool, Ash says, “Then let’s get it over with.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    TWENTY-ONE 
 
      
 
    Frost helps Ash into one of the mechs. “Now, it’ll move when you move.” Frost clicks the harness on. “In the arms are joysticks and triggers. Those are your weapons and laser cutter. There are four speed settings that have been altered from the original design. Slow. Jog. Rapid. And max rapid. All you have to do is tell it which one.” He grumbles under his breath, looks away. “Wish I had more time to properly train you guys in these. They’re difficult to work with and get used to at first.” 
 
    “And they’re airtight?” Ash, heart slamming against his ribs.  
 
    “Yep. Like those Sharks over there, they draw in oxygen through the water.” 
 
    “What do you need me to do out there?” 
 
    “Hold the net. Once it’s in, help tie it up and haul it to the surface.” 
 
    It sounds simple enough, almost easy, though he’s not so sure about that. 
 
    Still, it’s worth a shot. He doesn’t trust any of them. Frost, maybe a little more than Giles. But, like Julia said, it just feels too convenient.  
 
    “I’ll tell you what to do when the time comes,” Frost says. 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    “I’m going to close the hatch. There will be a bunch of noises. Hisses and beeps. You’ll feel some pressure as everything stabilizes. All of this is normal. But once I shut this, there’s no turning back. Are you sure you’re ready?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Ash says. 
 
    Frost nods. “Just follow my lead and it’ll be over with in no time.” 
 
    “Famous last words,” Ash says. 
 
    Chuckling, Frost lowers the hatch.  
 
    He’s never been claustrophobic, but being sealed inside this tin can… 
 
    He worries most about Julia. How will she react? As the hisses and beeps assault his ears, he wonders if Julia can do this? She has always had a hard time with tight spaces and the mechs are as tight as one can get without being crushed.  
 
    Still, he doesn’t hear her voice through the comms. So, either she opted out, or she’s sucking it up and showing everyone what a true warrior she is.  
 
    As the pressure stabilizes in the sub-mech, Frost’s voice says, “These mechs are designed to leech from your brainwaves. Every motor thought, the mech will mimic. You sit up. It sits up with you. Every mech is equipped with a three-foot knife, laser cutter, and a fifty-caliber gun with limited ammo. If all goes well, we won’t be using any of those. We’ll be relying on the mechs’ strength to haul the thing to the surface.” A pause. “On my command, sit up and then stand.” 
 
    Ash glances around, not really sure what to think, then Frost’s voice blares, “Sit up.” 
 
    He follows orders and sits. The mech makes a hissing sound. In fact, he barely has to move at all. The mech does most of the work.  
 
    “Stand.” 
 
    He stands without issue. Through the mech’s visor he sees everything in full, vivid color. Everything is in startling detail, almost beautiful. Nearby, Julia favors him with a weak smile. He smiles back. They’re at least ten feet tall right now. 
 
    This isn’t her thing, he thinks. She shouldn’t be in a mech. 
 
    There’s no choice in the matter, he knows this, but he doesn’t want Julia facing the pressures of being underwater. Hopefully the mech will give her some comfort, though he doubts it. 
 
    Spilling through the mech, Frost’s voice. “You give the mech an order, and it will follow. You tell it slow, fast, rapid speed, it will do that. You can engage your weapons and cutting tool using the buttons and toggles in the right and left arms. Time is short. My team will provide the netting. All you have to do is hold it and help us drag the thing topside.” 
 
    “This is bullshit,” Julia spouts through the speakers. “But whatever.” 
 
    Ah, the good old passive aggressive Julia. Soon they’ll all see the very aggressive Julia. The pissed off Julia he’s a little afraid of. If things go shitty quick, anyway.  
 
    “On my command,” Frost says, “I want you all to jump into the Moon Pool, my team included. Stay near the Pool’s bottom opening until I arrive. Orders will follow thereafter.” 
 
    Ash waits and when Frost gives the command, he walks to the side of the Moon Pool, draws in a breath, and steps off the edge. He’s instantly submerged, sinking fast.  
 
    “Um,” he says. “I’m going to crash, Frost. Sinking too fast.” 
 
    “Tell the mech, ‘Slow pulse’.” 
 
    “Slow pulse.” 
 
    A thin whine and the mech’s descent slows to a near stop. 
 
    “At the bottom of the Moon Pool, tell it to hold,” Frost says. 
 
    Ash slips out the bottom of the Moon Pool. The lake floor is maybe thirty feet under the mech’s shiny, blue legs. Another mech shoots by him, in his ears, someone screams. 
 
    “Julia?” He tries to maneuver the mech so he can see, but the other mech crashes into the floor of the lake, shooting up a geyser of sand that obliterates any view. 
 
    He finally gets the mech to point head first toward the floor. “Um…fast pulse?” 
 
    The mech beeps and suddenly he’s cruising downward at a rate he’s not at all comfortable with. Through the cloud of sand and whatever else and— 
 
    “Hold!” 
 
    The mech stops so suddenly, Ash’s forehead smacks the visor. Pain laces around his head.  
 
    “Dr. Barrington? Dr. Remus?” Frost, sounding a bit alarmed. 
 
    “I…I’m here, but Julia…she came down too fast and—” 
 
    “I’m looking right down at you, dude. That was Kayla, I think.” 
 
    Ash sucks in a breath and as the sand settles, he gapes at the rounded top of the mech’s head.  
 
    “Kayla? Can you hear me?” 
 
    “She’s probably been knocked cold from impact,” Frost says and another mech glides down. A quick glance and Ash sees Frost’s face through the visor. “Help me dig her out before the intakes get clogged.” 
 
    Heart bashing against his ribs, there’s a godless minute where he can’t control the mech, then, finally, Ash helps dig Kayla out enough to pull her free of the lake floor. Frost brushes away sand from the intakes. 
 
    “Kayla? This is Frost. Can you hear me?” 
 
    No answer. 
 
    Frost taps Ash’s visor. “Get her back into the facility and meet us here.” 
 
    Ash nods, grapples onto Kayla and her mech and says, “Fast.” He surges upward toward the Moon Pool. 
 
    “There was a time you’d have to say rapid pulse,” Frost says. “But the mechs have since been updated.” 
 
    “Thanks for the history lesson,” Julia quips. 
 
    “As I’ve told everyone, there are three settings to these mechs. Four, if you include hold. But once more, it’s slow, fast and Mach. You don’t have to say pulse after each, either.” 
 
    Ash sighs, feeling dumb. He’s so lost on technology these days. He breaches the surface of the Moon Pool and hauls Kayla out. He gets out, inspecting the suit until he finds the emergency tab near the right armpit. Using his mech’s giant fingers, he grips onto the tab and pulls. In an instant, Kayla’s mech opens up. 
 
    “The hell happened to her?” Giles kneels beside Kayla, checking her pulse. So…the little asshole isn’t without regard to human life after all. “Pulse is strong. Looks like she got a nasty bump on the head though.” 
 
    “Can you look after her while we’re gone? Please?” 
 
    Giles rolls his eyes, but nods. “Yes. Just go get that thing.” 
 
    Ash turns and jumps back into the Moon Pool. 
 
    “Slow,” he says and the mech’s descent eases. His heart still hammers hard, but at least he’s able to keep his breathing under control as he sinks below the Moon Pool’s bottom. Under him, the others wait. 
 
    “Good job, Dr. Barrington,” Frost says. 
 
    “Ash. It’s just Ash.” 
 
    “Okay, Ash. You ready to catch a prehistoric fish?” 
 
    “Not really.” 
 
    “Oh c’mon, Ash,” Julia spouts. “These mechs are awesome.” 
 
    “Thought you’d be freaking out by now,” Ash says. 
 
    “You know…me too, but it’s like being in a mini-sub. Weird, but not uncomfortable.” 
 
    “Okay,” Frost says. “Quinn, can you hear us?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Location of the fish, please?” 
 
    “Four hundred yards from you to the east,” Quinn says. “Looks like it’s close to the surface.” 
 
    “Not good,” Ash says. “If it’s preying on humans…” 
 
    “We need to attract it,” Frost says. “Get it closer to us.” 
 
    Ash frowns, thinking. How does one attract a dunkleosteus? Is there a way? He figured it’d be at the facility non-stop until it broke it apart. If it’s as intelligent as he knows it is, why is it so far away? It’s starving. It wants food. And it’s going to get food no matter what. Fishermen. Anyone. Anything. It’s going to feed regardless of how strange the world has become around it. 
 
    So…how the hell do they get it back to the facility? 
 
    It takes a few minutes, but an idea finally surfaces.  
 
    “Blood and lots of noise.” 
 
    “What?” He can practically hear the horror in Julia’s tone. 
 
    “We need blood and a lot of noise. Something so loud it’ll catch its attention. Maybe need a spotlight to attract the vision senses of the fish too. Need all three to attract a fish. Vision, smell, sound. The sound will create vibrations in the water too.” 
 
    “Light and sound,” Frost says. “Good. But how are we going to get blood?” 
 
    “That,” Ash says, “I don’t know.” 
 
    “Can we try the other two and see if it works?” 
 
    “We can, but you have to remember, this fish has been stuck in ice for millions of years. It’s practically starving. The scent of blood will get it moving faster than light and sound.” 
 
    “How much blood do we need?” 
 
    “A shark can smell blood over a mile…” Someone says, though Ash isn’t sure who. One of Frost’s men. 
 
    “At least a pint,” Ash says, though he has no idea, really.  
 
    There’s a long pause. He lowers himself to be among the group. Julia is directly across from him. She winks.  
 
    Frost is to his left. The man nods inside his mech, though the mech doesn’t nod with him. So, maybe mechs don’t mimic everything… 
 
    “And where the hell are we going to get a pint of blood?” One of Frost’s men asks. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Ash says.  
 
    “How about we draw from a few of us up here?” Quinn asks. 
 
    Ash smiles. “Yes! If you can, that would be perfect. Is there a nurse to draw the blood?” 
 
    “No, but I’ve done it a time or two interning. Give me a few minutes.” 
 
