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A Message from Julian Michael Carver
Hello! Thank you for buying a copy of Creature Features #01 – Primal Riptide. After you finish reading this book, I would very much appreciate an honest review of the work on Amazon.com and Goodreads.com. Honest reviews help writers get noticed and, in turn, will help more readers become aware of my books. Likewise, if you have read any of my other works, such as Triassic or Megacroc, please leave an honest review for those books as well. Thank you, and enjoy the story.
-J.M.C.






To Tan-Tan
Maybe this will kill some time on your lunch break! :)






ABOUT CREATURE FEATURES

Julian Michael Carver started Creature Features with the idea in mind that not everyone has time to read a full length novel. Creature Features is comprised of a series of stand-alone fast-paced tales usually around 16k to 20k in word count. Most can be read in any order, and each features a unique cast of characters. The monsters found within these books can be anything – dinosaurs, werewolves, extraterrestrials, sea monsters or even original concepts! If you enjoy horror that happens at lightning speed – then these books are for you.






OPENING MONOLOGUE

You fade from black, walking down a rusty old platform. In the distance lies a series of entangled corroded metal structures – a form of industry of days gone by. At first, you suspect you may be on an old boardwalk, but soon realize you are on the remains of a decommissioned oil rig.
The mist of the ocean wafts across on the breeze, lapping your cheek from sudden gusts of wind. The air smells of mist, seagulls, and stale minerals. A fear grips you as you realize the place is desolate, and has remained this way for many years.
Out from the corner of an old doorway, a man in a black trench-coat appears. His hair is combed and slick, reminding you of a businessman or a corporate attorney. From his waist, the man lifts a leathery gloved hand, gripping a crumbling pole as he steps in front of your path. His character is hard to predict behind his black sunglasses, although the calm in his voice indicates he is peaceful, albeit mysterious.
From behind his trim beard and sleek demeanor, the man begins to speak.
“The year is 2001. The place is in the middle of the Pacific. We find ourselves in the midst of a conflict – a conflict that has been brewing for months. On the surface of the waves, the stage is set for the most explosive Naval confrontation since the Cuban Missile Crisis.
“In this climactic event, four key players find themselves at a surprising advantage, following their instincts as they battle through turmoil, both from flotillas of enemy ships, but also from themselves. However, these four unfortunate souls will soon find out that the greater danger comes not from the surface, but from what lies beneath in...”
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“Are you blind, Davis? Hit those assholes!”
Cassidy Davis ignored her employer's brusque demeanor, emptying the magazine of her Beretta Px4 Storm at the oncoming U.S. Coast Guard Interceptor, wincing as muzzle flashes burst in front of her like a fireworks finale. The speedboat she was on lurched unexpectedly, sending all of her poorly aimed shots into the roiling waves of the Pacific.
Fetid ocean water nipped at her face, forcing her to brush her soaked brown hair away from her eyes. She spat out the saltwater as she looked up, just in time to see the stern look of her shadowy employer.
“Where the hell did you learn to shoot, Davis?” asked Nikki Salerno, the boss of the Salerno Cartel.
“Well tell Xavier to take it easy on those waves!” Cassidy yelled over the boat's blaring engines, undeterred by her superior's chastising outburst. “There's no use going so fast if he just wrecks into one of the burning boats!”
“I hired you because I thought you'd come in handy,” Nikki grumbled, jamming another magazine into her Heckler and Koch MP7 submachine gun. “All you've done so far is piss me off! And now everything's gone to hell! The whole crime syndicate's fallen apart! You at least remembered the money, didn't you?”
“The briefcase is up with Xavier,” Cassidy grumbled impatiently.
She'll try to do me in the first chance she gets, Cassidy thought, anticipating a lethal showdown as soon as they cleared the smoking field of floating debris. I'll have to make my move before then...
“Well at least you did one thing right,” came the loathsome reply.
Cassidy watched as the crime lord successfully readied her weapon, whirling around in her black leather jacket over the edge of their fleeing speedboat and presumed to rattle off more rounds at the oncoming cutter. In the distance, their former drug headquarters – an abandoned oil rig – burned like a funeral pyre from Coast Guard helicopter air missile attacks. Rusted ladders and support structures rained down in a fiery shower to the ocean below. Additional henchmen descended to the tethered docks to escape, only to discover all the evacuation boats had already been deployed or set ablaze in the maelstrom of gunfire.
In the ocean surrounding the burning structure, dozens of additional boats sat ablaze from the hour long shootout. Coast Guard cutters and drug vessels alike were destroyed in the conflict. Bodies of seamen and rogue gunmen drifted in the current among the flaming ships, bullet riddled but kept afloat by life vests. By the time Nikki and Cassidy boarded one of the final boats, there were no attack helicopters left in the sky, and only a few Interceptors deployed by the U.S. Coast Guard remained. Both sides had been depleted to only a few combatants. The window of escape would be thin, Cassidy realized. Coast Guard reinforcements were bound to arrive soon, turning the tide in favor of the United States military.
“Incoming!” Nikki yelled, firing away with her MP7.
Two Interceptors took chase to the Cartel craft. Nikki's second-in-command, a rather unpleasant enforcer named Xavier, drove the speedboat swiftly through the flaming obstacles, occasionally yelling obscenities at the precarious situation. One other gunman, a disgruntled old-timer named Leon sat in the back of the boat with them, removing a GM-94 grenade launcher out from its black Pelican case.
We may be the only survivors, Cassidy thought, quickly loading another clip into her Beretta. Most of the others probably died on the rig!
Leon popped up for a moment from cover, carrying with him the grenade launcher. Pressing down on the trigger, the weapon launched an impressive shot at the closest Interceptor. The blast caught the cutter in the bow, crippling the craft's ability to give further pursuit. The explosion burst the cutter into flame, sending hot shrapnel flying like an active volcano all over the scorched deck. Screams from burning seamen yelped from the ship as they leaped from the stern, perishing beneath the green waves, their fates ambiguous.
“One down, boss!” Leon cackled behind his white unkempt beard, blowing on the barrel of the grenade launcher.
“Don't get cocky, Leon,” Nikki muttered, fidgeting with another magazine from her utility belt. “There's still one left! Xavier, there's another one of our boats. Link up with them and we'll double our odds of getting out of here!”
“Right, boss!” came the gruff reply from the cabin.
Xavier pulled their craft next to the other cartel speedboat that was escaping the burning graveyard of ships. Cassidy glanced over the railing, unable to discern any of the henchmen due to their ski-masks and thick trench coats. She decided most of them had to be low-level thugs who were lucky enough to escape the docks, and were concurrently making the same play at escape. One of the masked gunmen turned and shouted in their direction from the speedboat's bow, pointing toward the oncoming cutter.
“The last one's not gonna give up chase!” bellowed a large muscular man carrying an AK-47 assault rifle. “Let's unload on his ass or we're fish bait!”
“I thought you'd never ask!” Nikki laughed maniacally.
Both cartel boats began to fire at the oncoming cutter, sending bullets whizzing over the turbulent waves. Blinded by the afternoon sun, Cassidy winced as most of her rounds struck the waves surrounding the Interceptor, even as it closed the gap to barely forty yards. Her poor aim went unnoticed; Nikki Salerno was too preoccupied spraying and praying to notice her subordinate's lack of accuracy.
“Look out!” one of the henchmen from the adjacent boat bellowed, frantically trying to correct his jammed firearm. Several other goons in the back pointed and shrieked. Cassidy followed their gaze, realizing what troubled them.
Oh shit!
In an instant, a coast guard seaman arrived at the Interceptor's front machine gun, sending a wave of gunfire raining down on the secondary cartel boat. Bullets cut through the air, tearing through all of the henchmen on the deck, killing them instantly. Several rounds penetrated the cabin, striking the driver and forcing the boat to veer left, away from its present trajectory. Seconds later, the cartel boat crashed into a downed Coast Guard helicopter. An explosion followed, engulfing the cartel boat and chopper wreckage in a goblet of flame. The blast was so volatile, Cassidy could feel the tingle of warmth teasing her soaked cheek as her boat streaked past the wreckage.
“Shit!” Nikki cried, slamming a balled fist down on the railing. “There goes our last lifeline. We're next if we don't do something. Leon, can you range him from here with that grenade launcher?”
“I'll try,” Leon replied, rising from the deck – only to be greeted by an incoming storm of .50 caliber machine gun fire.
“Get dow –” Nikki's cry went interrupted.
The burst of concentrated machine gun fire crashed into their speedboat. Cassidy covered her ears as the ting-tang-tick cacophony of bullets pounded the rusted metal siding. In the cabin ahead, she could see Xavier ducking down as the windshield burst into shards as the boat cleared the debris field and entered a stretch of open ocean. Several crude drug cartel emblems and posters on the wall were eviscerated by the bullets, and a few of the hanging life vests were punctured and left in disarray.
Through the unfolding chaos being unleashed to her speedboat, Cassidy turned to her left, seeing that Nikki had inserted another magazine into her machine gun. To her right, Leon was still hunkered down, expecting decapitation if he popped up too soon from cover. The four of them were hardly a match against an operational .50 caliber machine gun.
Suddenly the gunfire ceased, leaving only the sounds of their propeller behind as it chopped through ocean water. In the cabin, Xavier hesitantly reached for the wheel, staring out through the shattered glass at the ocean ahead, before casting a hesitant glance back at their pursuers.
“He must be reloading!” Xavier called, quickly searching for a weapon. “Their boat's getting closer! He'll wipe us out with the next blast!”
“Leon, grenade his seaworthy ass so we can dip out!” Nikki commanded.
“How do we know he's just not waiting until I pop back up?” came the greasy old man's stern reply.
“How about do it or I'm putting one in your old skull, you old buffoon!” Nikki shot back, gesturing to her weapon. “We don't have time for what-ifs, asshole.”
“Wait, Leon,” Cassidy pleaded, “Maybe we can just outrun –”
“Shut up, bitch!” Nikki cut her off, waving her leather gloved fist in Cassidy's face. “Leon, do it! Do it now!”
Whispering a prolific array of colorful swear words, Leon checked his weapon and quickly arose from cover. Cassidy peered over the edge, watching as her partner fired off another grenade round – with equally lethal precision as his first attempt. The round exploded on the gunner at the machine gun port, killing the soldier and disabling the Interceptor's bow. Water rushed through the fractured opening as a few fortunate soldiers jumped off the Interceptor's stern. Soon the boat was a sinking speck in the distance, as was the burning oil rig and the fiery graveyard of ships.
“We made it!” Nikki smiled, looking out over the stretches of waves at the remnants of her crumbling drug manufacturing plant. “Looks like we're the only ones that got away. Surprised we managed to take on an entire Coast Guard flotilla with just the weapons we had at the rig! I always said we needed more guns! I'm gonna miss that place. It was the perfect spot to run the operation until the coasties caught wind of us. Nice shootin', Leon.”
Leon offered a friendly nod, wiping off his greasy brow. Cassidy sensed palpable tension between her employer and the older man. She had worked under Nikki Salerno for several months, and had known her to be a stern leader. She had also known her to occasionally threaten the lives of her own cartel subordinates – a trait that made her both respected and feared.
“Xavier, do you have the case?” Nikki asked.
“Yeah, boss. A little dinged up, but still in good shape.”
The large muscular tattooed thug lumbered out from the cabin, walking with an odd gait that Cassidy sensed caused him great agony. In his right hand, he gripped a silver briefcase that looked to Cassidy like it belonged in an old James Bond film. Nikki took the case, gasping at Xavier's hand.
“Shit, you've been shot!”
“Not that bad,” Xavier replied, gently padding his wounds with a filthy rag. “One just grazed my arm. The two that hit my leg are worse, but I can manage. I don't think they hit any arteries, but I'm sure as shit no doctor.”
“You should hope not,” Nikki frowned, gesturing at the deck floor. “You're bleeding all over the deck! You better not attract any sharks. You know how I hate those. Okay, time to make sure it's all accounted for.”
Nikki plopped the large briefcase on an old wooden table, used her combination to unlock it and clicked the latches up one after the other before opening the top. The drug lord smiled down at the result; a compartment full of neatly accounted stacks of hundred dollar bills. Judging by the numeric value imprinted on the money straps, Cassidy assumed there was at least ten million dollars stashed in the case.
“It's not as much as I could've had if the coasties hadn't arrived when they did,” Nikki cursed, “but coupled with what I have stashed back in Sacramento, it'll be enough to get another division up and running again.”
“How much is there, boss?” Leon asked, leaning in with a toothy grin.
