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CHAPTER 1

Crater Lake, North Carolina, 2000

The boat rocked as the man moved about the deck, dropping the strange apparatuses into the water. They were long, primitive looking tubes of hand-hammered brass, with bell-like flares at the sides and ends, designed over centuries to send underwater signals at an ultra-low frequency. The man affixed them to the edge of the little boat with a delicacy, a reverence.

The boy sat in silence, clutching a MAD Magazine in his hand, occasionally peeking over the paper edges to catch a secret, stolen glimpse of his father at work. He didn’t want to care what the man was doing; it was always some new experiment or project, it had been for years, but he couldn’t help it.

Silhouetted against the lowering afternoon sun, his father’s blacked out figure seemed larger than life. He towered, he loomed. The boy wondered if all fathers loomed.

As the man moved nimbly to the other side of the boat, he made way for the sun to pour its full focus on the boy. He squinted in the light and pawed uselessly at the sweat dripping from his light blonde hairline. He could already feel the sunburn reddening his pale skin but the man, predictably, had forgotten sunscreen. The humid air was claustrophobic. Cicadas screeched from the surrounding tree line.

The boy looked longingly at the air-conditioned cabin at the edge of the lake. A crop of river birches stood guard around it. The only house for miles. Two bedrooms, one bath. A palace compared to where they had been living for as long as the boy could remember. Until the lake, it had been a series of trailers, tents, cars. The occasional lucky sofa bed in the home of some eccentric his father had befriended on their journeys. They’d gone all over the world as the man searched rivers, lakes, lochs, oceans, fjords, and even backyard wells for… something. The boy never knew, but he knew that this lake was somehow special. And that the air-conditioned cabin had a television where TNT was playing a matinee special of both Terminator movies.

He hated the lake.

He watched as the man grinned to himself, rubbing his roughhewn hands over the permanent five o’clock shadow that always lived on his strong, angular jaw. The man pulled off his tattered Mudcats ball cap and slapped it against his knee in a weird ritual of pleasure. He whistled something that sounded like a real song but wasn’t.

“Good God. Beautiful,” the man said to himself.

His father’s love for the lake made the boy hate it even more.

“It’s not that good,” he said, his eyes scanning MAD’s parody of the new Godzilla movie, but not really reading it.

“Huh?” the man whirled around as if surprised to learn he had company.

The boy tried his best to read the magazine. A caricature of Matthew Broderick was studying a pile of lizard poop the size of a strip mall.

For a moment, the man regarded his son as a strange curiosity. As another fish or algae or barnacle in his living records. Then he shrugged. Moved on with his work. He approached one of the brass pipes and pressed his lips around the end. He began to murmur into the tube. As his voice moved down the tube it became more and more amplified by the strange bulbs protruding from the sides.

The boy could not make out what his father was saying, but the sound was deep and powerful, rhythmic, and repetitive. Like a prayer. Something about it felt like a wave rushing over him. Enveloping him. Crushing him.

“What are those?” the boy asked, hoping it would stop the man from speaking.

The man didn’t answer. Lost in his chanting.

“What are those?” the boy asked again, insistent this time.

The man stopped, looked. Hesitated. Then, “It is… do you know that contraption that children make, the strings between the tin cans? When I was a boy I ran the line between my house and my next-door neighbor’s. We would talk to each other through it.” The boy stared at him. “Do you know that thing, that contraption?”

The boy had seen the thing in movies. But who would he have built one with? He’d never had a neighbor to trade secrets with.

This seemed to dawn on the man. As if he could read his son’s young mind. His stony, muscular face softened, and he walked to the boy and knelt down before him. He removed the magazine from his hands and tossed it on the boat’s rusting metal bench.

“Caw. Cawley.” The boy ignored his name. “Look at me, champ,” the dad said then. “This is the end of the line. This lake… it has what I’ve been looking for this whole time. It has a power within it… The power. Do you understand?”

Cawley didn’t. He asked, “Are we going to be normal after this?”