    “Well, hell,” Julia says. “How ‘bout that.” 
 
    “So,” Frost says. “We sit tight until we get the blood. Any ideas on noises and lights?” 
 
    Silence trails after this and all Ash can think about are the tunnels leading under America. How many are there? Where do they all go? If it’s true, then it also explains, at least in part, the monster in Lake Champlain. Champ, or Champy. And if one wants to go further, maybe it even explains the Lochness Monster. Maybe some of those sightings weren’t fake. Maybe they were an actual liopleurodon or something else finally thawing out after millions of years. Maybe all those myths are real… 
 
    “An explosion,” Julia says. 
 
    Everyone gives her the same, “Huh?”  
 
    “A gas tank, or something, I don’t know. But an explosion is loud enough, right?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Ash says, heart galloping now. Excitement is mounting. Another step closer to getting the beast back in their area.  
 
    “So,” Frost says. “What are we going to blow up?” 
 
    “Quinn,” Ash says. “If you’re listening, get Ben to bring four hydrogen tanks to the Moon Pool, please.” 
 
    It takes her a few seconds, but, “On it. I have almost a pint of blood now.” 
 
    “Good. Thanks. I’ll grab that and the tanks.” Ash, feeling like everything is either moving too fast or not fast enough, tells his mech to go fast. He aims himself for the Moon Pool. 
 
    “What about the light?” Frost asks. 
 
    “Can the facility use high beams?” 
 
    Quinn says, “Yes. Kind of. I can flash them on and off.” 
 
    “Rock on,” Ash says as he enters the Moon Pool. “I’m almost to the surface, has Ben brought the tanks yet?” 
 
    “Rolling the last one in now.” 
 
    “Good. How’s the blood coming along?” 
 
    “I have it. Just getting it ready for you. Ben is strapping the tanks together.” 
 
    Ash smiles. “Thank you, Quinn.” 
 
    “Shush. Just don’t die out there.” 
 
    “I’ll try not to.” He surfaces, pulls himself out of the water and towers over everyone standing near the Moon Pool. The mech reads everyone’s blood pressure and body heat. Giles is the highest in everything. Especially blood pressure. 
 
    “The blood is taped to one of the tanks,” Quinn says. “Let me know when you want me to start flashing the lights.” 
 
    “I will,” Ash says. “Thank you.” He grabs the strap of the tanks, lowers them into the Moon Pool, and steps in. 
 
    “Slow,” he says, and the mech stops its instant plunge. Gradually, he pulls the tanks and bag of blood down the Moon Pool to the open lake.  
 
    When he reaches the bottom, two other mechs slam into him and latch on. 
 
    “What…?” 
 
    “I was right,” Julia says. “They’re assholes.” 
 
    “From now on,” Frost says. “You will both do as I say. This isn’t a matter of control, as it’s for your own safety and the safety of my team. Follow orders and we all get out of this alive.” 
 
    “We’re doing as you say anyway,” Ash says as Frost’s men take the tanks away from him. “Why act like we won’t?” 
 
    Frost’s mech rises up, only a few inches from Ash. “Because I know your tendencies to stray from plans. To toss aside protocol. I want this operation to run as smoothly as possible. I know my team will do exactly what’s expected of them. I can’t trust you or your partner.” 
 
    “Oh,” Ash says, “That’s lovely. Just when I started to trust you…” 
 
    “You can trust me, Ash. I just need you to realize I will not be made a fool of. It’s my way now, or you’re dead. Understand?” 
 
    Ash glares at the man. “We’ll see how this ends up.” 
 
    Frost chuckles, nods. “Yes. We will.” He turns away from Ash and announces, “We’ll blow up the tanks first, blood bag attached to one of them. With the explosion the blood will travel farther. On my command, Quinn, you start flashing those lights. When the fish is close, team, you get the net ready.” 
 
    “Oo-rah,” Frost’s team booms. 
 
    “Ash and Julia,” Frost says. “All I need you two to do is help secure the net and help pull the fish to the surface. You have my word, once that’s finished, you are free to go along as you please. Murdock will compensate you as he deems fit.” 
 
    “Sounds peachy,” Julia says. “Thanks for cementing the fact that you’re an asshole.” 
 
    “This is a job, Dr. Remus,” Frost says. “Please note that I do hold the highest respect for you and Dr, Barrington. This is not personal, and do not make it so.” 
 
    Ash can’t find the right words to say, so he remains silent. 
 
    “Let’s get those tanks out about one hundred feet and blow them,” Frost commands. “Time to see what this big fish is made of.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    TWENTY-TWO 
 
      
 
    Two of Frost’s team pull the four tanks out. In a minute or two, they return. 
 
    “I have a lock on the tanks,” Frost says. “Sending laser pulse in three, two, one…” 
 
    A red flash bursts from Frost’s mech’s left hand. No more than a second later, a loud yet muffled boom sounds, followed by enough force to push everyone back a few feet. Through the detailed visor of the mech, Ash notes the cloud of red.  
 
    Blood… 
 
    “Quinn,” Frost says. “Flash those lights, please.” 
 
    Lights along the side of the Moon Pool tube flicker on. Then they flash sporadically.  
 
    “Good, good,” Frost says. “Now we wait. I want the net ready, team.” 
 
    “Yes, Sir,” Frost’s team booms in unison.  
 
    About thirty yards out, Frost’s team deploy the net. Six men and women in all. Three on each side of the net, pulling it taut. 
 
    “Before it touches the net, I want you all to turn your fast pulses on. That should keep you from being jostled too much.” 
 
    “Yes, Sir,” they all say. 
 
    “Ash and Julia,” Frost adds. “As soon as it’s in the net, I want you to seal it in using the mechs’ lasers. Melt the mesh together. Once that’s done, transport should be fairly easy.” 
 
    “You really think melted plastic is going to hold that thing?” Ash asks. “I don’t think you’ve been paying attention. This fish is massive.” 
 
    “I’ve caught many giant fish this way, Dr. Barrington. I know what I’m doing.” 
 
    Ash chuckles humorlessly. “Let’s hope you do, then.” 
 
    Several minutes pass, then… 
 
    “It’s on the move,” Quinn says. “Two hundred yards and closing.” 
 
    “Tighten the net,” Frost shouts. “Prepare for impact!” 
 
    His team follows orders, all of them stretching the net tight. 
 
    Ash backs way, pulling Julia with him. He propels them closer to the Moon Pool. A bad feeling worms its way into his chest. She glances at him and he shakes his head, wanting her to keep quiet.  
 
    “One hundred yards,” Quinn says. “Eighty.” 
 
    A massive shadow looms to the east. 
 
    Smaller fish dart by Ash. 
 
    “Is that the biggest net you have?” Ash asks. “Because—” 
 
    “When I need your opinion, Dr. Barrington,” Frost says, “I’ll ask you. Until then—” 
 
    “Sixty feet,” Quinn says. 
 
    Small features are picked out by the flashing lights, giving the giant shadow substance. Large eyes glint.  
 
    “Pull them back,” Ash shouts. “It’s—” 
 
    Monstrous jaws unhinge, opening in a dark, cavernous maw. The blades of its mouth gleam.  
 
    “Holy shit,” someone manages. “It’s…it’s…” 
 
    Before they can finish, those massive jaws, wider and higher than the net, snap shut, cutting through everything, even a few of Frost’s men. Even through the mechs. Blood clouds the water.  
 
    Ash shoves Julia to the Moon Pool. “I’ll be up in a second.” 
 
    “Like hell,” Julia shouts. “Get your ass up here!” 
 
    “I’ll be up in a second.” 
 
    “Leave them! They’d leave you.” 
 
    Ash snorts. “I might be an asshole, but I’m not that kind of asshole. Now get up there and help me out when I surface.” 
 
    “Fine! But if that thing eats you, I’ll gut it and kill you again.” 
 
    “Fair enough. Just—” 
 
    Screaming cuts through his words, spilling out of the mech’s speakers. Somewhere through all the screaming, Ash thinks he can hear Frost barking orders. Without making sure Julia gets topside, he moves away from the facility. In front of him is a storm of red and sand and silt and…body parts… 
 
    A severed arm thumps against his visor. Blood forces everything through a scarlet filter.  
 
    “Slow,” Ash says. “Frost? Where are you?” 
 
    No answer.  
 
    Heart whip-cracking against his ribs, he cruises forward into the storm. Bits and pieces of other mechs clink and clank against his. A severed foot thumps his visor, pinwheels away.  
 
    “Jesus,” he mutters. “Frost? Hey, are you…” 
 
    From out of the storm of debris and blood, another mech crashes into Ash hard enough to shove him backward, despite the slow pulsations.  
 
    Visor to visor, he stares directly into Frost’s wide-eyed face. “Monster,” Frost manages, and that’s all he manages. 
 
    In a blink, he’s yanked away from Ash, screaming.  
 
    “S-Stop,” Ash says. The mech stops. 
 
    And all he can do is gape as the dunkleosteus, the Guillotine, tosses Frost up, then snaps its sharp jaws down, chomping Frost in half. His lower half disappears into the old fish, but the top half flounders. Frost coughs, splattering blood over the inside of his visor.  
 
    In the speakers, Ash is plagued to listen to the man gag and gasp.  
 
    It’s not long, though, the dunkleosteus chomps through him again and again, swallowing the chunks. There’s so much blood in the water, Ash isn’t even sure where the Moon Pool is anymore. Everything is just…red… 
 
    “Reverse?” He tries and to his surprise the mech actually begins propelling itself backward.  
 
    As the swirling blood dissipates a bit, Ash finds himself once more face to face with the monstrous fish. It doesn’t attack. Instead, it simply stares with those silvery eyes.  
 
    “Ash? Are you alright?” 
 
    “Y-Yeah. It’s…in front of me. Maybe ten feet. Looking right at me.” 
 
    “Oh, shit…and Frost?” 
 
    “Fish food.” 
 
    There’s a short pause, then, “You think you can go Mach and get to the Moon Pool?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Maybe. It might chomp me to bits before then, though.” 
 