“Enough,” Nikki said coldly, slamming the briefcase shut and locking it with her secret combination. “Xavier, get us out of here! I want to be in Californian waters by nightfall. It was a miracle none of the blasts hit our fuel tank. Do you think we have enough gas to get to the mainland?”
“Pretty damn close,” Xavier said. “I reckon we'll make it.”
“If not, we'll just hijack some do-gooder's boat,” Nikki chuckled, handing the briefcase back to Xavier. “I don't think they'll miss it too much where they'll be going.”
Cassidy bit her tongue, wanting to offer rebuttal. Nikki's regard for human life was virtually nonexistent.
“Something to say, Davis?” Nikki shot her a glare, sensing her employee's discontent.
“Nothing,” Cassidy replied, forcing a phony smile of compliance.
Xavier cast aside the rickety bullet riddled cabin door and arrived at the wheel, throwing the briefcase carelessly on a table. Quickly surveying the dashboard console for signs of damage, he gave Nikki a thumbs up and pressed down on the throttle, sending them ahead in the direction of the California shoreline.
Cassidy holstered her sidearm, grateful to be alive as they blazed away from the war zone.
As she turned toward the bow and checked herself over for injuries, a giant dorsal fin arose from the ocean, following the cartel boat before diving back below.
Unbeknownst to the four cartel members, they were being followed.
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Cassidy looked over the stretches of ocean as the cartel boat tore through the waves at breakneck speed. In the cabin, she could hear Nikki cursing as she counted her money, angered that there was still room for more bills before the briefcase was packed. Xavier remained at the wheel, trying to put them at a California beach before nightfall. By now the sun was sinking near the horizon. Cassidy assumed they had two hours at the most of daylight.
As Leon's second hand cigarette smoke wafted into her nostrils, she gagged, turning away from the unsavory scent.
“Oops, sorry about that, Davis,” Leon muttered, quickly adjusting his smoking position to save his friend from the fumes. “Didn't realize the wind was blowing that way.”
“Don't worry about it,” Cassidy replied, casting a cautious look back at the cabin before she continued. “So, you thinkin' what I'm thinkin'?”
“What?” Leon asked, flicking the small cigarette into the churning waves.
“That Nikki will kill us before we ever make it to shore?”
Leon shot a subtle look at the cabin before answering.
“I would say it's a high probability,” Leon said calmly. “I'm sure by now the Coast Guard or some three lettered agency has all of our pictures from those helicopters or satellite feeds. Somehow a mole must've infiltrated the rig, and probably gave the authorities all of our information. Technically speaking, if we're discovered on the mainland, we could be loose ends. No honor among thieves, after all. Obviously, Xavier's safe. She idolizes him. There were rumors they were even sleeping together.”
“So what's our play here?” Cassidy asked. “Wait for them to cap us or do something about it?”
“I'm still weighing the options,” Leon admitted. “With Xavier wounded, he might not be hard. But ever since Nikki went into the cabin, have you noticed they've been speaking in hushed tones? Nikki hasn't turned her back to us since we left the rig. I'd say we probably don't have long until they make their power play.”
That sent a chill up Cassidy's spine.
“Okay, when do you want to make our move?”
“I'd say about now would be great,” Leon said. “But all I have is a grenade launcher. That won't do us very good seeing as how we still want the boat to work. You'll have to do it. How many bullets do you have left?”
“Barely a clip.”
“That'll do. Pop Nikki first and then do Xavier, since he's facing away anyway. I can figure out how to drive the boat. Then we'll be home free.”
Cassidy shuddered, but returned his serious gaze with a firm nod.
“Here goes nothing.”
Leon gave her a discreet wink as Cassidy turned toward the boat's cabin. Through the shattered windows, she could see Nikki still thumbing through the wads of cash. Xavier remained rooted at the driver position, guiding the cartel boat slowly toward the East where California remained somewhere over the horizon.
She felt the pattern of the pistol grip digging into her hand as she neared the doorway to the cabin. A bead of sweat slipped over her hand. In all her time in Nikki's servitude, she had never grown the courage to confront her on any issue, due to her employer's deadly temper. Failure to secure the boat now would meet with deadly consequences.
“Those greedy bastards,” Nikki muttered to Xavier, thumbing through a wad of c-notes. “Xavier, I'm tellin' you some of those new recruits you found from LA shorted us. Those cadavers are probably up in smoke by now on the rig. Good riddance, filthy robbers.”
“You were right, boss,” Xavier replied, eyes locked on the oncoming ocean as his hands gripped the wheel. “I should just learn to trust your killer instincts. Then maybe we'd be making off with more stacks right now. When we assemble a new crew together, I'll be more cautious during the hiring process.”
“No need for that,” Nikki smiled, placing a rubber band around a stack. “We'll just be more diligent about doing away with the trouble makers.”
Cassidy turned, shooting a look at Leon. The old-timer had already lit up another cigarette, puffing as he looked out the rear of the boat. Shooting her a discreet nod, she saw him ruffle his eyebrow, signifying that he was also listening in on their murderous conversation.
Taking a deep breath, she turned into the cabin, keeping her grip on the pistol behind her back.
“Excuse me, Nikk –”
Cassidy's words were cut off as the world around her shook with sudden volatility. Her forehead struck the door frame of the cabin as her body crumpled to the deck. Inside the cabin, she could see Nikki tumble to the floor as well, knocking over her briefcase full of money and sending the wads of cash to the floor. Xavier caught himself by grabbing the wheel of the boat, forcing the craft to veer left.
“Augh!” Cassidy cried, turning around, rubbing her forehead.
She caught sight of the rear of the boat, where Leon had also been knocked to the floor. Still puffing away angrily at a cigarette, Leon staggered clumsily to his feet, quickly pointing at Cassidy's hand. Cassidy understood, quickly sheathing her pistol to avoid suspicion. Right now, there was an even bigger problem than the cutthroat drug lord.
Something had rocked the boat.
“What the shit was that?” Nikki spat, using the ledge of the table in the cabin to pull herself back to her feet.
Beside her, Xavier resumed command at the wheel, setting the craft on an adjusted route to the mainland before turning back to his employer.
“How the hell should I know?” Xavier grumbled. “Davis, you got any ideas?”
“No,” Cassidy said as she finished discreetly securing the pistol in its holster. “For a second, I thought the Coast Guard was using torpedoes on us.”
“Torpedoes?” Nikki spat, arching her brows. “Get real, Davis. It's the Coast Guard, not a naval submarine. Even if they did have torpedoes, they wouldn't waste one on our pissant little speedboat. It might've been a walrus.”
“That was one hell of a walrus,” Xavier added. “If that's what it was. Ah, shit! Uh, boss, we got a problem here!”
“What?” Nikki asked, a hint of impatience in her tone.
“Whatever that thing was,” Xavier began, “it did something to our propeller. We're slowing down. Pretty soon we'll just be floating here. We'll be sitting ducks for the Coast Guard reinforcements...”
Nikki ran up to the control console as Cassidy walked into the cabin. The damage lights and warning indicators had the front console lit up like a Christmas tree. Nikki slammed her fist down next to the steering wheel, before racing to pick up all the spilled money.
“We have to do something, Xavier!” she grumbled, collecting the funds on the table. “We can't just wait here for the damn choppers to pick us up! Can't you do something?”
“What do you want me to do?” Xavier spouted angrily. “I can operate a basic speedboat! I can't repair our propulsion problems in open water!”
“Well someone think of something, dammit!” Nikki roared as she slammed the briefcase shut. “Davis, take this and double check my math. We should have close to nine million there. Make sure there is at least that.”
“Okay but what about th –”
Cassidy's question was silenced by the slam of the cabin door. She turned back to the stern of the boat as Nikki and Xavier began arguing in the cabin about how to amend their dire situation. Leon was halfway through his next cigarette butt.
“The hell was that, Davis?” he said as she arrived next to him.
“I'm sorry,” Cassidy replied, cracking open the briefcase as she began to count the bills. “I couldn't do it. By the time I got back up they were already looking at me.”
“I'm not talking about that,” Leon winced, blowing smoke. “I mean what the hell hit our boat. And I heard that dialogue in there. I'm tellin' you, Davis – it ain't no walrus.”
“You sure?” Cassidy laughed, removing a rubber band. “Actually, I was thinking we just hit a sandbar. I used to surf in my early twenties. There's actually quite a few hidden sandbars out this way.”
“But this far out?” Leon smirked. “I doubt it. No, Davis. Something big hit us. I'm talking whale big, if not bigger.”
“Now you're just trying to freak me out, you old bastard,” Cassidy chuckled.
“Well it's big enough to screw up the propeller,” Leon said, looking over the edge.
“You honestly think a whale knocked into our boat?” Cassidy asked, flipping through another stack. “I'd be more likely to believe a great white shark.”
“Could be,” Leon muttered ominously. “Could be.”
Great white shark attacks had been occurring more frequently in the Pacific Ocean in recent years. A year earlier, a surfer, Terry Wolf, was attacked and killed by a twenty-foot-long great white. Having been missing for weeks, his death was finally confirmed when his head washed up in California. Detectives were able to confirm the identity through dental records. The idea of a great white shark big enough to rock their boat sent a chill up her spine.
“So, what are we gonna do about the gruesome twosome?” Leon asked, breaking through her thoughts. “They're probably thinking of knifing us as we speak.”
“I think with the propeller acting up,” Cassidy replied, “the two of them have more on their minds.”
She cast a look back to the cabin. Through the windows, she could see Nikki berating her subordinate as Xavier tried to troubleshoot the control console. Some of the words bled through the open window, allowing Cassidy to hear a small segment of the conversation.
“Large enough to...” Xavier's voice began intermediately as he pointed to a sonar system. “Comin' back around... right for us!”
Something about the scene alarmed Cassidy. For one, as large and muscular of a man as Xavier was, she had never seen him this frightened by something before. Through the glass, she watched as he frantically worked through the boat controls and settings, trying to get their craft to move. By now, the boat had come to a complete stop, drifting hopelessly on the surface of the Pacific.
“Leon, something's not right,” Cassidy said, facing the cabin. “I've never seen Xavier this worked up before. Nikki's really goin' nuts too. I think we may be in for –”
“Davis, shut the hell up,” Leon said abruptly.
“What?”
“Look!”
Cassidy turned to her friend, watching as Leon's skin turned pale. His hand trembled as it gripped the deck rail. His jaw dangled open, letting his cigarette fall to the waves below.
“Leon, what the fu –”
Cassidy gritted her teeth as she pinpointed the oncoming disastrous visual, biting her tongue. Ignoring the pain, she stood up over the deck next to Leon. Fear kept her rooted in her position, and she found herself unable to look away from the deep terror that approached.
A hundred yards away in the waves of the Pacific, a massive blue dorsal fin cut through the surface of the ocean. Parting water like the front of an icebreaker, the dorsal fin swerved about in an arc motion as the fish adjusted its trajectory to head toward the neutralized craft.
Cassidy felt her one hand gripping the rail tightly, while the other clenched the closed briefcase handle.
“It's a... great white,” she muttered, as she heard Nikki and Xavier walking up behind them.
“It's too big to be a great white,” Xavier added, standing on the other side of Cassidy. “It's a... a...”
“It's a megalodon!” Leon cried, stumbling backward in fright.
“It's gonna ram us!” Nikki shrieked as the large shadow engulfed the boat.
The megalodon had quickly closed the gap from a hundred yards to fifty, parting the waves with its imminent and disastrous approach. The height of the waves wrought by the creature’s massive fin created a rift in the ocean, lifting the speedboat at an odd angle as the meg cut the distance to only twenty yards in a matter of seconds.
The dorsal fin grew large – so large it blocked out the sun. Cassidy's heart raced as the boat was lifted up onto the first wave. In an instant, the dorsal fin struck the edge of the boat, while simultaneously the megalodon's upper body rocked the bottom of the craft.
“Ugh!”
Cassidy felt Xavier land on his ass beside her, as Nikki's cries of terror masked the swelling churn of the wave. As she lost control of her balance, she felt her feet leave the boat as she went airborne. Hauling the briefcase full of drug money with her, Cassidy closed her eyes as the cold water enveloped her, and suddenly she could not escape one crippling thought.
She was in open water with the largest predator she had ever seen.
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As the cold water of the Pacific rolled around her in an aquatic frenzy, Cassidy felt herself being pulled down by the meg's dominant riptide. Bubbles shot toward her from all directions, adding to her disorientation as she spiraled farther down into the gloom.
Oh shit! Oh shit!