“What lives below the surface of this lake will make life… anything but normal. But if you mean we can stay by this lake… Yes. We won’t be going anywhere. We’ll stay here and learn things that no human being has ever learned before. The truth that has never before been heard.” He stood, enormous again against the backdrop of the ever-lowering sun. He looked down at his boy. “I’ve finally found it, Caw. The brain behind it all.”

He stepped back in the center of the small boat, causing it to shift restlessly in the lake’s inky waters. The movement made the boy nervous.

The reverberations around the boat continued, coming harder and faster. The water slapped more urgently at the sides of the little boat. The man didn’t seem to care. The boy did. He gripped the bench in fear and watched as his father smiled in a way he’d never seen before.

Water sprayed over him as the tentacles burst from the water, suddenly surrounding the boat. The long, thin whipcords glowed a beautiful array of hyper-bright colors, like hundreds of neon signs come to life. They twitched and twisted feverishly about the two souls, creating a loose cocoon around the boat, and blotting out the sun in a kaleidoscopic array of color and a deep, bass-like humming.

While Caw froze, his father opened his eyes as if seeing the sun for the first time.

“Finally,” he had time to say before the tentacles descended upon him.

They immediately began to bore into the man’s tanned flesh at his wrist, ankles, and neck. Thin as yarn string, the tentacles wove their way into his veins. The boy watched as the tendrils lifted his father off of the deck of the boat, his circulatory system alighted by the glowing tentacles burrowing deeper and deeper into him. His flesh danced with neon colors, spreading like living tattoos.

The tentacles at his head bored into his collarbone and up his jugular vein. The boy could not see what they did to the inside of his skull, only the blinding hot white light that poured from his father’s impossibly wide eyes. He looked at his son and the man’s stare was like the oncoming headlights of a hearse on the highway to hell.

His father smiled. He whispered, “It’s… beautiful.”

Then the tentacles pulled away in one swift jerk, yanking every part of his body in a different direction. For a split second, the sinews and cartilage held firm, but only for a second. Then he was torn apart in an explosion of viscera. His limbs flopped about like empty finger puppets on the tentacles. His head, ripped from his torso, kept grinning even as the lights went out behind his eyes.

As fast as they had come, the tentacles were gone. Vanished beneath the surface, along with all that remained of the man.

The boy looked around at the suddenly placid lake. Even the cicadas had gone quiet. He was alone, save for Alfred E. Neuman’s blood-spattered grin. He didn’t scream. He didn’t cry. He couldn’t. He couldn’t even blink. And so, he sat in silent terror.

Caw’s father, Lachlan McMackin, had left him forever.

He wondered if anyone would believe what had just happened to him.


CHAPTER 2

They didn’t.


CHAPTER 3

Same Place, 2023

The fungus just wouldn’t come out right. It was too real, somehow. Too earthly. Lacking the alien qualities of its brethren.

Deirdre dabbed at it with a tiny detail brush, adding a shade of otherworldly purple to its gills. She leaned in close and brushed the black bangs from her eyes, adjusted her cat eyeglasses, and squinted in focused examination. She sighed. Not there. Closer, at least. She went back to re-mixing the purple. Perhaps that was the problem, she thought, but knowing that it wasn’t. There was just something intangibly wrong with it. The mystery of the canvas. To Deirdre, it worked, or it didn’t. There could be wrong answers in art.

Her studio space, which bled into the living room with the sagging sofa bed, was covered in her latest collection. Oil paintings made to look like vintage textbook illustrations of bizarre, alien-like mosses and fungi. Life from another dimension. The juxtaposition of the academic and the extraterrestrial made people uncomfortable. She liked that.

She planned to call the collection “Invasion.”

If she could get the piece in front of her right, that is. She gave up mixing purples. Let the brush sag in her hand. She needed a pick-me-up. She went to sign her name in the bottom right corner. It always made her feel good. A sign of ownership. Completion. In this case it was far from done, but it would feel nice all the same.

In tight, white script she painted “Deirdre Colliver.”