    “I love it when you talk dirty,” Julia says, laughing a little. “Seriously, though, maybe give it a try?” 
 
    Ash, trying to remember how far behind him the Moon Pool is, steals himself. The Guillotine can dart out and cut him into pieces at any second. One false move… 
 
    “You on your way yet?” Julia, sounding more than a little scared. 
 
    “If I move, it’ll have me,” he says. “I need a distraction.” 
 
    Several seconds pass, then Julia says, “Going to give the lights a few pulses. Think that will work?” 
 
    “I don’t know, give it a shot.” 
 
    The lights to the left of the Moon Pool flicker.  
 
    It takes a full minute, but finally the old fish shifts its attention and starts toward the flickering lights. 
 
    He slowly positions himself to face the Moon Pool and says, “Mach.” 
 
    Before there’s time to think, he’s shooting through the water toward the Moon Pool. Then he’s in the Moon Pool surging upward. And there’s no time. No time to think or breathe before he bursts out of the Pool and crashes onto the floor in a fit of scrapes and screeches.  
 
    Ash rolls onto his back, sits, heart jackhammering.  
 
    “You okay?” Julia kneels beside him. She’s still in her mech. 
 
    “I…yeah. Just…holy hell that was fast.” 
 
    Julia laughs. “You were up here in like two seconds.” 
 
    He stands and together they stare at the Moon Pool. 
 
    “Well, another plan failed,” Julia says. “Which one was this? Plan C?” 
 
    “Plan B,” he says. “I think.” 
 
    “Maybe we need to figure out something, I dunno, more effective?” 
 
    Ash chuckles. “This one wasn’t my doing. But yeah, something…” 
 
    “What about the missile launcher thing Green was talking about?” 
 
    Ash backs away from the Moon Pool. “Worth a shot. Anything right now is better than nothing. We deploy those escape pods it’ll snatch as many up as possible, then surely come to the surface to finish off those it couldn’t catch.” 
 
    “Agreed. So…it’s Green’s missile launcher then.” 
 
    “Yeah, I think—” 
 
    A mini tsunami explodes out of the Moon Pool, followed by all too familiar jaws. The floor cracks, breaking open as the dunkleosteus thrashes in the tube of the Moon Pool. 
 
    “How the hell did it even fit in there?” Julia, she’s stumbling backward.  
 
    “It didn’t,” Ash says. “It’s breaking everything.” 
 
    The floor, thick cracks snake in every direction, radiating from the Moon Pool. Cracks that zig-zag up the walls to the ceiling. 
 
    The Guillotine thrashes, widening the cracks. Its massive jaws snap, creating thick booms like the heavy beats of amplified bass drums.  
 
    Ash and Julia stumble away, mechs beeping so many warnings Ash can’t pin-point why his is freaking out. Maybe the changes in pressure? And if the pressure is changing…how stable is the Moon Pool room right now? 
 
    Still backing away as the dunkleosteus snaps its maws and writhes in the constrictive Moon Pool tube. A tube it’ll break apart in no time. 
 
    “We need to evacuate and seal off this room,” Ash says.  
 
    “It’s tearing the hell out of everything,” Julia shouts.  
 
    He turns to her, staring at her through the mech’s visor. “Get everyone out of here. Seal the doors, if possible.” 
 
    She blinks. “What about you?” 
 
    “I’m going to try and kill it while it’s trapped.” 
 
    She gives him a withering look that makes him shiver. “You’re doing that hero thing again. You know I hate that hero thing, right?” 
 
    “Yeah, well…you’ll be a hero too. Just get them out of here and seal everything up. The mech will stop me from drowning and any pressure issues.” 
 
    She points at the thrashing dunkleosteus. “And what if that gets you?” 
 
    “Then I’m fish food too.” 
 
    Julia rolls her eyes, shakes her head. “Whatever. Just don’t die.” 
 
    She goes to the office, quickly gathers Quinn and herds everyone out of the room, even Giles. The portly man sputters and spits a bit, but in the end, flees the room. The doors shut. Ash waits for some kind of sign, anything, indicating the doors are sealed.  
 
    Finally, a red light blinks above the doors.  
 
    “Sealed,” Julia says through the speakers. “Kill the thing and let’s go home.” 
 
    “I’ll try,” he says, facing the monster struggling in the Moon Pool. Part of the floor breaks away as the thing widens the pool more and more.  
 
    The facility groans, visibly bending around him. He stands watching the massive fish thrash. What arm is the gun in? How do I shoot it? Questions with no answers at first. 
 
    Then… 
 
    He lifts his left arm and points it at the dunkleosteus. “Gun?” 
 
    From out of the forearm, a five inch tube arises.  
 
    “Well,” he says, “How about that…” 
 
    He aims the tube at the belly of the prehistoric fish he thinks of as the Guillotine and says, “Fire?” 
 
    Nothing happens.  
 
    “Um…shoot?” 
 
    Still…nothing. 
 
    Then, before he can spout something else, a female’s voice says, “If you wish to send an order, please speak clearly, firmly, and in an acoustic environment.” 
 
    He frowns, staring at the dunkleosteus. How the hell…the tip of his index finger brushes what feels like a toggle switch in the mech’s hand. No, not a toggle, but… 
 
    “A trigger,” he whispers. 
 
    The giant, prehistoric fish thrashes, pieces of the floor break free, pelting his mech. Water surges up through the widening cracks. Soon, the pressure in the room will fail. Soon, this entire part of the facility will flood and— 
 
    “Holy hell!” 
 
    Ash blinks and turns around. Standing in the doorway to the maintenance hall, is Ben. He gapes at the monsters stuck in the Moon Pool.  
 
    “Shit,” Ash says. “Julia?” 
 
    “You kill it yet?” 
 
    “No, but you forgot Ben.” 
 
    “What? The maintenance dude?” 
 
    “Yeah. Can you let him in with you quick?” 
 
    There’s a long pause, then, “Apparently I can’t open the doors once they’re sealed.” 
 
    “Damn.” Ash towers over Ben, manages to open the mech’s helmet. “This room is compromised.” 
 
    “Heh…no shit,” Ben says.  
 
    “Can you get to the main facility and seal the doors?” 
 
    “I…uh…yeah. Yeah, I think so.” 
 
    “Okay, get—” 
 
    The floor quakes, knocking Ben off his feet. The mech stabilizes Ash’s balance. He helps Ben up and sends the man away. He then faces the dunkleosteus, the Guillotine, the underwater tank. A monster lost in time. He closes the helmet, waits for it to seal, then points his left arm at the struggling beast. The barrel of the gun aimed at the presumably softer flesh below the jaws, Ash pulls the trigger.  
 
    Blood sprays a few inches below the jaws of the monster fish. It roars, thrashing harder and— 
 
    It happens fast. 
 
    A loud popping noise and suddenly Lake Superior explodes through the floor of the Moon Pool room. The force of the water slams Ash against the ceiling until the room is completely submerged.  
 
    “Fast,” he says. The mech cruises away from the ceiling, dodging various debris, stray dinosaur bones, tables and chunks of the pulverized floor of the room. 
 
    Heart hitching, he moves forward. 
 
    And out of the chaos and drifting debris, the monster emerges. 
 
    “Hold!” 
 
    The mech jolts to a stop as the massive fish floats toward him. Ash’s stoMach twists like a nest of snakes. Air wheezes out his lungs. The thing is so huge and it’s not until he notes that only half the fish is in the broken room, just how huge.  
 
    Its maw opens a foot or two, snaps shut, opens… 
 
    Icy chill after icy chill shivers through Ash and he can’t think. His brain stutters, unable to latch onto any constructive thought. Now he knows the meaning behind frozen in fear. He literally can’t move or think.  
 
    Those eyes. Those large, silvery eyes. They watch him carefully, as though debating if it should eat him or not. It’s the same face to face intelligence he noticed the first time where it simply stared at him.  
 
    A deep growl rumbles, vibrating into the sub-mech.  
 
    “Ash?” 
 
    He manages a weak breath, nothing more. 
 
    “Ash, what’s going on?”  
 
    He wants to tell Julia something, anything, but terror grips him in its cold claws so tight he can’t do anything but blink at the monster no more than fifteen feet in front of him. Just floating there, maw opening and closing…opening and closing. Just floating there…staring at him.  
 
    “I’m coming in.” 
 
    His heart stutters. “N-No! Stay there. It’s…staring at me right now.” 
 
    “Can you shoot it?” Julia asks. 
 
    “I already did. Only pissed it off.” 
 
    “So, what are you going to do?” 
 
    The very question that circles his thawing brain. Round and round and… 
 
    An idea strikes, maybe the only option now.  
 
    “The tunnels,” he says. 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    “I’m going make it chase me to those tunnels.” 
 
    “So, like your original plan but now you’re the bait?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Have I told you recently how dumb you are?” 
 
    Ash smiles. “In so many ways.” 
 
    “Because it’s true, jackass. My god, that’s even more suicidal than any of your other hair-brained ideas.” 
 
    “It’s the only way. I think. I don’t know. If I don’t come back, thank you for sticking by me all these years. You’re like my sister. Love you, Jules. Over and out.” He shuts off the mech’s comms before she can say anything, then draws in a deep breath, glaring at the dunkleosteus. “Okay, Dunky, let’s see what you got.” 
 
    Ash ducks and says, “Mach.” 
 
    He catches a glimpse of the mouth opening wide, then he’s speeding under the thing to the broken opening that used to be the Moon Pool floor. The fish writhes, wriggling as it tries to get him. He shoots into the open water outside the facility and aims for the passageway. The trove of bones…god, it feels like that happened days ago, rather than hours.  
 
    “Slow.” The mech slows as he approaches the passageway. He turns and… 
 
    It’s not there. It’s not in the giant hole where the Moon Pool room used to be. It’s not anywhere.  
 
    “Hold.” The sub-mech stops.  
 
    “What the hell…?” He doesn’t know much about the mech, and wishes it had some kind of scanning system. Maybe it has one. He just doesn’t know how to access it.  
 