Recycling profanities on a loop through her mind was the only way she found herself able to self-sooth. She had been in open water before, and even had a brush with a tiger-shark once in her youth. But this situation was something else entirely – something, she decided, was straight out of her darkest nightmares.
Holding onto the silvery briefcase wasn't helping matters either. The weight of the heavy luggage helped the relentless ocean to haul her farther down. Above, through the swarm of bubbles brought forth by the meg's colossal tail, Cassidy saw the speedboat getting farther away as the ocean sucked her down.
They would've left my ass if I didn't have the cash in hand, Cassidy mused, her long hair floating in front of her, blocking her view of the watercraft. Hell, the shark screwed up the propeller. They couldn't leave if they wanted to...
Through her blurry vision, she turned to her right – the last known direction of the megalodon. The massive creature had vanished, leaving only contrails of bubbles fizzling to the surface as evidence of its arrival. Cassidy struggled to kick her way back up to the surface, but the briefcase weighed her down, despite her strongest kicks.
Come on, dammit! That thing will be comin' back!
Through the distorted wave refraction above, she could see Leon and Xavier's faces looking down, trying to find her. Even over the churning ebb and flow of the current, Cassidy could hear Nikki's angry tirade. It was no surprise that the drug lord was more concerned about her sunken treasure than her expendable shipmate.
That greedy bitch!
The arguing continued above. Leon made an attempt to assuage Nikki's anger, only to receive what looked like an angry slap across the face, knocking him out of view. Cassidy looked down at the briefcase as she felt the crunch of her lungs.
Screw this! I'd rather deal with Nikki's temper than become Jonah.
Her fingers released the briefcase handle, letting the heavy object sink into the depths. Instantly Cassidy felt herself able to move more easily and began kicking to the surface. Out of the blue veil straight ahead, her fears manifested themselves. The colossal ocean predator had returned, beginning another attack run.
Shit! Kick faster, Davis!
The megalodon resembled a large, if even bloated, great white shark. Its belly hung down far, as if it had just feasted on an entire blue whale. Its icy eyes pierced through the watery refraction like two great snow-globes, transfixing Cassidy with their glassy brilliance. From its mouth jutted an array of razor-sharp teeth that reminded her of a hungry underwater tyrannosaur. Pushing through the ocean like a naval attack sub, the megalodon quickly went from a blurry shape to perfectly in focus, locking onto the struggling woman.
No!
Cassidy looked one final time at the oncoming megalodon as the giant creature opened its expansive gullet, sucking in bubbles like a carnivorous vacuum. Her heart palpitating quickly as if it would reach a crescendo, the megalodon's mouth expanded until it filled her entire vision – just as she felt Leon's wrinkled hairy hand latch onto hers and haul her from the abyss.
The first thing Cassidy heard over her involuntarily coughing for air was the swell of the wave from the meg's dorsal fin. Her head struck the rough floor of the boat as she felt another wave pass over from the wake, splashing the three others away from the stern. Immediately after the meg's dorsal fin went back under, Nikki's outburst resumed.
“Cassidy, where is it?” came the annoyed voice of the drug kingpin. “Where the hell is my – our money?”
Cassidy steadied herself as Leon helped her up.
“Where do you think, bitch?” Cassidy started, coughing up the last of her water. “The damn meg would've swallowed me whole if I didn't drop that clunky thing. Your money is on its way to the bottom of the Pacific.
“Rauugh! You stupid cu –”
“Wait!” Xavier grunted, holding back his employer. “We have a bigger problem right now than the damn drug money.”
“You really think I give a damn about that piece-of-shit shark if I'm in this boat?” Nikki said, angrily turning toward Xavier. “No, you asshole! I want that damn money! It's all we could salvage from that bloody rig!”
“I think you'll care a whole lot more about the shark in a little bit if you're floating on the Pacific in just a life vest.”
“Xavier, what the hell are yo–”
“Nikki, we're sinking!”
“What?!”
Nikki stared down at the floor in utter shock and disbelief. Cassidy followed her gaze, grimacing when bubbles frothing in between seams confirmed Xavier's suspicions. It didn't seem to be too disastrous at the moment, but Cassidy knew that once a good portion of the boat had been submerged, the rest would quickly follow.
“What the –”
“The meg must've struck our ship during its last pass,” Leon elaborated, eyes bulging in terror as reality was suddenly setting in. “Doesn't look to be too bad, but if we don't figure out a game plan soon, we could be shark-bait. Suddenly, sitting snug on a Coast Guard chopper doesn't seem like such a bad idea.”
“I’ve got an idea,” Nikki said, drawing her pistol and aiming it between Cassidy's eyes. “How about I kill you for dropping my money! At least then I'll go to my grave with half a smile on my face.”
Cassidy was about to reach for her pistol when Leon stepped between the two women.
“That won't help our current situation,” he said. “You shoot her and the blood will mix with the water. If anything, it will only egg the megalodon on to attack with more aggression. We need to do something else.”
“How about a flare?” Xavier suggested. “It could be that some good Samaritan comes across and saves us. After we cap them and commandeer their boat, we could be in Cali faster than the blink of an eye. Leave the corpses for the meg. No evidence.”
“I'm not talking about flares,” Leon said. “Xavier, is that scuba set still on board?”
“Yeah. Why?”
“I'm going down to inspect the propeller,” Leon elaborated, stepping into the cabin to retrieve the underwater gear as the others followed. “I spent a few years in the Navy a few years back. Marine Engineering department. Deep sea welding and such. Hell of a business. Anyways, I'm the only one on board who has a chance of figuring it out. It only makes sense if I go.”
“You're gonna go into the water with that... that thing out there?” Cassidy grimaced. “Leon, please! We can figure out some other wa –”
“Quiet, Davis!” Nikki scolded, hair flipping wildly as she turned to Cassidy. “You've already caused enough trouble as it is! Because of you, our only chance of starting the operation up again is gone! You better hope Leon gets this boat going, because that's the only thing keeping me from blowing your damn head off.”
“And the money, of course,” Leon added, zipping up the wetsuit, “which I may be able to get for you.”
“Really?” Nikki exclaimed, her anger melting away to happiness instantaneously.
“Depends on how far down it is,” Leon explained, placing goggles over his head. “Maybe we'll get lucky and the case hit a sandbar not far down. I'm stronger than Cassidy. I can haul it up.”
“And the propeller?” Xavier asked.
“I won't know until I see it,” Leon admitted, stepping out to the rear platform of the stern. “It could be that it's just dislodged somehow. Odds are I may be able to repair it from what I learned in the Navy.”
“What about the meg?” Cassidy asked, ignoring Nikki's wrathful gaze.
“It hasn't circled back yet,” Leon said. “My guess is it just toyed with us before continuing to the rig wreckage. I can see the smoke from here. There may be enough blood in the water from the battle to lure the meg.”
“But how can you be sure?” Cassidy asked.
“We can't,” Leon replied. “But if we sit here and do nothing, we'll know soon enough when we're floating in the Pacific. When I'm down there, you three should focus on getting that water out. There're some buckets in the cabin. While two of you are busy throwing the water out, one of you should patch those holes. Supplies should be in the cabinet behind the table. Now wish me luck. We just might make it out of this.”
“Good lu –”
Leon jumped backwards off the rear platform, shoving the regulator in his mouth as the ocean swallowed him, leaving Cassidy alone with Nikki and her muscular enforcer. Nikki scowled at her, snapping a finger at the cabin.
“Don't just stand there, bitch,” Nikki barked. “Grab a bucket and start sloshing this shit out of here!”
#
Damn this deep water shit, Leon thought as the cold water rushed around him. I thought I'd seen the end of this line of work.
Leon Saville had no fear of the ocean. Having shaken off any uncertainties about drowning in his training in the Navy, Leon had come to find solace in his repair work. What he did fear, however, was not being able to hear what was around him. During his tenure with the United States military, Leon could always rely on other deep sea divers to keep watch for sharks and other potential threats lurking about in the deep confines of the world. Now he was alone – or so he hoped.
After the initial dive plunged him ten feet underwater, Leon spun himself in a three-hundred-and-sixty degree angle. He saw a few shapes in the distance that he assumed were dolphins, and a few smaller fish that he couldn't identify.
Thankfully, there was no sign of the megalodon.
First, he decided to inspect the propeller. He swam up to the underside of the boat, aghast by what he saw.
The second pass of the megalodon had conducted damage to the bottom of their craft. Large gashes scuffed the paint from the underside. In sparse areas, pockets of light shined through from the cabin above. Momentarily, shadows would pass in front of the holes blocking the light, which Leon assumed to be Nikki and Xavier trying to conduct damage control from inside. There didn't appear to be any large holes that would be completely unrepairable, but the smaller holes would need to be patched immediately.
Ah, dammit!
The propeller had been completely ripped off from the colossal fish, leaving only a metallic stump behind. Wires hung down freely from the severed component, drifting in the current. Moving the boat via propulsion would be impossible.
That leaves only one objective, Leon surmised, glancing down to the depths. Retrieving the case. But does it matter if I bring that case to the surface only to find out those assholes can't repair the damage, leaving us to sink anyway? That case could be back down here in no time...
The area below the boat was encased in a blue veil, telling Leon that they were not anywhere near a sandbar like he had previously hoped. Squinting through his goggles, he was only able to see the writhing forms of a school of fish, but nothing else. Just like salvaging the propeller, recovering the suitcase would be equally impossible.
Nikki’s not gonna like this…
A shadow to his left made him stir, forcing the veteran to spin and face the sudden shift in the current.
No! How could I not have seen?
Out from the gloom, a dark shape the size of a small submarine began to contrast itself against the blue water. The megalodon had returned.
Damn!
Leon could feel his teeth struggling to chatter as he bit down on his regulator mouthpiece. He gently began to kick toward the surface, trying not to draw too much attention from the megalodon. Unsure if the shark had directly seen him, Leon continued to kick upward, gaining confidence when the predator started to veer to Leon's left, although still heading for the same direction as the sinking craft.
Leon looked up, confirming how far he still had to ascend before he reached the bow of the boat.
Fifteen feet. Okay, that's doable. Steady, Leo –
In a terrifying turn of events, the megalodon abruptly changed its trajectory, now heading straight for Leon, quickly coming into crystal clear focus.
Hell no! Swim! Swim, you crotchety old bastard!
Leon's docile climb now turned into a desperate scramble for salvation as he kicked and pulled his way skyward. He cast a look back at the meg, confirming that now the gigantic predator had selected him for its next meal. The fish's jaws opened in savory delight as the shark's bulbous head rapidly closed the gap toward Leon's wriggling legs.
How much farther? Five feet! I can see the ladde –
The last thing Leon felt was his teeth breaking apart as his jaw bit down on the regulator, shattering his mandible. A cloud of red water consumed his vision as the metallic glint of the ladder was whisked away. His vision clouded into a blur as his lungs quickly filled with water. As his dying body was hauled away by the primordial predator, Leon died happily knowing one final thought.
At least that bitch won't get her drug money...
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Cassidy Davis was still on the stern of the boat when Leon's grisly death came to fruition. Trying to hurl water overboard with a bucket, she heard a frothing explosion coming from just over the edge of the watercraft.
Leon! No!
She arrived at the edge of the boat just to see Leon surface – consumed by an explosion of bubbles coated in bloody diluted ocean water. Leon's eyes bulged as his body surfaced, his hands fighting with what lurked below the waves.
Behind the watery red barrier, Cassidy looked on in horror as the megalodon appeared. Primeval teeth crunched down on Leon's ribs, breaking his body nearly in two as the enormous shark swerved away from the stern, hauling the fresh kill back to open water. Cassidy tried to fight off shock as she extended her hand, knowing deep down that her attempt at saving Leon was in vain. In his dying state, Leon extended his hand as well, although a distance of over three feet separated the two shipmates. Then, with an aggressive dive, the megalodon and Leon vanished into the depths. The meg's tail surfaced once as the shark plunged, clarifying the end of the traumatizing encounter.
“Leon!” Cassidy cried, clenching the guardrail as she watched the disappearance of the creature.
The sight was something she would never forget. Out of anyone in the drug business that she had grown closest to, almost like a father figure, it had been Leon. The naval veteran had watched her back several times on the oil rig, and the two had formed an unlikely bond. With Leon gone, Cassidy knew it would be just herself with the two murderous cartel members, left to die on a sinking boat – or worse – dying in the water with a hungry predator thought to be extinct for millions of years.
Behind her, she could hear Nikki's clatter of shoes pounding out onto the deck, bearing a look of disapproval and curiosity.