    Relying on sight alone, despite the enhanced visor, isn’t good. He needs to know where the dunkleosteus is so he can maneuver without being caught unaware. 
 
    But the waters are still. Quiet. Maybe it decided him and the facility were too much work?  
 
    No. Not that thing. It’s starving. And it knows where a bunch of food is. The people in Infinity Moon might not fill it up, but they’ll at least sustain its ravenous hunger for a bit. Maybe that’s all it wants. To get enough food to last through the tunnels. Makes sense. That way, once it reaches an ocean, it’s not half mad with hunger and won’t do something rash, like taking on a family of orcas or something. Despite its size, a large pod of orcas might be able to subdue the beast. 
 
    Maybe… 
 
    But these waters, there’s nothing. And if it’s near, he can’t spot it through the murk. So, he waits. He waits, fighting the urge to turn the comms back on. The last thing he wants to hear right now is Julia freaking out. It’ll distract him when he needs to be fully alert. The Guillotine can strike at any time and he needs to be on his toes.  
 
    Minutes inch by like hours and his mind drifts to his beloved Ky. His baby girl taken from him not so long ago.  
 
    He had planned on taking her to see her first ocean right before that bastard kidnapped her. Before he…he… 
 
    Ash growls, shakes his head and glares out the mech’s visor.  
 
    Letting go is harder than people say it is. He knows that if he lets go, he won’t be releasing her memories like a cluster of balloons in a mild breeze. He knows he’ll always have the memories. But there’s too much anger. A score he feels he needs to settle with the sick son of a bitch who took her life, even if he blew his own brains out. Perhaps that’s exactly why he can’t let go. No closure, or something. Or is it more like he doesn’t get to watch the sick bastard rot in prison or see the life drain from his eyes as the lethal injection takes hold. Smile as his eyelids droop shut forever… 
 
    “You needed to suffer,” he says, voice choked within the mech. “You deserved to suffer.” 
 
    Tears trickle down his cheeks. Tears he can’t wipe away.  
 
    Ky’s face drifts before his mind’s eye. He sighs. “I miss you, K-Bear. I’m sorry I couldn’t protect you. I’m sorry I—” 
 
    It rams through one of the pillars holding the facility up, snapping it like it’s nothing, and speeds directly for him, maw open wide. 
 
    Ash sucks in a breath. Tries to turn and enter the passageway, but the mech merely flails. 
 
    “F-Fast!” 
 
    The mech responds immediately. He spins, to the passageway, glances over his shoulder. Shit, not enough time to get in there and safely hide. Instead of entering the passage, he surges straight up seconds before the dunkleosteus collides into the side of the small hill. Sand and dirt and rocks explode through the water under him. 
 
    Using his arms like pectoral fins, Ash glides above the massive, old fish as it chomps away at the hill. Doing this, a random idea strikes. 
 
    “Laser.” 
 
    The armor of the mech parts and a thin barrel rises out. He points the barrel at the dunkleosteus’ back…and squeezes the trigger. 
 
    A bright, red stream slices through the water and cuts deep into the monster’s back, shearing off a portion of its dorsal fin. Its tail whips, entire body bucking. Rumbling shakes the water. The dunkleosteus bashes itself against the hill, spins and goes after the facility. It bites into the side of Infinity Moon, ripping through the metal. Bubbles erupt as it breaches the inside.  
 
    “No,” Ash says. Julia and Kayla and everyone in there. God, he hopes they’re sealed away from the area it just penetrated. 
 
    Ash aims the laser and pulls the trigger again. The beam stabs into its side, though he aimed for its head. The monster fish bats away, shakes, then attacks the facility again.  
 
    “You son of a…” He aims both laser and gun at the bastard and pulls the triggers. Both bullet and laser beam strike the monster at about the same time. 
 
    It rears, maw wide. It bashes its head into the facility over and over then stops. For the longest time, it simply stares at the damage it created. Watching the fish, it’s as though the thing is just waking up from a horrible nightmare and trying to figure out where it is. And, in all reality, that’s probably close to the truth. It woke up to a changed world and has yet to adapt.  
 
    He can’t blame it for going a little mad. In fact, he can’t blame it for any of its actions. Everything is so different from what it knew. He’d be just as messed up.  
 
    Even so…it needs to either find an ocean where it will be more at home…or die.  
 
    The last thing he wants to do is kill it, even though it should be. The oceans are great for such a beast, but what will it do to the ecosystem? Maybe it won’t affect it at all. Maybe it’ll be eaten by a gargantuan mutation like the leviathan from years back. At least it has a chance in an ocean rather than starving to death in Lake Superior.  
 
    Then, very slowly, very deliberately, the dunkleosteus pivots, turns, and glares directly up at Ash. And, even from this distance, he can almost feel the beast’s rage. He can feel it like bright, hot lava geyser. Lava that completely spills over and consumes him. 
 
    He aims both the gun and laser at the massive underwater tank.  
 
    Shoot it, he thinks. Before it moves. Shoot it right in the eye. 
 
    But as much as this makes sense, he can’t force himself to pull the triggers. As it bobs, glaring and snapping its jaws, he can’t kill it. Even if killing it will end the nightmare. They can all go home… 
 
    No. He has to play out his plan fully first. 
 
    Has to make sure he gives it all the chances. He… 
 
    The old monster rushes upward. 
 
    “Mach,” Ash says and the sub-mech jolts into action. He’s thrown forward many feet before gaining control and soaring by the dunkleosteus. It snaps at him, misses. He barrel-rolls without meaning to around the beast and finds himself directly under it. Merely three feet from its belly. It crosses his mind to slice its belly open with the laser, but he just can’t. Instead he darts in front of the creature. It lunges and misses him once again with those guillotine jaws.  
 
    Need to get it into the passage… 
 
    Ash turns, aiming directly for the passageway’s opening. If he can get inside and find a place to hide so the dunkleosteus passes by without noticing…it’ll all be over. It will continue on through the tunnels and either die or make it through. Not enough room to back up. It’ll be stuck.  
 
    It’s the most humane way he can think of. 
 
    Hell, it’s the only— 
 
    Pressure crushes his right leg. He glances back in horror, seeing his leg pinched between those guillotine jaws. In the next instant his world is a tumbling mess of confusion.  
 
    He cries, “Hold,” dozens of times before finally the tumbling stops and he’s bobbing in the water not even sure if he’s still alive or not.  
 
    Finally, everything stabilizes and he blinks at the dunkleosteus as it rams into the passageway. Before long, Ash watches the tip of its tail slither into the old caverns, no doubt on its way into the tunnels. 
 
    It’s over. 
 
    A heavy breath blows out of Ash. He turns on the comms, catching Julia in mid-rant. 
 
    “—the fuck is going on? I swear to all the gods that were ever made up I’ll kill him if he dies! The son of a—” 
 
    “Hey, Jules.” 
 
    The comms are so clear, he actually hears her draw in a sharp breath, as if slapped.  
 
    “You…you! Don’t you ever cut me off like that again!” 
 
    He chuckles. “Love you too.” 
 
    “Don’t even try buttering me up with that love you crap.” She sighs. “But ditto. Did you kill it yet?” 
 
    “No. It’s in the tunnels. I’m heading back. How’s Kayla?” 
 
    “Um…we can’t find her.” 
 
    “What do you mean you can’t find her? She was with you.” 
 
    Julia clears her throat. “I know. And up until a few minutes ago, she was here. Maybe she had to pee or something.” 
 
    “You’ve checked all over?” 
 
    “Yeah. Well, kinda. I’m sure she’ll be around here somewhere.” 
 
    He nods. “She took a hard hit, just want to make sure she’s not suffering from amnesia, you know?” 
 
    “She seemed okay earlier. A little bruised and shaken, but nothing serious.” 
 
    “Okay. I’m heading back now. Does anyone there know a way in?” 
 
    There’s a short pause. “Ben says there’s a docking station on the north side for incoming materials. He’ll meet you there.” 
 
    “Good. I’ll be—” 
 
    Something slams into him so hard he knows absolutely nothing but the darkness that consumes him. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    TWENTY-THREE 
 
      
 
    “Ash?” Static crackles in his ears. “Ash? You okay?” Static…so much static. 
 
    He groans, eyelids fluttering.  
 
    And somewhere in the static, there are two voices.  
 
    “Ash? Talk to me, dude! Damn it, can we figure out how to run scans? I want to know where he is.” Julia…yes, that’s Julia. But… 
 
    “Just stay still for a few seconds. There’s more going on here than a prehistoric fish.” 
 
    Who is that? For the longest time, he can’t pin a face to the voice. Then…gradually it comes to him. 
 
    Kayla. 
 
    But what’s she doing out here? She couldn’t even pilot the sub-mech. Or…maybe she did know how. What if…she buried herself on purpose? But why? Why injure herself? Doesn’t make any damn sense. 
 
    “We’re direct link,” Kayla says. “No one else can hear us.” 
 
    Ash swallows, dry throat clicking with the effort. He can’t even remember the last time he drank some water. His eyes open and he blinks up at Kayla through the mech’s visor. They’re both still in their mechs. Both still in the water. But… 
 
    “What’s…what’s going on?” His voice is nothing more than a dry croak. 
 
    Kayla glances around, then bends over Ash again. “I saw it on the thousand feet scans earlier but didn’t say anything because I wasn’t totally sure. I saw it again right before we had to evacuate the Moon Pool.” 
 
    Ash frowns. “Saw what?” 
 
    Her face twitches, eyes wide in apparent fright. “I don’t think the dunkleosteus was the only thing that got thawed out.” 
 
    Heart thudding, he sits. “What—” 
 
    It happens so fast, all Ash sees is a flash of sharp teeth and a smear of blue as Kayla is ripped away from him.  
 
    In his ears, Kayla screams. 
 
    Ash sucks in a breath, standing. And when he turns… 
 
    “Oh my god…” 
 
    “Ash? Ash is that you?” Julia, but he can’t talk to her right now, let alone move as the thing that has Kayla in its mouth shakes its crocodile-like head.  
 
    It’s long, sinuous body is like some absurd mongrelized version of a whale/snake hybrid. The way it swims and moves is very serpent-like, but the way it tries to tear Kayla apart is very much like a shark, or even a crocodile as it rolls through the water near the facility.  
 
    “Ash! Goddamn it! Answer me!” 
 
    “Uh…I’ll get back to you in a second. There’s something else out here.” 
 
    “What? What the hell do you mean there’s something else out there?” 
 
    He lifts his left arm, aiming the gun at the creature. “It’s trying to eat Kayla.” 
 
    “Wait, she’s out there? What is? I thought the dunk was in the tunnels!” 
 
    “This isn’t that.” 
 
    “Then what the hell is it, for Christ sake?” 
 
    His finger finds the trigger as he finally recognizes the creature. “It’s a basilosaurus.” 
 
    “A basilo—Those crocodile-snake-whale things?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    He aims at the space between the basilosaurus’ head and body, finger tightening on the trigger and— 
 
    It surges out the murk, massive jaws slicing down like a guillotine, consuming all but the basilosaurus’ head. The head spasms, releasing Kayla as the dunkleosteus returns to the murk, disappearing once more. Blood swirls, clouding the waters.  
 
    Kayla, grunting, speeds back to Ash. Her thrusters, or whatever propels the mechs, sputter and she half crashes, half lands beside Ash. Her mech is dented, the paint scraped off in most places, but otherwise she appears unharmed. 
 
    “Holy hell,” she says. “I feel like a milkshake. What the hell was that?” 
 
    “Basilosaurus,” Ash says, frowning into the murk where the dunkleosteus disappeared.  
 
    “Well, thanks for blowing it up. I thought I was going to die.” 
 
    “I didn’t blow it up,” He points at the basilosaurus’ head as it sinks to the bottom of the lake. “Our old friend ate it.” 
 
    “Wait, the dunkleosteus? I thought it was in the tunnels?” 
 
    “Apparently not.” 
 
    “So…what do we do now?” 
 
    Ash shakes his head, not sure if there’s anything they can do. 
 
    “You still alive?” Julia asks. “Did it eat Kayla?” 
 
    “We’re both fine,” Ash says to her. “The dunk ate the basilosaurus and saved Kayla.” 
 
    “I thought that thing was in the tunnels!” 
 
    He grunts. “I guess it missed us.” 
 
    “You know no one likes your jokes but you, right?” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah. How’s our little buddy, Giles?” 
 
    “You know…I haven’t seen him in a while.” 
 
    His heart thumps. “You might want to find him and keep him away from any comms.” 
 
    “You think he might get Murdock to send more people here?” 
 
    “Or Murdock will have an alternate plan and simply blow the facility up and kill everyone in it.” 
 
    “I’ve told you your jokes aren’t funny, right?” 
 
    “Not joking right now. Find him, if you can. Hold him down if you have to. I don’t trust that son of a bitch at all.” 
 
    “Me either. I’ll go find him. What’s the plan now?” 
 
    He sighs. “So far, there is no plan. I’m thinking.” 
 
    “Gotcha. Let me know.” 
 
    “Will do, Jules. Be careful.” 
 
    “You too, jackass.” 
 
    He faces Kayla. “So, were you faking it when you dive bombed the lake floor?” 
 
    “Nope. I sank so fast, my brain kind of stopped working. Trust me, I wouldn’t do that shit on purpose. Hurt like hell.” 
 
    “I bet.” He turns back to the murky lake. “Any ideas on how to stop this thing?” 
 
    “Not at all. You?” 
 
    “Nope.” 
 
    “Well, look at us,” Kayla says, “A couple of geniuses.” 
 
    Ash chuckles. “You wouldn’t think it’d be so hard to stop a prehistoric fish, but…” 
 
    “Yeah, it’s like it—oh shit!” 
 
    He glances at her, then in the direction she’s staring.  
 
    His breath catches in his throat as the dunkleosteus emerges from the darkness once more and crashes into the facility. It chomps through one of the composite glass tunnels. It beats its juggernaut head into everything around it. It bites into walls, ripping away strips and chunks of metal.  
 
    Ash, breathing in shallow gasps, manages, “Jules?” 
 
    “Hold on, Ash, things are kind of nuts right now.” 
 
    “Get to the escape pods,” he says. “You hear me? Get everyone to the pods.” 
 
    Static fills his ears.  
 
    “Jules? You there? If you can hear me, get the hell out of there!” 
 
    Only static greets him.  
 
    “Jules?” Tears blur his vision. “Julia!” 
 
    “Ash, she’s probably already moving everyone to the pods. She’s busy. Now…what the hell are we going to do about that thing?” 
 
    He forces the tears away and tries to focus. His sight drifts away from the monster attacking the facility. Neither the gun nor laser did much to hurt the thing. So, what else is there? The sub-mechs aren’t equipped with rockets or missiles. Another flaw Murdock must’ve forgotten to upgrade. 
 
    Ash sighs, shakes his head. “The tunnels. Give it another try.” 
 
    “Why can’t we both shoot at the thing?” Kayla gestures at the Guillotine. “I mean it’s armored, but it has to have a damn weakness, right?”  
 
    “The belly, probably. But we need to really bombard it and don’t let up until it’s dead.” 
 
    “Either or, we should probably get it away from Infinity Moon.” 
 
    “Good call.” He points his gun at the rampaging dunkleosteus and pulls the trigger.  
 
    The old monster doesn’t even flinch and continues trying to destroy the facility. 
 
    “Fuck,” he says. “We need to shoot it together. Aim for the belly.” 
 
    “It’s moving around so much. I don’t know if I’ll hit it.” 
 
    “We need to try,” Ash says, aiming both the gun and laser at the thing. “On three.” 
 
    “And if it comes for us?” 
 
    “Then we Mach to the tunnels. Ready?” 
 
    “Ugh. Yeah, whatever.” 
 
    “One. Two.” He takes a deep breath. “Three.” 
 
    He pulls the trigger for both gun and laser and watches as his beam is joined by Kayla’s. Both beams and bullets strike the dunkleosteus near the belly and this time it actually rears, mouth gaping. It dives toward the lake floor, then surges upward at the last minute until it’s above the facility. Here, blood clouding around it, the monster floats. It doesn’t move. 
 
    “Should we…um…shoot it again?” 
 
    Ash frowns. “It’s trying to figure out what hurt it. Once it does, it won’t stop until we’re fish food.” 
 
    “It knows vengeance?” 
 
    “This fish…it’s intelligent. I saw that in its eyes. If it spots us, it’ll stop at nothing to get us. I feel it.” 
 
    “Well, we better get to the tunnels then, eh?” 
 
    “Yeah, we better…uh-oh. Too late.” 
 
    The dunkleosteus turns and stops as soon as it’s facing them.   
 
    “You think we can make it to the tunnels before it gets us?” 
 
    Ash shakes his head. “It’s what…about a hundred feet away?” He mulls it over. “We might make it. Use the fastest feature the mech offers. Directly to the tunnels, which are somewhere under us, I think.” 
 
    “It’s not moving. Maybe it doesn’t see us?” 
 
    “Oh,” Ash says. “It sees us.” 
 
    “Why isn’t it moving?” 
 
    “Calculating an attack, maybe? How am I supposed to know?” 
 
    Kayla points at the massive fish. “Well, shit. I thought you two were linked or something.” 
 
    “Hardly. Just thinking how a smart fish might.” 
 
    “How smart are we talking?” 
 
    He rolls this over in his mind a bit, then, “I’d say almost human level.” 
 
    “Oh, that’s just perfect. No wonder it’s been so difficult.” 
 
    “Exactly. We need to outsmart it.”  
 
    “Why does that feel easier said than done?” 
 
    Ash sighs. “Because it is. But in the end, it’s a fish. A creature driven mostly by instincts.” As the dunkleosteus glares at him, a sliver of an idea rises through the maelstrom of thoughts. “The tunnels. It has to be the tunnels. Get it in there, then close the passageway off.” 
 
    “Um…how are we going to—oh shit, here it comes!” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    TWENTY-FOUR 
 
      
 
    Everything hurts, and it’s their fault.  
 
    Those…creatures. Things the old monster hasn’t encountered before with their sharp bites and all the pain they bring. They don’t even taste good. 
 
    Chomp them to bits. Destroy them. It’s the only way to stop the pain.  
 
    The old monster, rage flaring through its massive body, whips its great tail faster and faster. An inferno of rage fueling every movement, every thought. 
 
    It rushes through the water, water so different, yet the same, barreling toward these new monsters. Its jaws unhinge, ready to devour. Ready to end the pain once and for all. To be free to feed without these new creatures interfering.  
 
    The old monster roars a rooster-tail of bubbles as it blasts forward like a living torpedo. 
 
    It ends now… 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    TWENTY-FIVE 
 
      
 
    Using the Mach setting, they race to the passageway opening dug into the side of the hill. 
 
    They slow, then hold. 
 
    Ash turns as the dunkleosteus rushes by the remains of the Moon Pool.  
 
    “This is insane,” Kayla says, voice trembling. “You know that right?” 
 
    Ash releases a pent-up breath he hadn’t known he’d been holding and manages, “Yeah. When I say, Mach away from the opening.” 
 
    “But if it’s as smart as you say…” 
 
    “Now!” 
 
    Ash and Kayla shout Mach at about the same time, blasting away in separate directions three seconds before the monster barreling at them crashes into the passage’s opening in an explosion of rock and sand. 
 
    He’s about thirty feet away when he tells the mech to slow and hold. Facing the passageway. Is it in there? How deep did its momentum take it? Questions with no answers as the debris creates a dark cloud around the area.  
 
    Can’t wait for it to clear, he thinks. Do it. 
 
    “Ash?” 
 
    Kayla floats about the length of a school bus above the passageway.  
 
    “Cave it in,” he says. “Shoot above the passage with everything you have. We’ll trap the fish in there so it has no choice but to swim to the ocean.” 
 