“Where is it, Davis?” Nikki asked with a scowl. “Where's Leon? Does he have the money? What about the propeller? Where the fu –”
“The meg took him!” Cassidy cut her off. “It just picked him out of the water and pulled him under! He was taken before he could tell us anything.”
“Dammit!” Nikki roared, banging a fist against the cabin door frame. “What the hell are we supposed to do if we can't fix that damn propeller? And what about my money! It's gone! All because your dumb-ass had to fall overboard still holding the bloody suitcase!”
“Don't you understand?”  Cassidy fired back. “It doesn't matter if I had your damn money or not! There's a meg out there. If the propeller's out and we can't move, that meg will pick us off one by one when we sink! If dying rich or dying poor are what you're worried about, I promise you, both scenarios will end the same very soon if we can't repair the damage!”
“You stupid bitc –”
“Boss! Boss!”
Xavier ran through the cabin door, interrupting the conversation. Cassidy froze, seeing Nikki's hand resting on the hilt of her holstered pistol. Cassidy debated going for her own, before she saw her former employer ease off the weapon's hilt.
“What is it, Xavier?” Nikki shrieked. “What could possibly be going wrong now?”
“I can't stop these leaks by myself!” Xavier yelled back, no longer intimidated by the drug lord. “If you two are just gonna bitch at each other up here back and forth, we'll be shark food in minutes. In case you haven't noticed, there's still more holes and the water won't stop flowing!”
The pair of women looked at the floor.
More water had consumed the bottom of the deck, bubbling up through whatever seams that the ocean could find. Just over an inch in depth, Cassidy could feel her shoes fill with water. Every step she took, the water sloshed beneath her feet, making her feel seasick and anxious. Despite the queasy feeling, Cassidy wondered if the damage could still be reversed.
“How many holes still need patching?” Cassidy asked as she resumed throwing water over the side.
“A couple!” Xavier replied swiftly. “Nikki, can you get back to patching them? There’re a few obvious ones, but I'm worried about one behind the dashboard console. That's a slow leak, but without tearing apart the whole system, I doubt I'll be able to stop it.”
“What about the flare?” Cassidy asked.
“Damn, I forgot all about the flare! We have two shots and –”
“Bullshit are we using that flare!” Nikki roared. “With the Coast Guard probably en route to the rig, they'd be on us in minutes! I'd rather take my chances here or in the water with the meg! The answer is no!”
“You'll change your mind when you're actually in the water with the meg!” Xavier replied. “Sorry, Salerno, but we're using the flare – now!”
“Not so fast, asshole!” Nikki barked, drawing her pistol.
Xavier froze, staring down the barrel of his ruthless employer's firearm.
“Easy,” he said, slowly raising his hands. “Killing me will get you nowhere when you still need me to get this water out. You shoot me – or Davis – and the meg will smell our blood. It will only draw the shark, just like Leon said.”
“You touch that flare, and I'll kill you,” Nikki said, refusing to back down, a bead of sweat descending her brow.
“Then you'll have to kill me, boss,” Xavier said, lowering his hands and beginning to turn to the cabin. “We need help, and the flare is the only way we'll get it. Besides – I'd rather you kill me now than be drowned or ripped apart by the megalodon.”
He started back to the cabin, slipping into the door frame. Nikki kept her pistol trained on him as he arrived back on the deck with the orange flare gun. Without hesitating, Xavier lifted the pistol in the air, giving one last look at his disgruntled boss. Nikki locked eyes with him, keeping her pistol trained on his head. Xavier returned the look, refusing to back down.
“Go ahead and do it,” he remarked. “’Cause this flare's goin' off.”
Nikki gritted her teeth, finger teasing the trigger, but soon gave a long defeated breath. Cassidy was shocked after Nikki lowered her gun, cursing at Xavier's sudden rebellious nature.
“It won't matter,” Nikki replied, turning back to the endless ocean. “We're well out of range for those Coast Guard cutters to see us – if there's any that didn't get taken down in the rig shootout.”
“I'm praying there are a few,” Xavier replied, pulling the trigger.
An orange glowing rocket sailed into the air above the boat. Reaching an altitude of over a hundred feet, the flare exploded, before slowly sinking back down toward them. Cassidy turned back toward the sea, half expecting to see an orange Coast Guard chopper coming to save them.
“Anything?” Nikki asked, staring out through the other side.
“None here,” Cassidy replied.
“Good,” replied the drug lord. “I didn't want those assholes showing up anyway. Now we can get on with getting this wat –”
“There!” Xavier replied, pointing and trembling. “Meg! Ten O'clock!”
You gotta be shittin' me! Cassidy thought, fear gripping her as she followed Xavier's finger.
One hundred and fifty yards and closing, the tall dorsal fin had ascended once more from the abyss. The megalodon quickly confirmed its course – a bee-line path directly toward the damaged watercraft. Cassidy marveled at the speed and precision that the fish showcased, slicing undeterred through the waves like a provoked rhinoceros. At its present speed, the megalodon's assault would be disastrous for their sinking boat.
“Hang on!” Xavier called, gripping down on the guardrail. “It's gonna ram us!”
Cassidy turned to Nikki, whose face transitioned into ghostly white. The drug lord's aggressive demeanor had shifted to utter terror. Nikki awkwardly fumbled backward, her back striking the cabin wall next to the door frame. Her jaw dangled open, anticipating a brutal pounding by the meg's colossal head.
“I bet you wish you were snug in a Guard chopper now,” Cassidy remarked. Nikki didn't return a look, choosing instead to simply look onward in fright, captivated by the dominant predator.
“Here it comes!” Xavier shrieked, emitting fast breaths that Cassidy judged were the result of a panic attack.
The megalodon's dorsal fin soon towered over them like a small house. Cassidy found herself collapsing to her knees as the shadow of the fin once again dwarfed the boat, flooding them momentarily in eerie darkness. With a powerful surge, another wave crested the boat, flooding the deck with water. Before the trio could recover, the dorsal fin arrived, spinning the ship aggressively to the side before the megalodon vanished under the riptide.
“Augh!”
Cassidy was hurled across the deck from the result of the meg's impact. Grunting as she struck the other side of the deck wall, she gripped the guardrail and struggled to her feet – just in time to see Xavier fly past, carried by an aftershock wave. With a barbaric cry, the tattooed enforcer was carried out to the ocean.
“Xavier!” Cassidy yelled, struggling to get to her feet as over a foot of water now filled the deck of the rapidly sinking boat.
Xavier went under, having been carried more than thirty feet out from the boat by the shark's wake. A second later, he surfaced, coughing water aggressively as his tattooed muscular arms fought to keep his body afloat.
“Don't come out after me!” Xavier gagged in between coughs. “It's too dangerous. Just stay in the boa – auughhh!”
The ocean around Xavier exploded in a red volcano of blood. Below the surface, the megalodon's jaws appeared, crunching down on the thug's midsection. Blood plagued his white tank-top as Xavier's hands flew down, trying to pry open the shark's jaws like a bear trap to relieve pressure. Cassidy covered her ears as the unbearable sound of bones being shattered cracked over the swell of the ocean roar. Then in one powerful pull, the shark pulled its newest meal down into the depths. Xavier's white tank top was visible for a few more seconds, before vanishing forever into the darkness.
Cassidy struggled to fight back tears, unable to ascertain what she was more startled by – the death of Xavier or knowing she may be the animal's next meal.
Letting go of the guardrail, she looked down. Water from the megalodon's final pass had flooded the upper part of the deck. In certain areas of the floor, she could see bubbling pockets rising more violently between the seams, telling her that the animal's last pass conducted more damage to the hull. The watercraft began to tilt as more ocean water crept up over the stern. Grim reality firmly set in for Cassidy Davis: the boat was more than halfway underwater.
Beside her, Nikki Salerno gripped the deck rail, still awestruck over Xavier's death. Water crept up her leg, leaving her knees as the lowest dry part of her body. Beside Nikki, Cassidy pointed to the ladder leading to the top of the cabin.
“Climb!” she ordered.
Nikki promptly obeyed, skin white as a ghost as she realized their getaway vehicle would be under the Pacific in less than a minute. Seconds later, both women were on the top of the cabin, watching in terror as the water completely consumed the deck, creeping up to their last remaining hideout.
The only sign of the megalodon was its last known position, marked by the diluted blood of Xavier that still lingered on the surface. Nikki drew her sidearm, brushing the hair out from her eyes as the drug lord quickly regained her confidence, fueled by a last-minute adrenaline rush.
“That damn shark is gonna have to come and get me!” she cursed, scanning the water with her Beretta. “Davis, why don't you have your gun out?”
“You really think these bullets will stop that thing?” Cassidy replied. “Face it. It's a killing machine, Nikki. It's an apex predator, and if I'm right, it's the largest ocean predator ever known to scientists. We don't stand a chance. You'd be better off using the gun on yourself.”
“I always knew you were a coward, Davis,” Nikki replied as the water level began to crest the roof, touching the shoes of the two women. “But I never knew you were a quitter.”
Nikki turned the pistol toward Cassidy, a devious smile cracking over her pursed lips.
“How about I just kill you first? It's only fair for all the shit you've put me through this last hour.”
“You may wanna hold off on that.”
“Why's that, bitch?”
“The Coast Guard just showed up.”
“What?”
Nikki lowered the weapon, turning around to where Cassidy was looking. Just over the horizon, a small-sized Coast Guard Point Class cutter appeared, approaching the sinking drug boat at breakneck speed. Cassidy judged by assessing the boat's position that the military vessel would reach the two women in under a minute.
I hope that's soon enough, Cassidy thought as the water consumed the front of her shoe.
Nikki holstered her weapon. Although her employer tried to hide it, Cassidy noticed a faint smile of relief pass over the drug lord's face.
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“Get your filthy hands off me, you swine!” Nikki barked as a Coast Guard seaman hauled her onto the cutter. “I didn't think any of you assholes escaped the shootout!”
“Sorry to prove you wrong, Ms. Salerno,” replied the soldier as he roughly pulled her onto the cutter after relieving her of her Beretta. “The Coasties are more resilient than you give them credit for.”
Another seaman reached for Cassidy's hand. She took it, grateful to be out of the open water, even as the soldier retrieved her sidearm.
She had spent the last fifty seconds in tantalizing suspense as both her and Nikki gradually sunk farther into the ocean. It took only ten seconds for the roof of the cabin to leave their feet, forcing them to tread water until the cutter arrived. Surprisingly, Cassidy realized, the megalodon did not reappear in the time they were floating in the Pacific. She assumed the arrival of the cutter may have deterred the creature, but she didn't rule out the thought that the large predator may still be nearby.
“Thank you,” Cassidy replied, taking the soldier's arm by the upper wrist.
She couldn't help but crack a smile as she touched down on the industrial floor of the cutter, fighting back the urge to kiss the ground. The abrupt arrival of loud footfalls shook her from the stupor.
A cleanly shaven man in his mid-forties clad in a white uniform stood in front of the women. As Cassidy stood up straight, she studied the badges and insignia on the man's blazer, immediately identifying him as the man in charge.
“Greetings,” the man began. “You may address me as Commander Wilson of the United States Coast Guard. We've been looking for you, Ms. Salerno. If not for that flare, you could've slipped away from our grasp once again. I'm assuming it was your vessel that fired that flare, after all?”
Nikki remained quiet, giving the Coast Guard commander a cold blank stare.
“It was us,” Cassidy said, crinkling the bottom of her shirt to wring out the water.
“And who might you be?” Commander Wilson asked, turning his attention to Cassidy.
“Cassidy Davis,” she answered. “I'm one of Nikki's associates. We were the ones who fired the flare.”
“Are there any other survivors of your cartel left?” Commander Wilson asked, turning back to the drug lord. Nikki again returned his question with an evil glare, ending the stare down by spitting at the commander's feet.
“Charming,” Commander Wilson replied, keeping his rigid posture. “It doesn't matter. More helicopters and cutters are inbound. Some naval ships are even joining in the operation. We have most of the exits cut off for miles. If your ship didn't sink when it did, you would've run right into another Coast Guard flotilla. I'll give it to you, Ms. Salerno. Your little devoted army of criminals put up quite the fight at the rig. This showdown will be nationally televised, and will probably be remembered as one of the greatest oceanic battles of our time.”
“I'm glad they killed many of your troops!” Nikki snapped. “My only regret is that there wasn't enough time to watch it happen before I bailed out.”
“Watch it, Ms. Salerno,” replied Commander Wilson. “It's a big ocean out there, and your apprehension hasn't been formally reported yet to the other vessels in the area. Accidents happen from time to time. There are five other troops on this cutter apart from me. None of them would bat an eye if I tossed your ass over. Especially given how your cartel members killed many of their friends.”