    “But—” 
 
    “Now!” He aims at where he assumes is the top of the passage and shoots both gun and laser. He pulls the triggers as fast as he can.  
 
    A few seconds later, Kayla follows suit.  
 
    More rock and dirt and sand cloud the water, creating a thick, dark wall. And still, he keeps pulling the triggers.  
 
    He doesn’t stop until the mech beeps at him that the laser barrel is too hot and at its melting point. It glows red on the mech’s arm. 
 
    “Okay,” he says. “Let’s see if it worked.” 
 
    “It’s going to take an hour for all that to clear on its own,” Kayla says. “Maybe we—” 
 
    It erupts from the wall of debris, mouth open wide, like a demon unleashed from Hell.  
 
    “Kay—” 
 
    It’s all he manages before those sharp bone plates shear her in two. Blood spills, mixing with the dark cloud wall, creating a morbid stew.  
 
    In his ears, he listens to Kayla gurgling her final breaths, the top half of her body tumbling, the mech’s arms flailing and jerking.  
 
    Ash screams, points the gun at the monstrous fish and pulls the trigger. Several bullets plunge into its side as it snaps up the rest of Kayla. He keeps shooting at it until it darts into the deeper murk of the lake. 
 
    “Get back here you motherfucker!” He’s roaring, tears washing over his vision. “Mach!” 
 
    He jets forward in a spray of bubbles, both arms out like a flying superhero, fingers curled around the triggers. Rage is liquid fire running through his veins like magma. All he sees through the blur of tears is red. Red that soon morphs into an image of the man who murdered his beloved Ky. The man who stole everything from him. 
 
    The murk clears just enough and he comes upon the dunkleosteus in mid-turn. No doubt it wanted to get great speed before taking him out too. And when it notices Ash jetting at it, the old monster almost appears to be surprised. Its tail whips, its maw snaps, silvery eyes roll in their bony sockets.  
 
    Ash, still roaring, pulls the triggers. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    TWENTY-SIX 
 
      
 
    This is not how it’s supposed to go.  
 
    The old monster was always the largest of its kind. The strongest. It could sneak up to beaches, pretend it’s a boulder, then snatch its land-prey right off the sand and drag them into its world to feed. It has lived a long time. Longer than most. 
 
    And never in its long years has it encountered such prey as this new creature. 
 
    Never before has the prey fought back. 
 
    As tiny things plunge into its flank, as something cuts off a portion of its pectoral fin, the world is nothing but pain. Pain never ending. Its own blood swirls, getting thicker as more and more spills out of its body. 
 
    No. 
 
    It has survived much and will not let this small, evil creature keep creating agony.  
 
    It will not be defeated by its food. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    TWENTY-SEVEN 
 
      
 
    Gun and laser blasting, Ash grins. I got it now. I got this son of a— 
 
    The dunkleosteus dives so suddenly, Ash speeds right by, blinking. Its blood still swirls where it once was. 
 
    “Slow,” he says and the mech slows gradually while he turns, looking down. But he’s at least two hundred feet from the floor now and the water is too murky. He can’t see a damn thing. “Hold.” 
 
    As the mech stops moving, Ash stares into the abyss below him.  
 
    “Where are you…?” He keeps the mech’s arms pointed into the murk, fingers on the triggers. He’s not sure how many bullets are left. Next shots need to be aimed better. He hurt it this time, he knows. Saw the pain practically ripple through the giant fish. And now that it’s in pain, maybe he can get the upper hand and kill it. 
 
    You went a little crazy back there, man, a low voice whispers in his head. Need to be careful of that. 
 
    Static crackles in his ears and he hisses with how loud it is. But…very faint, “Ash? You there? Ash?” 
 
    He blows out a long sigh of relief recognizing Julia’s voice. “I’m here. Kayla’s dead. I’m…hunting it now.” 
 
    Static crackles, then, “Got the people in the pods. I’m coming to help you.” 
 
    “No,” he says. “I can’t risk losing you.” 
 
    “Too bad.” A wall of static crashes into his ears. Then…nothing. 
 
    “Julia? Jules? You better not—” 
 
    It’s like being hit by a damn train when the dunk emerges from the side and slams into him. He spins, tumbling and turning through the water. Pain laces around his chest and the mech blares some kind of wobbly alarm.  
 
    “Slow,” he manages and the mech quickly stabilizes him. Just in time to gape into the maw of a biological guillotine.  
 
    Screaming, Ash lifts his right arm and blasts the beam into the dunkleosteus’ wide mouth. 
 
    The monster thrashes away, jaws snapping shut.  
 
    Its tail smacks into Ash, though not hard enough to do much damage. Not saying his chest still doesn’t hurt though. And the mech still blaring that annoying alarm. On the right inside of the visor is a flickering diagram of the sub-mech. The chest blinks red. Under the diagram he frowns at the short message there.  
 
    MECH COMPROMISED. 
 
    On the left inside of the visor is another message: MECH FAILURE IMMINENT IN FIVE MINUTES. 
 
    What the hell does that mean? Will the mech shutdown? And if it shuts down, does that mean the intakes will stop working too? For shit sake, why didn’t he at least ask a few questions while Frost was around?  
 
    The alarm whines and wobbles and he can’t think. He doesn’t know what to do, nor even if the dunkleosteus is dead or not.  
 
    The facility isn’t far. Maybe one hundred yards or so. If he can make it there, strip the mech off and join Julia in a pod then everything should be okay. Should be… 
 
    “Fast,” he tells the mech, not wanting to push the thing too much now that it’s damaged badly. Even so, the pulses sputter. He dips. The mech shakes. Something behind him rattles.  
 
    By all accounts, it’s like being inside a 1960’s truck with all its rust and rattling panels and coughing exhaust. Maybe with a broken tie-rod too. And clunky wheel bearings. 
 
    The fish hit him damn hard to create such damage.  
 
    He’s around seventy feet—telling the mech to slow down—from the facility when a tendril of scarlet snakes in front of him. 
 
    “H-Hold.” 
 
    Very slowly, he looks down, and his bladder lets go because directly below him, pacing him, is the dunkleosteus. Barely six feet under the mech’s feet. Six feet and, perhaps sensing he stopped, swishes its tail and darts forward until it’s at the facility. It makes a lazy turn and swims back to him. Level to him. This old monster. And for the fourth time, they stare at each other face to face. No more than seven feet away.  
 
    It dwarfs him so severely, he knows what an ant must feel like when a mouse stumbles into its path.  
 
    It’s much larger than what he assumed a dunkleosteus to be. Comparable to a juvenile sperm whale, perhaps.  
 
    This close, his gaze slips over all the scars, both old and newer, and the fresh grooves his bullets left in its heavy armor. Blood seeps from its right side. Its guillotine maw opens and closes, those bone plates serving as teeth sharpening themselves as they scissor together. It’s brownish in color, with streaks of heavy, black scales.  
 
    And its eyes, silvery, as they reflect the light spewing from the lights fixed in the mech. 
 
    A shrill beep startles him and across the visor is this warning: 60 SECONDS TO TOTAL MECH FAILURE. 
 
    He sighs as the warning flickers away and smiles at the giant prehistoric fish. “Well, bud, at least you got to see the future, right?” 
 
    The dunkleosteus stares at him. 
 
    “If it’s any consolation to you, it was an honor to see you alive. Typically, all I get are bones.” 
 
    The old monster’s mouth opens, closes, opens, closes. 
 
    Before he can say anything more, that massive mouth springs open wide. He closes his eyes, accepting his fate.  
 
    A rumble shakes the mech. Slight pressure. The alarm wavers and— 
 
    “Ash…can you hear me…go!” 
 
    He opens his eyes to a deep, storming cloud of crimson. 
 
    “I got it! C’mon, dude!” 
 
    “J-Jules?” 
 
    “Yeah…can’t…something…hurry.” 
 
    “What? You’re cutting out.” 
 
    Only static answers him.  
 
    The mech brays, sending his heart into an instant rampage in his chest. He sucks in a breath as all kinds of light flash along the visor, each with a different symbol. He tries to pick out the symbol that might mean the oxygen intakes, but they flash a couple seconds then disappear. The bray whirrs down to a low groan. Something clicks.  
 
    Finally catching his breath, Ash says, “Fast!” 
 
    The mech sputters forward a few feet, stops. The suit jitters and for one godless second, he fears it’s about to rip itself apart. But then it stills and surges forward a few more feet before quaking so hard he has to choke down vomit.  
 
    “You…help?” 
 
    “Yes,” he says, sweat trickling down his face as the cooling system in the mech begins to fail. “Help!” 
 
    Then she’s there. Julia smiles through her visor at him. “Gotcha.” 
 
    He smiles back as she turns and pulls him to the facility, then around the ruins of the Moon Pool to the other side. 
 
    “…hatch…” is all that comes through when Julia speaks. 
 
    And soon enough, he sees a small docking station. He’s not sure what it would have been used as before all this, but it’s the way to salvation. Already it’s getting harder to breathe. A strange pressure leans against his body. So, either it’s the pressure or the intakes have quit as to why he can’t breathe very well. Or maybe… 
 
    “Shit!” 
 
    She spins him just as it swims out of the gloom, half of its face wavering in bloody tatters.  
 
    “No,” Julia says. “I…it…I…blew it up!” 
 
    Blood swirls around the monster and Julia shoves him toward the docking station. Her face through her visor is one of sorrow…and love. 
 
    “Slow,” he says, but the mech doesn’t move. “Fuck.” 
 
    Julia lifts what looks like a grenade launcher and he suddenly realizes it’s not a grenade launcher, but the missile launcher Green was talking about. The one in her cabin… 
 
    Julia found it! 
 
    But… 
 
    He clunks against the dock’s door. 
 
    “Press the red button, dude,” Julia says, clear as day. “See ya in the next life.” 
 
    “What? No, Jul—” 
 
    The world is a fiery explosion so bright Ash has to look away. 
 
    When he’s able to look again, all he sees are floating pieces of blue mech and blood and shreds of brownish flesh and black scales.  
 
    It makes no sense, but somehow Julia blew herself up killing the dunkleosteus.  
 
    “No,” he cries, reaching out for the shards of mech. He catches an arm with her arm still inside.  
 
    With a scream, he tosses it away. Tears cascade down his cheeks. He cries for Julia. He cries for Kayla. He cries for Green. He cries for his long-lost daughter, Ky. He cries for all the fallen. All the dead.  
 
    He cries for Julia and Ky the most. Those he loved. 
 
    Still crying, he turns to the docking station and finds the red button near the door. Floating nearby is the missile launcher, he grabs it on impulse. Not like he needs it. But it’s kind of like a reminder. It’s the last thing Julia touched. 
 
     The mech stutters, so heavy as he grits his teeth to lift his free arm and slam his hand against the button. The door slides open and he spills inside with god knows how many gallons of water. The door doesn’t shut. Stomach a ball of knots, Ash manages to crawl toward the door. There’s another button on this side. A green one. Red is open. Green is close. At least…he hopes so. 
 
    Ash, grunting, drawing in weak breaths as he pulls the heavy, nearly dead mech along, reaches for the green button.  
 
    It crashes through the doorway, sharp maw snapping. Ash tumbles away, though not far enough. Those guillotine jaws clamp down on his right leg. The pain is instantaneous. The pressure so great he screams.  
 
    It thrashes, slamming him into the walls.  
 
    “You…motherfucker,” he breathes and points the missile launcher at the old monster.  
 
    Its mouth opens just enough. He yanks his leg out, jams the launcher into its mouth, and pulls the trigger. 
 
    All is bright. All is blood. 
 
    He blinks at the mess where the monster’s head used to be…then collapses. He doesn’t have enough strength to kick the rest of the fish out of the bent doorway. Doesn’t have enough strength to breathe.  
 
    Gray fog seeps into him while he lies on the floor of the docking station.  
 
    He gasps, struggling to breathe. 
 
    This is it. 
 
    This is… 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    TWENTY-EIGHT 
 
      
 
    “…breathe.” 
 
    Ash’s eyelids open to blurriness, then close.  
 
    “Just breathe, Dr. Barrington.” 
 
    Why does he know that voice? And why does he hate it? 
 
    “We’re getting you into a pod. Just breathe. Slow breaths. I have an IV going, you’re dehydrated.” 
 
    His head lolls from side to side as he realizes he’s being rolled on either a gurney or table.  
 
    He tries to tell the familiar voice to be careful because the monster might not really be dead…but all that comes out is a thin whine. 
 
    “We’ll get you some medical attention, Dr. Barrington. Here we are. Escape pod. There’s a team waiting for us at the surface. Murdock has taken care of everything.” 
 
    Murdock… 
 
    Ash’s eyes open, vision clearing from a gray blur to full, vivid color. And the first thing he sees is Giles’ chubby, wide-eyed face. This close, he notices the broken veins in the man’s bulbous nose. A hard drinker… 
 
    Something Ash hadn’t picked up before, though should have.  
 
    Ash swallows down a thick lump in his throat, coughs. “He’s going to kill us.” 
 
    Giles frowns. “Now, why would he do that? We have provided unprecedented evidence and data for a year.”  
 
    “You’ve…been made a fool, Dr. Giles.” 
 
    Still, the chubby man shakes his head. “No. Mr. Jones wouldn’t betray me like that.” 
 
    Ash doesn’t have the strength to laugh. 
 
    He’s not sure how much long after, he’s being strapped into a pod and Giles is telling him not to worry about anything. He tells Ash he’s a hero. He saved most of the crew. For that, Murdock will reward him. 
 
    If only the portly man knew how that bastard Murdock Jones works… 
 
    He’s too weak to do anything and so he’s strapped in and the pod deployed. It’s a mere five minutes to breach the surface.  
 
    Still strapped into the chair of the pod, still hooked up to an IV, the pod hisses open as a skiff approaches.  
 
    Ash sighs. Everything hurts.  
 
    His vision blurs, weariness steals over him.  
 
    The last thing he sees are two men in black uniforms reaching into the pod. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    TWENTY-NINE 
 
      
 
    It’s not your fault, Daddy… 
 
    His eyes open to a white so brilliant he’s forced to close his eyes again. 
 
    “Congratulations, Dr. Barrington,” Murdock says in his smooth voice. “You made it out alive.” 
 
    I love you, Daddy… 
 
    “Ky,” Ash manages.  
 
    There’s a long pause, then Murdock says, very near, “You’re not close enough to death to talk to your dead daughter, Ash.” 
 
    He tries opening his eyes again, this time succeeding as his eyes adjust to the bright light. Not only this, he soon notes he’s in a room that’s starkly white.  
 
    “You have been through an ordeal, Ash. Rest now and we can talk later.” 
 
    Ash rolls onto his side, grimacing as his body cries in pain. “N-No…now.” 
 
    Murdock is almost to the door to whatever room Ash is being kept in when he stops and faces Ash. “You need your rest, son. I will come back in a few hours.” 
 
    “My partner died saving me,” Ash shouts, albeit weakly. “You owe me, you bastard.” 
 
    Murdock chuckles a bit, though nods and gestures for Ash to speak.  
 
    “You knew about the dunkleosteus, didn’t you.” Not a question. 
 
    “Of course I did. Why do you think I sent you down there? If anyone could figure out a way to capture it, it was you.” He looks away, shakes his head. “I haven’t been so wrong since Bracken and that leviathan debacle.” 
 
    “You knew how big it was. You set us up to fail.” 
 
    “Wrong,” Murdock says, moving toward the bed. “I gave you every opportunity to succeed and you failed. All you had to do was capture it and bring it to me. That’s it. Instead you wanted to set it free, or kill it? Come now…what good would come from any of that? I would have retired you with the amount of money I was willing to pay you and your partner.” 
 
    “It was a prehistoric fish,” Ash says, managing to sit. “A couple of blood samples then sending it to live in the oceans would have been sufficient.” 
 
    Murdock chuckles. “Samples? We needed everything. Imagine what that thing could have taught us. Imagine how many lives it could have saved…” Murdock sighs. “All lost. Thanks to you.” 
 
    “So,” Ash says, “I guess you’re going to kill me now.” 
 
    Murdock blinks, then full out laughs. As the laughter eases, he says, “K-Kill you? No. I have plans for you. Huge plans.” 
 
    “What kind of plans?” 
 
    The man, with his slicked back black hair and black mustache, winks. “You’ll know soon enough, Ash. Very soon.” 
 
    Ash starts to jump out of bed when his arms snag. He frowns, gaze dropping to his right arm. A padded leather cuff holds his arm to the bed. Same with his left. Another strap rests along his lap.  
 
    Ash yanks on the restraints. “The fuck is this?” 
 
    Murdock grins. “Like I said, Ash. I have big plans for you.” 
 
    “You can’t do this!” 
 
    Turning toward the door and opening it, Murdock glances over his shoulder. “I already have.” He opens the door fully, and steps out.  
 
    The door shuts, leaving Ash alone in the stark, white room.  
 
    He pulls on the cuffs, tries to wiggle out of them. For a second or two, he thinks he might just slip out of the cuffs, but that doesn’t happen. They’re too tight. Not only this, there’s faint pain in his wrists every time he pulls.  
 
    Small drops of blood stain the white sheet under his right cuff. 
 
    “You son of a bitch,” Ash says.  
 
    The insides of the cuffs aren’t just padding but embedded with what seems to be razors. The more he pulls and struggles, the deeper the razors cut. And if he struggles too hard… 
 
    Fighting to control the rage, Ash lies back down on the bed. 
 
    Across the room is a slim TV. It’s blank, though a nice contrast to all the damn white. 
 
    It’s this Ash focuses on. This black rectangle mounted to the wall.  
 
    This small TV, representing his sanity, one might say. 
 
    But to Ash, it’s a grounding point amongst all the white. If his gaze strays too long, perhaps madness will take over.  
 
    So, he stares at the blank TV.  
 
    He stares, and he waits. 
 
    Because, sooner or later, that door will open again.  
 
    And when it does…he wants to be ready… 
 
      
 
    THE END 
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    CHAPTER 1 
 
      
 
    Cracks of thunder pounded the chaotic night sky, scrambled with the endless howling of the hundred-thirty-seven mile per hour wind. The sky was a dark black, and the Atlantic Ocean was an ugly reflective grey. The sea rose, forming monstrous mountains of water, which fell upon themselves and rose again. Lightning zigzagged in every direction, illuminating the black clouds above. Each bolt was in perfect form, as if Zeus himself had crafted each one and angrily hurled them towards the abyss. It was as if the sea and the heavens had declared war on each other.  
 
    Hurricane Deckard was inaccurately forecasted to be a Category 2 storm that would lose strength as it neared North America. After forming off the coast of Mauritania near Cape Verde, it moved westward toward Puerto Rico, where it upgraded to a Category 3. Meteorologists forecasted that it would lose strength in that area after making landfall over Cuba, and possibly fall down to a Category 1 by the time it would make landfall into the Gulf of Mexico. However, when the strengthening storm reached the Caribbean, strong winds from the south collided with Deckard. This resulted in the storm hooking north, where it would graze the Florida and Georgia coastline before it would finally make landfall in New England.  
 
    From high above, the orange and white U.S. Coast Guard rescue helicopter resembled a tiny dragonfly struggling to hover over a vast pot of boiling water. Beneath it was a white speck of equal size, bobbing in the frantic waves. That white speck was the Abigail Twain, a twenty-three-foot sailing yacht bound to Georgia from the Bahamas. The owner and the crew hoped to get out of Marsh Harbor and be close enough to St. Simon’s Island off the Georgia Coast, and hopefully only catch the rough edges of the storm. However, like everyone else, they didn’t expect the storm to sweep northward. They initially tried to drive through the storm to port, but the current was more than they could handle. To make matters worse, a massive wave caused the Captain to fall and hit his head on the foot of the sail. Unable to manage the rough seas, and still over forty miles from the coast, the remaining crew called out a mayday signal.  
 