“You wouldn't dare,” Nikki argued. “I'm more valuable alive. I have information on all the other cartels operating from here to Seattle. Keeping me happy is in your best interest, Commander.”
“Information can be bought or accrued in other ways,” replied Commander Wilson. “I'm sure Ms. Davis here can provide me with all the information we need if something were to happen to you – so if I were you, I'd watch your tone. Now, what happened to your boat? Bullet holes from the shootout? I take it your money is now finding its way to the ocean floor.”
“It was a megalodon!” Cassidy butted in. “A megalodon sunk our ship. It killed two of us.”
One of the seamen behind the commander laughed, breaking momentarily from his strict military posture as he nearly dropped his submachine gun in laughter.
“Quiet, Hugo!” snapped Commander Wilson, shooting a deliberate glare at the soldier.
“Apologies, sir!” Hugo replied. “It's just such an absurd remark.”
“I'd have to agree,” replied the commander. “Ms. Davis, may I remind you that lying to an officer of the Coast Guard won't get you very far. Now I'm being serious. What happened to your ship?”
“Commander Wilson, I'm telling you what happened,” Cassidy said. “It was either a megalodon or a very large great white shark. It attacked shortly after the shootout on the oil rig. It only passed us a few times – each pass adding more damage to our hull. It didn't take the creature long to sink the craft. Even a ship like this wouldn't be able to take a few direct hits from that shark.”
The soldier named Hugo burst out laughing again. This time even Commander Wilson couldn't help but crack a smile.
“Ms. Davis, I think this has gone on long enough,” Commander Wilson said, the smile fading from his lips.
“I'm serious, Commander,” Cassidy replied. “Augh, what it did to Leon and Xavier... I'll never be able to get it out of my head, sir.”
“Well hats off to your degenerate friends, Ms. Davis,” Commander Wilson said. “But even if there was such a creature out there, it would be no match for a Coast Guard cutter. The weapons on this boat will tear that thing apart. Take a look over there.”
Commander Wilson pointed to a large weapon mounted to the front of the boat. The gun was mounted on a swivel platform, bordered on both sides by a white armored barricade for defense.
“That's an Oerlikon 20 millimeter canon,” he said, beaming with pride at the sight of the dark weapon. “Capable of firing over three-hundred rounds per minute, this piece of artwork can rip through anything. Sharks are no different. Trust me, you two are safe as can be. And I intend on keeping it that way until I drop both of you off in prison – unless Ms. Salerno keeps mouthing off.”
“Those fancy guns didn't help your other Coast Guard buddies,” Nikki smirked, egged on by the commander's remark. “Not when our cartel boats picked them off with no problem.”
Hugo jumped forward past the commander, drawing a knife to Nikki's throat. He pushed her to the edge of the boat, using his weight to block her escape. The drug lord struggled with the soldier's wrist, but eased up when Hugo pressed the metal blade against her jugular.
“You better quit saying that, bitch!” Hugo grumbled. “Commander Wilson's right. What's stoppin' us from dumpin' your ass into the waves? Maybe you'll even run into that “megalodon”. I'd love to see a shark rip you apart for all the shit your cartel has caused the California Guard flotillas.”
“Easy, Hugo,” Commander Wilson, a hand resting on the soldier's shoulder. “I think Ms. Salerno gets the hint. I think rotting in federal prison will be enough for her –”
“Commander!” a soldier called from the cutter's tower. “Something massive underwater converging on our position. I checked with the other Guard and Navy ships on our scanners. It's nothing in our database. The coordinates indicate it will be on us in under a minute. And it's big.”
“An attack sub?” Hugo asked, letting Nikki go as the drug lord fought to catch her breath.
“Target surfacing at eleven o'clock!” the soldier in the tower cried over the roar of the engine.
The soldiers and the two fugitives gathered near the cutter's guardrail. Cassidy found herself boxed in from behind by Commander Wilson and Hugo, while bumping shoulders with Nikki. Unable to move, she was forced to watch as her fears once again manifested themselves into reality.
“Holy shit,” was all Hugo could manage to say.
Wasting no time in making a grand entrance, the meg's dorsal fin chopped up through the surface, racing toward the cutter, seemingly unimpressed by the naval armament. The shark's caudal fin rose up behind the dorsal, swaying in hypnotic rhythm as the massive carnivore rapidly closed on the ship. Cassidy turned as both Commander Wilson and Hugo suddenly laughed again.
“Well damn,” Commander Wilson chuckled. “You were telling the truth after all. Sorry I didn't believe you – well, I suppose I still don't. There's no way that's a megalodon. Probably just an overgrown great white. Hell, from this distance it could be a big orca for all I know.”
“What kind of orca do you know with a blue fin, dumbass,” Nikki uttered, facing the oncoming threat.
“Watch it, Ms. Salerno,” Commander Wilson snapped. “Or we just might use you as bait. Hugo, prepare the Oerlikon. Let's show Ms. Salerno and Ms. Davis how we'll turn their mystery fish into canned tuna.”
“Aye, sir,” Hugo smiled, leaving the trio and walking over to the gunnery port. “This will be good target practice for me. Not that I didn't have enough blowing away half of Salerno's cartel. Ha-ha-ha!”
Nikki shot him a cold look as a pair of seamen escorted them back to the base of the cutter's tower. Hugo readied the weapon. Making sure the weapon's safety was off, Hugo swiveled the Oerlikon around, facing the barrel of the machine gun toward the large dorsal fin. Centering the sights to the middle of the fin, Hugo turned back to the commander.
“Fire at will,” Commander Wilson smirked.
Hugo nodded, turning back to the sight.
With a maniacal laugh, Hugo unleashed a torrent of gunfire at the shark's dorsal fin. Golden tracer rounds soared from the Oerlikon's barrel as Hugo fought to keep the gun pointed at the target. Most of the rounds missed the fish altogether, but a few shots grazed the fin.
Cassidy squinted through the ocean mist, noticing some blood spurting out from the dorsal fin. Nonetheless, the weapon's firing capabilities were not enough to slow the shark's advance. The megalodon accelerated its approach as the fin began to dip down, closing near Hugo's gunnery platform. Hugo followed the shark's descent with the machine gun's barrel, adjusting the weapon's angle as the fish began to submerge. Cassidy saw Commander Wilson's expression change from confidence to uncertainty, guessing that the soldier now correctly assessed the true size and prowess of the megalodon.
Hugo slowed his firing, mouth dropping in exasperation of trying to control the weapon. The megalodon plunged beneath the side of the cutter, having arrived at its next potential feeding ground. Cassidy gripped a rail mounted against the cutter's tower, anticipating another sonic boom from the shark's dominant weight. In the turmoil, she saw Nikki doing the same.
“Ah!” Cassidy cried as the impact rocked the cutter.
The boat listed to its side as a small amount of water passed over the deck. Cassidy felt Commander Wilson and the pair of soldiers tumble to the floor, unprepared for the shark's brutal collision with the cutter. Nikki remained upright opposite Cassidy, grabbing another rail. A piercing scream cut through the air as the firing of the machine gun ceased.
Hugo was airborne, having been shot into the air like a catapult when the megalodon struck the side of the boat. Flying ten feet into the air as the cutter veered to the side, the seaman was powerless to grab hold of the edge railing, instead falling down to the waves below. Cassidy watched helplessly as the seaman vanished over the side, arms and legs flailing in an attempt to reach for the guardrail.
“Man overboard!” Commander Wilson bellowed, racing for the edge. “Someone, throw him a –”
“AUGHHHH!”
Before anyone could arrive to throw Hugo a life-vest, the megalodon had circled back, latching onto the seaman's torso. Breaking the soldier's rib cage, the shark pulled its newest meal under the waves. Water raced down the man's throat before he was able to scream. Cassidy arrived at the guardrail just in time to see the corpse fading away under the murky surface.
“Dammit!” Commander Wilson cursed. “He's gone! That shark took him! That... that megalodon just took him.”
“Sir!” called the soldier in the tower, whom Cassidy assumed was driving the boat. “Damage to the hull! Whatever hit us, we're taking on water down below!”
“Well then get to it!” Commander Wilson yelled back. “If we sink, that monster will –”
Gunshots rang out through the deck. Blinded by a muzzle flash, Cassidy dropped to her knees, rolling away from the oncoming fire. Commander Wilson did the same, scrambling away in the other direction.
What the hell? Cassidy thought, finally finding cover behind an industrial ventilation pipe. Cautiously she gained the courage to look over to see what transpired.
In the confusion, Nikki had grabbed one of the seamen's submachine guns. The soldier was lying dead on the ground while the drug lord quickly popped another clip into the weapon. The remaining soldier on the deck – the other one tasked with guarding the drug lord – dove for cover around the other end of the tower, returning fire as he ducked into safety.
“Rot in hell, you assholes!” Nikki laughed uncontrollably, sending another barrage of gunfire recklessly all over the deck. “This isn't the end – do you hear me! I'll rebuild the entire cartel piece by piece until we're all over the West Coast!”
How could this get any worse?
Over the drug lord's angry tirade, the familiar splashing of water was heard over the deck. Cassidy turned, just in time to see the megalodon's powerful dorsal and caudal fins surface, before the creature began its powerful charge once more.
Oh... that's how.
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Bullets tore across the deck in all directions as Nikki unloaded on Commander Wilson's hiding place. Cassidy covered her ears as the commander drew his firearm from the other side of the deck, firing back at the drug lord with a Sig Sauer pistol. The other soldier on the deck tried to fire back at Nikki from his position, but the drug lord ducked into a doorway, avoiding the hailstorm. Shouts from guards up in the tower trickled through the weapons fire exchange as the rest of the ship became aware of the shootout. An alarm began to blare, adding to the volatile conflict.
Nikki, you're one crazy bitch!
Cassidy took one last look at the oncoming megalodon fin, knowing that the Coast Guard cutter would soon suffer the same fate as the speedboat. As she scrambled for cover, she decided that her best bet was to figure out how to disengage the cutter's escape speedboat from the stern and make for the California coast.
Too bad I'm not a damn Coast Guard seaman, Cassidy thought. Maybe Commander Wilson will –
“Luke, concentrate your fire at her!” the commander yelled, moving up from his cover. “Keep her pinned! I might be able to get off a clear shot!”
“Aye sir –”
The seaman named Luke caught a bullet to the skull from Nikki's submachine gun. Blood splattered out from the soldier's forehead while momentum pushed his body backwards. Cassidy cringed as the cadaver slipped off the side of the cutter, followed by a loud splash when the body struck the Pacific.
“No!” Commander Wilson screamed, standing up as he popped off rounds at Nikki's position. Nikki returned fire before ducking back into the doorway, tracer rounds whizzing past her hair. From over her cover, Cassidy watched as Nikki fled further into the entrance to the tower, running down an industrial corridor. Taking the fight to his antagonist, Commander Wilson followed her into the tower, where the gunfire exchange commenced.
“How do I figure this damn thing out?” Cassidy mumbled as she ran for the escape boat.
Frantically she pushed and pressed through the complex web of releases and control mechanisms, failing to free the small escape speedboat from the stern.
“Come on, dammit!”
Over the roar of gunfire from somewhere inside the tower, Cassidy desperately tried to decipher how the Coast Guard cutter's controls worked. She remembered several times back on the oil rig how Leon had tried to teach her simple boating procedures like freeing a boat from a release station. Each time she disregarded his teachings, finding them boring or thinking she would never have to put them into practice. It was a decision she had come to regret.
Finally, she stood up, anxiously kicking the operation panel in distress.
“Come on, you son of a bit –”
The sound of the ocean swelling interrupted her outburst.
In her efforts to escape the doomed cutter, Cassidy failed to remember the megalodon was charging the vessel. As the dorsal fin towered above her, the shark struck the side of the cutter before vanishing beneath, undoubtedly causing the hull more damage and increasing the flooding somewhere below.
“Aughh!”
The megalodon's impact sent her the way of Hugo – airborne and headed for the edge of the boat. The world around her became an entangled mess of blue blurs, her eyes struggling to make sense of the endless ocean and sky. A knot began to well up in her stomach, but staving off the nausea would have to wait.
Somersaulting mid-air with her face staring at the chaotic swell below, Cassidy outstretched her arms as far as she could as the guardrail slid beneath her. In an instant she felt her palms enclose around the rusty rail. Swinging around like an Olympic gymnast, her body struck the side of the cutter as her hands struggled to hang on.
“Awh!” she winced as a small trickle of blood dripped down her forehead from the impact against the metal siding.
Is the meg still beneath me? Oh shit! I can't stay here. Must climb! Yes, climb now!
“Help!” she cried, swinging her feet wildly as she tried to climb back up. Using her shoes and knees, Cassidy tried to push back to the deck, only for gravity to suck her back down. One of her hands let go of the rail as her body swung sideways, adding pressure to her wrist like a twisting rope.
“Ah, no!” she cried under the strain.
The words slipped her lips as the great shark passed beneath her. Buried some fifty feet under the water, she could make out the meg's gargantuan shape, stretching to a length of over twenty meters. Headed back out to open water for another pass, Cassidy watched as the megalodon's knife-like dorsal fin ascended back to the surface.
Finally, inertia swung her back around to the wall of the boat, ending her view of the aquatic nightmare.
Have to move! If it comes back for another hit, the damn shark will send me to the Pacific.
Over the edge, she heard the continued rattle of gunfire, followed by human cries as bullets found their fateful targets.
Hopefully there's at least one person left alive that knows how to operate the damn escape boat!
Throwing her palm upward, Cassidy breathed a relieving sigh as her other hand grabbed the rail. Her shoe found an indent in the side of the boat, giving her the leverage she needed to get one elbow over the top. Adrenaline pumping in, she hauled the rest of her fatigued body over the top – just as the megalodon's massive mouth snapped beneath her.
“YAAHHH!”
The shark's mouth closed five feet below her shoe, letting off a loud chomp as the fish's body rammed into the boat's starboard side.
“Oof!”
Pain rippled up her back as her spine struck the adjacent deck wall; the creature's hit having propelled her to the complete opposite side of the ship. Blurry flashes and water molecules obscured her vision momentarily. She laid there for a moment, until her vision came into focus, narrowing on a small trickle of water bubbling up from an air vent on the cutter's deck.
Son of a bitch has already done enough damage to the boat to let it sink!
“I'm not dyin’ here today,” she groaned. “Not yet. Not without a fight.”
She steadied herself, using the cutter's perimeter guardrail. By now, the megalodon would be beginning another attack run. With each hit, more damage would be tallied to the hull, adding to her urgency to escape.
The deck looked very different than it had since she had been nearly tossed into the ocean. Nikki's disastrous firefight had resulted in several blazing fires among the floor, climbing up various pipes and storage crates. The relentless attack from the megalodon manifested in a crooked tilt on the deck, sending most of the residual water collecting in a pool on the opposite side. Somewhere below, she could hear the rush of water as the ocean quickly flooded a chamber, sparking industrial ports and computerized driving mechanisms.
“Come on, Cass! Think. You need to find a way to deploy the speedboat. Find Commander Wilson and tell him the ship is lost! If he's still alive. Dammit, you should've told him the truth! You should've told him the whole truth the moment you stepped on this ship!
Since her falling over the edge, she came to realize the gunfire inside had suddenly ceased.
Is everyone on the ship dead?
She staggered forward, her shoes touching down on a thin layer of water as she made her way across the deck, reminding her of the final moments spent on the sinking speedboat. Objects began moving down the floor as the cutter continued to tilt at an odd angle, gravity sucking them toward the low point. One of the objects Cassidy quickly recognized, grabbing it as it slid past.
Luke's gun!
She picked up the weapon, checking the magazine. The weapon had about half a clip left.
“Better than nothin’,” she muttered, jamming the cartridge back into the firearm as she made her way toward the entrance to the tower.
The hallway inside was consumed with exhaust shooting out from bullet-riddled pipes, making Cassidy gag as she walked discreetly through the hissing vapor. Her only hope to escape was to locate someone who knew how to operate and detach the escape boat. But would the watercraft be enough to outrun the primordial fish that lurked somewhere beneath the sinking cutter?
I’m countin’ on it...
The first thing Cassidy saw as she exited the cloud of pressurized exhaust was the cadaver of a seaman. A bullet found its way into the unfortunate man’s skull, rendering the poor soldier a crumpled corpse against the industrial wall. She recognized him as the man who first alerted Commander Wilson that the megalodon was coming.
Sorry, pal.
Keeping the machine gun aimed ahead of her, Cassidy followed the corridor as it swung in a one-hundred-and-eighty degree arc, leading up a small stairwell to the control room of the tower. Two more bodies of additional seamen were strewn about on the stairs, ripped apart by gunfire.
Suddenly, another impact from the megalodon rocked the cutter, ramming Cassidy against the corridor wall. Above, the lights flickered once, sparking in their glass encasement before flooding the hall in darkness. Below in the hull, more water could be heard surging into the bowels of the ship, increasing the strain on the fragile structure. The ship began to groan under the increased pressure as Cassidy turned to the stairwell.
It won't be long now...
Splashing out from the inch deep water that glazed over the lower floor, Cassidy made her way up the stairs past the two bodies, carefully avoiding the cascading waterfall of blood. Finally she made her way to the tower control room, greeted by a shocking scenario.
“I'll do it!” came an angry female voice, loud enough to be heard over the blaring alarm. “I'll do it – I swear!”
“Go ahead and do it! I'll be dammed before I tell you anything about how to escape!”
Nikki Salerno had a gun aimed at Commander Wilson's head. Standing in front of a control room riddled with bullets that malfunctioned the cutter's capabilities, the drug lord made the commander get down on his knees, preparing to execute the killing shot. In her eyes she bore a look of hatred, keeping her gun trained on the surrendered officer's head as she savored the moment.
“If you don't tell me how to operate that escape boat,” Nikki muttered, “then I have no reason to keep you alive, Commander. Soon, you'll join all your dead comrades.”
“Put the gun down, Nikki,” Cassidy ordered, walking into the small control room, aiming the submachine gun at her former employer.
“Augh, Davis. You're such a boy scout! I thought you fell overboard!”
“I can't let you kill him, Nikki.”
“He's scum, Davis. He threatened to throw us to the meg!”
“Just you, bitch,” replied Commander Wilson, staring up defiantly at the drug lord. His courage earned him a swift strike to the face from the butt of Nikki's pistol. The commander shrieked and crumpled to the floor, before rising back to his kneeling position, continuing to look death defiantly in the eye.
“You can go ahead and kill me,” continued the hostage. “If you think I'll tell you anything about how to escape, you're even crazier than I thought you were! Have fun on your trip to the bottom of the Pacific. I think your big friend down there will be pleased to meet you.”
“You crazy old bastard,” Nikki said with a scowl, gritting her teeth. “I swear, I'll do it! I'll do it if you don't tell me how to work the damn boat!”
“No you won't,” Cassidy replied, stepping into the room. “I have a clean shot on you, Nikki. I've seen you do horrible, terrible things to your own kind on the rig. I've wanted to stop you for so long. And now, that time has finally come.”
“You couldn't hit the broad side of a Santa Monica home, Davis,” Nikki laughed. “I've seen your shootin’. Hell, today you didn't hit any of the other Coast Guard seamen in the rig shootout.”
“Are you really that naive, Nikki?” Cassidy smiled. “After all this time, I was worried that you would've actually caught on. There was a reason that I didn't shoot any of the others...”
“What are you talkin’ about, bitch?”
“I've been working undercover with the DEA for six years,” Cassidy smiled. “We've been monitoring your cartel's progress, using your operation for intel on the other cartels that have been popping up along the West Coast in the past decade. When I knew we’d harvested all the information out of you that we could, we decided to pull the plug on your cartel. Before long, we'll be going after all the others as well.”
Nikki scowled, her hand trembling as she shook the gun. Commander Wilson's mouth hung agape, blown away by the startling discovery.
“Who do you think called the Coast Guard about your whereabouts?” Cassidy winked. “I led them right to your front door, bitch.”
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“You conniving little bitch!” Nikki roared, her hand continuing to shake as she kept the gun aimed at Commander Wilson. “I knew it! I knew there was something off about you. No one that's ever worked for my cartel has been that terrible of a shot. And it wasn't the first time either – you refused to execute some of the workers who tried to short me of cash! I had to make Xavier finish the job! Gaugh! I should've added you to the execution list for your insubordination!”
“You should have,” Cassidy smiled calmly.
“How did the screening process miss you?” Nikki asked coldly.
“I was brought in by Rob Peters,” Cassidy replied, “Who as you may or may not know, vouched for me to get in. After he left your cartel, he did time for a double homicide in downtown LA. We got to him there and managed to conjure up a deal where his sentence was reduced if he talked me up to his cartel connections – your cartel. After that, I had a meeting with Xavier, and the rest took care of itself. I don't think your enforcer ever came to suspect anything either, if it makes you feel better.”
Cassidy could sense Nikki's blood boiling as her hand trembled. The DEA agent kept her machine gun aimed at the drug lord's head. In the background, the bow of the boat began to rise slowly into the air, reminding her of the famous Titanic incident.
We must be taking on more water below, Cassidy surmised. I can't stay here much longer...
“So... what happens now, Agent Davis?” Nikki scowled.
“What happens now is that you put the gun down and I take you in to one of the other Coast Guard boats. Sorry I didn't tell you about myself earlier, Commander Wilson. I was a little shook up from the encounter with the megalodon.”
“Apology accepted,” Commander Wilson replied. “But I have a better idea. Why not kill her and the two of us can make for one of the nearby cutters in our detachable speedboat?”
“What?” Cassidy asked, shocked by the officer's callous statement.
“Before the shootout, I had my men send out a distress call. By now, several cutters in the vicinity are en route to pick us up – provided the megalodon doesn't get to us first. Ms. Salerno here has proven too dangerous to be taken in alive. I don't have any handcuffs on board, so there's no way to detain her. If she somehow gets the upper hand if we try to take her out in the escape boat, do you really think she'll spare our lives? She could kill us both and dump us overboard, letting our blood attract the shark so she can get away. And from the way I take it, the two of you haven't had the best working relationship. She'll kill you as soon as she finds the opportunity, Agent Davis.”
“He's right, Agent Davis,” Nikki smiled. “It would be a pleasure – doing something I should've done a long time ago...”
“I'm not a murderer, Commander,” Cassidy replied, shooting the officer a stern look. “You expect me to ignore months of training and preparation for this sting operation, just to execute the main objective that the DEA wants to apprehend?”
“You'd be doing us all a favor,” Commander Wilson replied. “You and I both know how many people the Salerno Cartel has killed over the years. They've killed many of my comrades, as I'm sure they've also killed people from the DEA and other agencies that got in their way. If she kills us and gets away, then this nightmare will start all over again. Ms. Salerno has great influence in the criminal underworld. Do you really want to take that chance?”
“He's right, Agent Davis,” Nikki smiled. “Do you?”
“Be quiet, Nikki!” Cassidy snapped. “I'm not about to kill you, but I may just pop you one in the leg to make matters easier!”
“I'd leak blood all the way to the next cutter,” Nikki laughed. “And our friend the megalodon will surely follow. You'd be better off shooting me...”
“Nikki! I said be quiet! Commander, we can both take her in. We'll just put her in the front of the boat. We'll both have guns – it'll be a piece of cak –”
A gunshot rang out through the cutter's control room as Commander Wilson's skull splattered open. Blinded temporarily by the sudden muzzle flash, Cassidy watched as blood spurted out from the back of the officer's head, coating a control panel in a crimson sheen. The uniformed cadaver slumped down on the metal floor, clanging loudly as the commander's forehead struck the rivets. Nikki started to turn her weapon toward her remaining opponent, but Cassidy was already eyeing her.
“Put it down, Nikki,” Cassidy barked, blinking blood from her eyes. “My orders were to take you alive, but if you turn your weapon on me, then you give me no choice...”
Nikki smiled devilishly, dropping her machine gun to the floor.
“Good luck getting out of here, Agent Davis. I've killed the last man alive who knew anything about disengaging that escape boat – if the stern is still above water, that is...”
“Looks like we're both going down together then,” Cassidy replied.
“I think not,” Nikki said, entranced by something out the window.
“What are you –”
A familiar impact rocked the starboard side of the cutter, pushing the tower over at nearly a forty-five degree angle. Cassidy felt her feet leave the ground, launched into the air once again by the megalodon's thunderous impact. To her front, Nikki's body was hurled against the side wall of the tower. Shattering the protective glass, the drug lord's form flew off the tower, landing with a thud somewhere on the deck below.
“Augh!” Cassidy cried as she saw stars, knowing that her head had struck the ceiling of the tower control room. Her palms felt the cold tingle of riveted metal as she braced herself for the rough landing.  Turning her head, she came face to face with the frozen expression of the ruthless Commander Wilson as he lay static on the floor.
I can't take much more of this...