    Lieutenant Ron Park had successfully landed on the deck of the Abigail Twain, despite the intense winds attempting to carry him away like a kite as he descended down the parachute line. His orange rescue jumpsuit stood out heavily against the dark atmosphere. The illumination cast upon him from the chopper’s spotlight gave him an angelic appearance as he was lowered. At thirty-five years of age, fifteen of which spent in the Coast Guard, he had done over two hundred rescues at sea, with a total of one hundred-thirty-three rescue drops. High wind descents were always the worst. Usually he would instruct the sailors to put on life vests and jump into the water, that way he could avoid getting tangled in the mast. However, he was uncertain of the severity of the captain’s condition, and determined the best course of action would be an attempt to land on deck. Park had successfully strapped the injured captain to a harness, and the rescue team winched him aboard the chopper. After the rescue harness was returned, he had strapped it onto the female crewmember. The last remaining crewmember, Steven, had insisted she go ahead of him.  
 
    Park motioned to his spotter on the chopper to begin the hoist by raising his clenched hand and pointing his thumb up. The winch reeled, and the crewmember lifted off the deck. She and her cable were viciously tugged by the wind as she was elevated thirty feet above the yacht. The pilot struggled to keep the chopper steady, but the high winds made that nearly impossible. Park could see the chopper rocking in the air, as if teetering on an invisible fulcrum. His radio unit installed in his helmet squealed with static for a moment.  
 
    “Lieutenant! The turbulence is increasing. I can’t hold position much longer!” the pilot informed him. His voice was calm and didn’t show alarm, but Park had been in the U.S.C.G long enough to know that hidden behind that calm was a man eager to get out of this storm. It was a warranted feeling, and he needed a plan to speed up the process. He looked at Steven, who stood soaking wet and eager for his turn. He was a short man, maybe five-foot-six, and fairly skinny. He was wearing a yellow shirt and cargo shorts, which wouldn’t add much weight. Park himself was an average size man, so he knew the hoist should have no problem holding the weight of both of them.  
 
      
 
    “Listen!” Park had to yell to get his voice heard over the intense howl of the wind. “We’re having trouble maintaining position! We don’t have a lot of time, so here’s what we’re gonna have to do…” he paused to make sure Steven could understand him. “We’re gonna go up at the same time. I’m gonna clip your harness to mine, and we’ll be lifted at once.” Steven listened as he struggled against the wind to stay on his feet.  
 
    “Okay!” he answered. Park looked back up and saw the passenger safely loaded into the helicopter. He waited for a count of ten, ample time for them to free her of the rescue harness, and signaled for them to lower it back down—holding his closed hand up and pointing his thumb down. The cable began its descent, and already the wind took hold of it. The cable reached out at a forty-five-degree angle, and the pilot had the task of positioning the helicopter to allow the attached harness to be within Park’s reach. It took several attempts, but he finally managed to grab hold of it. Immediately he clipped the cable to a ring on his own harness. He looked to Steven. 
 
    “Alright, let’s go!” The chopper repositioned and shone its bright spotlight upon the lieutenant. With the pilot struggling to keep it steady, the light often would zigzag on and off of them, shining into the rough sea for moments at a time. 
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    The enormous beast struggled against the current that carried its massive bulk to a destination unknown to it. Rapid currents assaulted its senses as it attempted to idle its body, only to be pushed along by the chaotic direction of the water it lived in. The fish survived every challenge nature threw its way, and this involved previous storms. But this time it was caught further out from its normal hunting grounds, and now it was stuck in a current that was even mightier than itself. In addition, the shark had no choice but to continue moving, or else suffer the consequence of sinking to its death. Sharks’ livers provided aide, but they could not float like bony fish. Fighting to continue keeping water flowing through its five gills required it to spend a lot of energy. Its enormous mass added to the ordeal. The creature didn’t care about the hurricane, nor did it care about the destination it would end up. It needed one thing: it needed to feed.  
 
    The crashing waves around it played havoc on the sensory organs that made up its lateral line. There was much vibration in the water, but hardly any of it could be perceived as struggling prey. Its sense of smell had trouble picking up anything. Plenty of water made its way through its nostrils, but even the fragment of a scent that could indicate prey was untraceable. Ironically, it was the sense used the least that gave the shark a possible target. Its eyes caught the glimpse of lights flickering in the water above. These lights were unlike the other lights created by the storm, which were random and dim. These lights were much brighter and focused, in a steady stream, and concentrated on one basic area. The shark moved its enormous caudal fin and arched its body upward to point its large black eyes toward the point of interest. The lights brought form to a shape that floated on the surface. The shark was uncertain if the object above was living prey, due to the fact that its other senses were compromised at the moment. It was close enough to see that it was a large object, though a bit smaller than itself. The movements were rigid, as if it was in distress.  
 
    Hunger dictated the massive shark’s actions. It believed that the object above was food. With several thrusts of its enormous tail, it moved like a homing missile towards the target. Its eyes rolled back, resembling white marbles against its dark green skin. Its jaw opened, bearing three-inch jagged teeth. In a straight line, it struck from beneath. 
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    Park had just gotten the harness around Steven’s arms and legs, and was about to clip it onto the cable when suddenly a tremendous impact shook the yacht from beneath. Both men fell to their hands and knees, unsure of what just happened. They didn’t have time to regain their posture, as a tremendous wave immediately slammed into the portside. Already unstable from the impact from below, the Abigail Twain gave in to the rolling mountain of water that rolled it starboard.  
 
    Park didn’t have time to warn Steven of what was happening, and the action they needed to take. Truthfully, even he was caught off guard by the current predicament. The vessel groaned as it rolled, and finally water filled the deck. Steven wanted to scream but didn’t have time. He and Park were quickly under water, being sucked downward by the pressure caused by the vessel as its mast crashed nearby. Water filled the cabin, and remaining sections below deck, causing the boat to sink. Park opened his eyes, and through the sting of the salty water he found Steven sinking a few feet to his left. He grabbed down for him, and grabbed fists full of his shirt to pull him closer. As he did so, their heads banged together, creating a nosebleed from Steven. 
 
    Onboard the rescue chopper, Ensign Wells witnessed his superior officer plunge beneath the thrashing water, followed by the mast of the boat coming down on top of them. He grabbed the side of the door to keep from falling out, as the chopper dipped due to the wind pressure. The two passengers were secured by straps in their seats behind him. The captain was still unconscious, but the other passenger helplessly yelled as they dropped uncontrollably. An alarm sounded from the pilot’s controls, and the operator gritted his teeth as he struggled to maintain control. The chopper dropped a dozen feet before he regained full control. He quickly put his hand to his microphone.  
 
      
 
    “Lieutenant, we can’t hold position! We have to go!” There was no immediate response, and there was no time to wait. He looked back to Ensign Wells. “Reel him up! We’ve got to go!”  
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    The shark determined that the mysterious object was not nutritious, and quickly regurgitated the substance. However, its Ampullae of Lorenzini suddenly picked up electromagnetic signals of two struggling life forms nearby. The signals were strong enough for the shark to discern from motions caused by the large object it had bitten into. It circled around to create some distance, and positioned itself to face the direction of the target. Its sense of smell picked up a very particular scent. The smell of blood. To the massive shark, it was confirmation that these were fleshy targets. The light shone upon them from above, allowing the shark to see what it was approaching. For it, these were two bite sized prey, but it would be enough to satisfy its bodily needs. It swam forward until it was within range. It would follow its instinctual procedure of stunning before moving in for the kill.  
 
    The shark tilted its head slightly upward and tucked its pectoral fins below its stomach. It moved under the thrashing targets, and at lightning speed it whipped the scythe shaped upper lobe of its caudal fin, striking both targets at once.  
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    Park didn’t know what hit him. He struggled to reach the cable clip to Steven’s harness, and nearly made the connection when a horrific streak of pain flooded his nervous system, and almost all physical control was taken away from him. He was still alive, but could not move. He looked at Steven, who also appeared immobile. The flashlight from Park’s uniform shone onto the paralyzed sailor, who drifted away from him. His eyes were bulged, and his arms were reached out as if the need to survive still persisted. But the current pulled him out of reach. Park then could feel the tug of his own harness, and recognized the sensation as being hoisted up by the chopper. 
 
    His eyes were still fixed on Steven. Park could still see him, but the view dimmed as he lifted toward the surface. There was something else there, something moving in behind Steven like a monstrous shadow. Torpedo shaped, the form covered all of the background behind him. The next thing Park witnessed was Steven, still alive, disappearing into a dark abyss lined with monstrous teeth that reflected his flashlight. And then he was gone. 
 
    Park couldn’t speak as he was hauled aboard the chopper. He hung on his strap, barely able to move his arms. He couldn’t feel his legs. He knew they were there, but it was as if they weren’t. Ensign Wells frantically pulled him into the body of the aircraft, and slammed the sliding doors home. The pilot heard that familiar sound, and operated the aircraft to move to the nearby cutter. The passengers protested about leaving Steven behind, but Wells ignored their cries as he tended to Park. Blood seeped out of an enormous laceration along the small of his back. He rolled the lieutenant to his side, and pulled away at the clothing to assess the wound. It ran straight across, inches deep. A wave of anxiety struck Wells, inducing a mild sensation of nausea. The injury was undeniably severe, and it was clear that Park was immobilized.  
 
    “He must have been hit by the mast!” Wells yelled to the pilot. “Get us back quick!” He quickly broke out the emergency kit to control the bleeding. Park laid motionless on the steel floor. His mind was not on his critical injury, the likely end of his career in the Coast Guard, or even the chopper’s struggle to make it back through the intense storm. His mind was fixated on the image of Steven disappearing into those enormous jaws.  
 
    “Shark!” he whispered. Wells didn’t pay any attention as he rushed to stop the bleeding. 
 
    “Shh, don’t talk,” he said. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Thresher: A Deep Sea Thriller is available from Amazon here! 
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