The gleam of metal caught her eye from the corner of the room, and a second later Luke's gun was back in her hand. As she regained her footing, through the broken glass of the tower's windows, the familiar sight of the megalodon's dorsal fin drifted past, before submerging again into the Pacific.
Son of a bitch just won't let us live, will it?
A sudden swelling of ocean made her spin around. A torrent of bubbling water exploded into the lower hallway from under the hall, quickly rising up the stairs as it threatened to consume the first of the Coast Guard seaman cadavers. In the conduit above, the alarm sparked, ceasing the incessant blaring.
It's going down fast!
The corridor compromised, Cassidy turned her attention to the broken glass from whence Nikki's body was tossed out of. She approached the edge and looked down. Below, the ocean had not managed to envelop the rapidly sinking cutter, although trickles of waves were beginning to roll over the side. The crackle of extinguishing fires hissed as repercussion effects from the firefight met their match against the megalodon's attacks. Lastly, Cassidy noticed that Nikki's body was nowhere in sight.
Why do I have the feeling that I haven't seen the last of her?
Cassidy shrugged the thought aside, letting herself accept the free fall of the fifteen foot plunge until her body struck the metal floor below. The chill of the sea mist lapped against her face, and she remembered the objective at hand: capture Nikki and escape!
Okay, bitch. Where are you?
Gun in hand, Cassidy veered around, walking cautiously along the side of the boat to the rear platform. Several residual fires still burned along the various ports and junction boxes, only to be extinguished with a sudden wave. The chill of ocean water splashed roughly over her face as the cutter continued its inevitable tilt. Gravity forcing her to hug the wall of the tower, Cassidy followed the pathway around until she made it to the half-sunken stern of the boat, greeted by a familiar foe.
Amid the rapidly filling deck, Nikki Salerno was at the escape boat, quickly pressing through the controls. Screaming as part of the console sparked in response to water intake, Nikki shielded her eyes and jumped back, taking note that she was being watched.
Cassidy readied her weapon in response, anticipating a volatile showdown with her rival.
Marveling at the speed at which the drug dealer swiveled her hand around, Nikki toted the gun in the DEA agent's direction.
“See you in hell, Agent Davis!” laughed the criminal as she let fly a carefree volley of chaotic rounds.
Cassidy returned fire, running along the deck as she took cover behind a large pipe. As the bullets transitioned into little fireworks as they struck the side of the tower, Cassidy found time to reload, watching as a steady stream of water flew out from the tower entrance, adding strain to the already sinking stern.
Nikki took cover behind the escape boat, swapping out magazines before sending another stream of bullets in Cassidy's direction.
“Ha! I've done it!” came the drug lord's wicked voice. “I've figured out this dammed control rig!”
To her horror, the agent heard the detachment process beginning. Gaining courage to glance over her cover, she saw that the boat was now floating on the flooded deck. Somehow, against all odds, Nikki Salerno had managed to decipher the Coast Guards depleted console controls, releasing the evacuation craft.
“What are you gonna do, Agent Davis?” Nikki laughed, wading through the waist deep sunken deck. “You shoot at me, and you risk hitting the escape boat. It's no worry though, since I'll be the one taking it! Ha-ha-ha!”
Cassidy tried to engage, only to retreat back as another burst from Nikki's submachine gun fire sailed toward her, sending sparking showers over her cover. When she was finally able to return fire, she aimed poorly and high, heeding Nikki's warning to avoid hitting the small escape watercraft. From behind her barricade, she heard the drug lord grunt as she clumsily rolled into the boat.
After taking careful aim, Cassidy heard a defeating click – her weapon was spent of ammunition, and she didn't have a spare cartridge to resume the firefight.
“It's over, Davis!” Nikki yelled, turning to start the boat's motor. 
Cassidy ducked down, weighing her options, none of which looked attractive. It was either die from gunfire, die from drowning, or die from the megalodon. Out of those three options, she figured her odds were still the best against Nikki Salerno.
It's now or never, Davis. You have to do this – or you'll be stranded here on a sinking cutter with a hungry megalodon floating nearby.
She looked up again, confirming her enemy was still busy trying to start the motor.
Cassidy capitalized on her opponent's distraction, running toward the floating craft. Nikki heard her coming as she thudded across the deck and turned to fire. A maniacal smile cracked across the drug lord's face as the DEA agent arrived within firing range – only to realize at that critical moment that her weapon had jammed.
“Dammit! Stupid Coast Guard gu –”
Using the unsunken part of the deck to her advantage, Cassidy bolted across the soaked floor, jumping into the air the moment the water line began. Her jump earned her enough momentum to fly over the small body of water – directly into Nikki's escape boat. The drug lord stared at the agent in shock as her weapon failed to fire. Cassidy extended her right leg, preparing for a move she hadn't executed since her basic combat training for the Drug Enforcement Agency.
“Oh, shit – ooof!”
Feeling the brunt of Cassidy's momentum in the form of an outstretched shoe heel to her abdomen, Nikki grunted in agony. Her sub machine gun clattered onto the boat's floor as the drug lord was kicked off the craft, flying into the ocean with a loud splash.
Okay, Davis – think! How do you work this thing?
Quickly calculating how to operate the escape boat's motor and driving functions, Cassidy guided the boat out past the deck, feeling the ship's fragile hull bump once against the cutter's sunken guardrail, before continuing out to open water. Nikki surfaced a second later, coughing up water as she cleared her lungs, clawing at the surface.
“Davis, please don't leave me! I promise! I'll be good. Don't leave me out here with that thing!”
“Hang on, Nikki,” Cassidy replied, turning the boat's wheel as she guided it closer to Nikki's position.
“Oh, God! Davis – I think it's coming! Hurry!”
Even before Nikki could continue, Cassidy took note of the large behemoth shadow that materialized under the water. The shadow soon transitioned to the sinister shape of the megalodon's large head. Opening its jaws wide, revealing rows of serrated teeth, the shark positioned its gullet directly under the drug lord's position. Then with an impressive surge, the megalodon burst up from underneath her, engulfing the cartel queen whole in a massive gulp.  Nikki had no time to scream – the megalodon's mouth slammed shut after its meal slid down its throat, severing one of the woman's hands by the wrist.
“Augh!”
Cassidy fell over in the boat as the shark's sudden hurtle out of water sent a violent wave at her, knocking the escape boat farther away from the doomed cutter. She looked up just in time to see the megalodon's massive body flying over her boat. Finally, the caudal fin passed overhead as the shark executed a perfect dive back into the ocean on the adjacent side of the boat, ending with another dizzying splash that thrust her boat in a nauseating spin.
As the caudal gin disappeared back into the abyss, Cassidy shuddered at one simple thought.She was alone.
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With the bubbles diminishing in the wake of the megalodon's plunge, Cassidy turned back to the boat's wheel. She glanced over the dashboard, grateful that the firefight didn't damage any of the vehicle's controls or gauges. Her hand clenched the cold steel of the throttle, easing the boat away from the sinking debris field.
The once pristine Coast Guard cutter headed by Commander Wilson was nearly underwater. Waves completely flooded the deck as water from below streamed through the entrance to the tower. Flames from Nikki's reckless firefight crept off the side of the tower, created from burned out barrels that had since been extinguished by the rising waters.
Cassidy took one last look at the rippling surface where the megalodon vanished, half expecting Nikki to somehow escape the shark's clutches, like she had accomplished many times to evade capture by the military. Finally, Cassidy continued to push the throttle forward, leaving the site of the wreckage.
If the meg's bite force didn't kill her instantly, the shark's rapid descent into heavier water pressure would've...
Roaring away from the besieged craft, Cassidy gunned the engine, giving a final glance back. The ocean crawled over the remaining fragments of the cutter's deck and quickly rose up to consume the bulk of the tower. Seconds later, the top of the tower bubbled into the Pacific, leaving no trace of the treachery of the megalodon. Turning back to the wheel, Cassidy accelerated, eager to leave the ship's resting place behind.
Okay, Wilson said something about more cutters inbound – hopefully I run into one soon...
The dashboard below revealed the boat's motor functions and internal computer were working accurately. The compass bore a heading of East – the direction of the California shoreline. Cassidy smiled.
Maybe this nightmare will all be behind me.
An explosion of ocean fifty yards ahead quickly shook off her positive outlook.
“AUGH! No!”
The resurgence of the megalodon confirmed a theory that Cassidy had been speculating upon – the shark had no intentions of leaving anyone from the sting operation alive. She guessed that the animal's salacious appetite had been created by its recent mass consumption of human food. Much blood had been spilled in the water around the rig, possibly drawing the behemoth from the depths of the ocean. The combination of human blood and the creature's instincts to hunt created a lust for slaughter in the primordial shark – a lust it yearned to satisfy.
The thing's not gonna stop until I'm dead!
Gaining confidence in its innate ability to conduct diving attacks, the megalodon rose above the escape boat like an aquatic manifestation of the grim reaper. Even though the creature was of immense weight, the megalodon's momentum earned an altitude higher than that of the boat, which would grant the carnivore an opportunity to devour its target whole. Cassidy took note of the shark's large teeth, watching as they jutted through the gums like arrowheads. The animal's mouth opened wide to receive her, exposing the dark chasm of the meg's gullet.
“Whoa!”
Reflexes kicking in as reality sped up, Cassidy swung the boat to the left, arcing the craft in a near ninety degree angle. Groaning under pressure, the boat complied and executed the swift turn with seconds to spare. The megalodon flew past like an out-of-control Mack truck, twisting its head sideways as it attempted to pluck Cassidy from the vessel. The maneuver failed, and the great predator vanished back into the ocean with a colossal splash.
Can I outrun it? Cassidy thought, her heart thumping quickly.
The thought was plausible, she was sure, when dealing with a normal predator like an average-sized great white shark. But against something the size of a small building, Cassidy had doubts that the boat could outrun a mature megalodon.
A quick glance back told her the predator was about to begin another attack run. She saw the massive dorsal and caudal fins surface as the animal headed for the direction of the sunken cutter, before beginning a graceful turn back around to her direction, restarting the chase. The shark's turn allotted Cassidy time to gain speed as she flew toward the presumed shoreline of California.
The time advantage didn't last for long however – the submerged megalodon accelerated to a rate that initially rivaled that of her boat, but soon was gaining ground on the fleeing watercraft. Cassidy watched in horror as the dorsal fin grew closer and closer, the sounds of its approach rivaling the sound of the engine.
Come on! Go faster, you militarized hunk-of-junk! If that thing attempts another flying attack, it could crush me!
Suddenly, she heard a faint whirring over the shark's colossal fins as they pulverized waves generated by her propeller. On the horizon ahead, an orange speck appeared in the sky, gradually growing larger as it approached her position.
A Coast Guard Jayhawk Chopper!
Cassidy looked over her shoulder at the megalodon's massive dorsal fin, then back at the military helicopter.
They have to see it... They have to see what's following me. But just in case it doesn't register to them that I need help...
She reached down on the dashboard panel where a flare gun had been strapped to a shelf beside the throttle controls. Unstrapping the pistol, she aimed the orange flare gun toward the sky and pressed the trigger, sending a hot spark soaring into the air where it exploded several hundred yards ahead of the helicopter. Cassidy smiled when the helicopter began to descend in altitude, realizing the pilots must have got the hint.
The megalodon continued its inevitable advance, wriggling back and forth in a seamless pattern below the surface as Cassidy tried in vain to zigzag. Twisting and throwing the boat back and forth, she grimaced as the shark kept on her like a computerized tracking missile. Throwing the megalodon off her trail by way of maneuver was pointless, and if the shark had sunken larger ships, it could sink her fledgling little escape craft with ease
The only hope is the chopper!
As she fixed her eyes on the coming salvation on the horizon, she heard a loud swell behind her. Jerking the wheel to the right as a reflex, Cassidy turned – horrified as she was staring at an airborne megalodon with its jaws fully opened, revealing its dark gullet once more.
“Augh! Get away from me, you bitch!”
The move was enough to carry her out of harm's way by means of the shark's hungry appetite, but it wasn't enough to avoid the shark entirely. Flying past her head, the shark's right collided with the edge of Cassidy's boat, splintering and fracturing the structure. Dozens of geysers shot up from the floor as the megalodon descended back into the sea.
“SHIT!”
She looked down in utter shock at what had happened. The right side of her small boat had been completely eviscerated in the creature's pounce. Water quickly began to filter through the gaps, forming a solid puddle that consumed the floor of the boat. The vessel had stopped moving, consuming enough water that the propeller could no longer push the craft forward. Cassidy swallowed hard, knowing the boat would be under the ocean in less than a minute.
I guess it's all up to the helicopter now...
Hastily throwing on a life vest that she found in the storage compartment under the wheel, Cassidy clambered up to the bow of the craft as the stern began to fill with water. Just as it had been with the Coast Guard cutter, the bow began to lift upward, buying her only additional seconds of safety as the stern plunged beneath the waves.
She scanned the immediate vicinity for the next appearance of the dreaded dorsal fin, but the megalodon had yet to surface.
Son of a bitch is toying with me, Cassidy thought as she watched the water quickly rise up to the bow.
The whirring of the helicopter blades grew to a deafening crescendo as she looked upwards. The chopper was still a hundred yards away, but was beginning to arrive within ten feet above sea level. From the side of the aerial vehicle, she could see a door opening and a uniformed crewman waving at her.
Come on, dammit!
Suddenly she could feel the water creeping up to the tip of her shoes... her ankle... her knees...
With a subtle jump, she hopped off the sunken bow, feeling the vehicle leave her body and begin its descent down to the ocean floor beneath. Trying not to make too much commotion as she waded around the surface, she stared out anxiously, gulping as she soon pinpointed the location of the meg.
As if trying to time its next attack with the arrival of the helicopter, the megalodon surfaced a hundred yards away, turned back toward the last known point of the vehicle, then rapidly shot towards her, quickly gaining speed.
Oh no, Cassidy swallowed as she paddled on the surface. This is it...
Over the swell of the ocean and the meg's swift approach, she heard a sudden crack, followed by several others.
Huh? she thought, the sound reminding her of a baseball connecting with a wooden bat.
The Jayhawk had its side door open. A soldier clad in Coast Guard aviation attire was standing in the opening, firing a shotgun with incendiary rounds. Each round struck the fin, making the megalodon flinch in pain. By the time the fourth round struck the meg's rubbery exterior, a flame managed to catch along the top of the fin.
Cassidy watched in utter shock as the megalodon abandoned the charge, diving back below the ocean only feet in front of her to extinguish the flame.
“Augh!” she winced as the wave from the megalodon's wake pushed her under.
By the time she surfaced, she gripped a Coast Guard harness that had been tossed down to her. For the first time in the day, as she latched the harness around her body, she felt safe.
The Jayhawk was hovering only twenty feet above, creating concentric waves with its turbulent blades. The seaman in the chopper's opening looked down at her from his black visor, waving a thumbs up to confirm that she had secured it around her. When Cassidy returned the wave, she felt herself beginning to be pulled up.
Thank God! I've made it! I'm getting out of this nightmare!
Gaining altitude rapidly, the Jayhawk began an ascent back to the skies. Cassidy felt her waist leave the ocean, followed by her thighs and shoes as the chopper hauled her skyward.
Thank God! It's over... it's over...
Cassidy felt her heart rate decreasing, her muscles relaxing. She could see the man above pulling her closer to the helicopter as the clouds grew closer. Suddenly the man stopped, backing into the helicopter in shock – that's when Cassidy heard the loud swell of the ocean growing beneath her.
Turning her head downward and witnessing something that she knew would haunt her nightmares for years to come, she came face to face with an airborne megalodon, watching helplessly as the colossal carnivore launched itself out of the ocean like a volcanic explosion. The animal grew closer and closer, its caudal fin leaving the surface of the ocean as its entire bulk hovered over the waves. Cassidy lost her breath as her skin turned cold, watching as the rows of razor-sharp teeth stretched wide toward her. In the shark's eyes spun the cyclic blades of the Jayhawk, threatening to rob her of salvation in that horrific moment.
“OoO-ph!”
Somewhere above, the pilot jerked the chopper skyward, hauling Cassidy out of the way of the megalodon as the shark fell backwards. Forced to watch as the ocean shrunk beneath her, she witnessed the megalodon crash back into the waves, consumed by the ocean once more as the helicopter attained a safe altitude that the predator would never achieve.
Unable to look away from the sea of water far below, Cassidy suddenly heard a voice.
“Are you okay, Agent Davis?” asked the soldier as he helped her into the Jayhawk after lugging her to the doorway hatch.
“Good as I'll ever be,” she remarked, staggering past him as she strapped herself into a leathery chair. “Damn was I glad to see you on the horizon. How did you know who I was?”
“Secondary reinforcements finished the raid on the rig,” replied the soldier, removing his helmet to reveal a handsome chiseled face. “A contact at the DEA informed the inbound ships after the initial raid of who you were. When we reported that your body wasn't found, our source informed us it was likely that you would have gone with Nikki to eventually secure her capture. When her body didn't show up either, they deployed over a dozen Jayhawks to find out. I guess we were the ones who won the lottery. Say, was that a shark comin’ for you? I've never seen anything like that!”
“It's a megalodon,” Cassidy replied, turning away from the soldier and staring blankly out the window at the rolling waves beneath.
“A megalodon?” she saw the soldier ask in the reflection of the window. “Damn, I thought those sharks were supposed to be extinct. My Dad used to have a meg tooth in his office. He found it washed up on the beach. I used to be fascinated by it when I was a kid. I hope there isn't more of them? Say, what do you think about – hey, Agent Davis? Agent Davis?”
“Let her sleep, Ronny,” laughed the pilot from the front. “She's been through a lot today. I'm sure she'll tell you all about it when she wakes up.”
“Aye, sir,” replied Ronny, closing the hatch of the helicopter with a smile.
Cassidy heard the voices around her as she melted from consciousness, dreaming about her time spent undercover, training in the firing range back at her headquarters, Nikki Salerno, the mist of the sea – and a very large set of disturbingly sharp teeth.






CLOSING MONOLOGUE

You fade up from black, seeing that you are now standing beside the man in black, looking over the endless stretches of the beautiful, yet ominous waves of the Pacific. The man in black turns to you, hair ruffling through his sleek hair.
“Cassidy Davis should count herself lucky,” the man says turning back to you. “It's not every day that you encounter a primordial animal like a megalodon – and live to tell the tale. Unfortunately, the other members of the operation weren't so lucky. Let the story be a lesson for you. Next time you find yourself swimming in the ocean, always remember what may be waiting just beyond the shallows. Well, that's all for today. I'll hope to see you in the future for another terrifying tale of...”
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I
“Huh!”
Arien's eyes cracked open at the sound of outlying pulse rifle fire shattering through the night air. The blasts sounded as if they had originated back at the main Exile encampment, where Deckard had concentrated most of his forces in a series of crude tents in the center of a savanna. Seconds after the original pulse blasts broke out into the air, return fire was heard, telling Arien that there was surely a battle happening back at the Exile settlement– an ambush perhaps.
“Did someone get past our scout patrols?” Juane asked, stirring out from a crude tent beside Arien, rubbing the sleep from his eyes as he sluggishly searched for his firearm.
“Someone from the Colony?” another mercenary named Matthias asked, running through the trees into their sentry post. “No, it couldn't be, could it? How would they have found us?”
“It wouldn't be the damn Colony!” Arien snapped impatiently. “Use your head, Matthias! Even if they wanted to attack, they would be too honorable to enact an ambush. You know that's not their style. The Colony is very archaic in that sense.”
“Neolithics?” Juane asked, readying his battle-worn XR-90.
“Would a neolithic know how to use a pulse rifle?” Arien asked, offering him a blunt look. “Hell, how would a neolithic even get its hands on one? No, this is something else.”
Arien had developed an odd friendship with both Juane and Matthias over time, due to reoccurring scouting patrols and sentry duty where the three were often assigned together. Throughout their various assignments, the trio had matured into an unlikely friendship, although Arien often found herself annoyed by the pair's constant stupidity and lack of ambition for advancement.
“Well we were the three on patrol!” Matthias went on, shouldering his lesser battered XR-90 as a trace of fear escaped his eyes. “If someone from the Colony, the Neolithics, or somewhere else slipped past us, well, let's just say it'd be better if we just packed up and left right now. Tanner will have our heads on a stick faster than Deckard can order it, if they find out we were at fault.”
“They'll find us,” Juane added, uncertainty causing his voice to tremble. “They have Kale. The old sage can track anything. Man's got a nose better than a bloody sauro!”
“So let's get back and take the fight to whoever is doing this!” Arien replied, already turning back toward the direction of the conflict. “Maybe Deckard won't notice we screwed up. I've spoken with him a few times before – I can sway him, especially if we turn the tide on whoever is attacking. We might even be deemed heroes, if we can prove it was one of the other sentries that screwed up. But I'm telling you, it's something else.”
“Like what, Arien?” Juane asked.
“How should I know?” Arien grumbled, shooting him an icy look. “I hate when you ask me dumb shit.”
“All right, damn!” Juane said, raising his palms in response to her sudden outrage. “Cool it, will you? I'm just as confused as you are!”
“Right,” Arien said, turning back to the sounds of the skirmish. “So let's go put an end to this.”
“Ugh,” Matthias lamented before nodding. “Let's go.”
The three took off running through the brush of jungle toward the sounds of the mysterious battle. Smacking off the darkened silhouettes of palm fronds, Arien drew her pulse pistol.
Either he'll welcome us back with open arms, she thought, silently praying that she was right and they didn't botch their patrol, or we'll be dead before the Triassic sun comes up. Either way, now is the chance to prove ourselves.
#
Surprised by his opponent's hidden talent of hand-to-hand combat, Delios Deckard swung a punch at Sperra, his former third-in-command subordinate. Sperra blocked the blow expertly, countering with a swift punch to Deckard's unprotected ribs. Deckard fell backward, knocking over a table in his command tent and sending pillaged loot all over the canvased tent base. Managing an exasperated cough, he peered vengefully at his opponent.
“I said – I'm leaving, Deckard!” Sperra breathed hard, finishing him with a sideways kick to the jaw. As her former warlord lay bleeding and cupping his nose, Sperra finished with, “And I'm taking what's rightfully mine, since I was the one that salvaged them!”
“You think the Colony would welcome you back with open arms?” Deckard smiled, bleeding profusely from his nostrils as he applied pressure to the wound. “That salvaged shit is a drop in the bucket to them. But out here, in the wild, where Neolithics and herreras are lurking around every turn – it's everything for us. You take those items, and you'll doom us all! And you know I'll be comin' for you.”
“Well, I guess we'll have to fix that pesky dilemma right now,” Sperra replied, brandishing an X2-20 from an end table and aiming it at the warlord. “Sorry, Deckard. But I don't feel like looking over my shoulder for the rest of my life from your wicked band of fu –”
A pulse blast sailed out from the other end of the tent, bathing the interior in a sudden glow. Sperra ducked instinctively as the bright ray sailed above her, scorching through the other side of the tent to the outlying encampment. As she rolled behind a toppled crate of gear, Tanner and two guards barged through at the other end, pulse rifles at the ready. Deckard grumbled, scrambling behind the end table, knocking over prized Neolithic tribal horns in the process.
“There she is!” cried one of the warriors.
“Kill her!” Tanner cried, jamming his safety off.
“Kill her now!” Deckard echoed, snapping up an X2-20 from a hidden pouch and sending additional pulse blasts at his former third-in-command. “Kill her! She's stolen our precious detonators! The sauros will pick us off in no time if we don't have those damned things to deploy!”
The canvas tent became ablaze with trading rounds of pulse shards, generating a cacophony heard around for miles. The acidic blasts melted through the tent like holes in cheese, resulting in frantic screams as the blasts found their marks from warriors outside as they scrambled for cover. Deckard frowned as Sperra quickly dispatched Tanner's duo of inexperienced guards, and rolled ahead to engage as he kicked over another table for cover.
A young female mercenary appeared at the other entrance where Sperra was hoping to escape. Commanding Sperra to halt, Deckard saw a quick blast from his opponent's weapon sail into the woman's skull, killing her instantly. Sperra regained her firing stance, slowly backing up out of the tent, while sending strategic return fire at Deckard and Tanner. A second later, she had vanished into the folds, letting the frayed opening flap shut as the tent structure started to buckle.
“Put the whole bloody camp on high alert!” Deckard yelled, standing and rushing to the exit. “We need those detonators back, Tanner! And now!”
“Right away, sir!” Tanner yelled, helping the warlord to his feet before exiting the tent, barking orders out to the nearest soldiers. Deckard ran out of the other end, angered that Sperra was nowhere in sight. He scanned over the aisles of tents, only to see emboldened young Exile recruits rushing for their weapons and confused patrols. Some of the tents were ablaze from the volatile weapon fire exchange, and a handful of warriors were wounded and crying.
Sperra, you've made a public mockery of me in front of everyone. Now you will pay!
Primal Target is available from Amazon here!
Or find more great Sea Monster books at www.severedpress.com
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