Perhaps it was the name itself that made her feel so good. She had considered taking her husband’s name, but McMackin felt heavy and strange in her mouth when placed next to her own and she had already had a gallery showing by the time she got married so she had a career to protect. Besides, it was hard to give away a name you had given yourself. Her birth name had come from her father. He’d christened her Magdalene Reese. The name itself was alright. Nothing too special. It was her father that had been special. He excelled in several fields: binge-drinking, withholding emotion, and hitting his daughter in the face for laughing too loudly when he was watching baseball.

No, she decided the first day she legally could, she would change her name to something that was only hers. And Deirdre Colliver was born.

A chill hit her, and she pulled Caw’s sweatshirt tighter around her and looked about the room, searching for the source of the temperature change. The surprisingly roomy kitchen, in all of its 1970’s, mustard-hued glory, adjoined the living room and art “studio” that Caw had set up for her when they had first moved in. It was simple: two easels, a desk for her paints and supplies, a canvas tarp anchored into the carpeted floor with carpenter’s nails. Nearby was the TV and Caw’s vinyl record collection. An old, overstuffed leather chair that gave in all the right spots. Beyond that were the stairs leading down into the front door, a strange, dated, split level detail that Deirdre had never liked.

Throughout the landscape of their little kingdom were four adopted dogs. Two lay napping on the sofa together, one gnawed on a pig’s ear and cooled herself on the kitchen floor, and the fourth, a mutt that seemed half-Scottish deerhound named Klee stood at the wide, second story windows looking intently out at the lake.

She couldn’t locate a source for the sudden chill that had found her, and she tried not to consider it a bad omen. She had found that those were everywhere if you went looking for them.

She joined Klee at the window and idly scratched behind his ears. The dog rubbed his head against her thigh and let out a comfortable sigh. On their third date, Caw had told her he never wanted children. He was upfront and she appreciated it and she didn’t feel a strong desire for motherhood herself. She had her paintings. After she learned more about Caw’s father, his upbringing, she understood exactly why he had a no-children policy. And so, she allowed herself to cautiously fall in love with him, and marry him, and adopt a pack of shelter dogs that they treated like the human ankle biters they would never have. What she had been too young to know at the time was it wasn’t the no-kids policy she should have been worried about. Plenty of 90’s kids weren’t pumping out broods of their own. It was Caw’s daddy issues she should have been wary of.

She smiled down at Klee. “You’re colorblind aren’t you, sweetie? You couldn’t see a red flag even if you tried, huh?”

She watched as her husband walked the newest of their shelter dogs, a chubby terrier named Hammy, along the fence he’d built around the entirety of the lake’s shoreline. He stumbled over a rock embedded in the spongy earth and almost took the dog down with him. That was her man and, as much as her mother may have insisted she would, she did not regret falling for him, red flags and all.

Hammy kept trying to make a run for the lake, but Caw held it firm. It always took a couple of months before the dogs gave up and accepted that the land behind the fence was off limits. Caw saw to that, absolutely. She had questioned this at first, but when he’d explained that his father had drowned there, she let it go.

She smiled at him through the window as he headed up to the house, leading the dog with one hand, carrying a bag of his poop in the other. He didn’t notice her up there. His face creased with concern. Lately, he had seemed more and more lost in thought, stuck in some dark chasm that she could not access.

The door creaked downstairs, and the dog hustled its furry ass up the stairs to her, panting all the way.

Caw lingered down at the foot of the stairs, in the mudroom, out of sight.

“Caw?” she asked. Nothing. Then, “What are you doing down there? Thinking about titties?”

Then his face crested the top of the stairs. That grinning face that she had been missing so much. He was always smiling when they first met. It wasn’t until she got to know him that some of that smiling was revealed to be a front. A pleasant veil to cover the wounds of what had happened that day in the lake.

By the time they met, his once-blonde hair had become a uniform silver. Not gray, not white, but a bright silver that seemed to shine in the light of a warm afternoon or a hookah bar candle. Her friends had thought he looked old. She thought he looked like a wizard. Someone of mystery and depth, marked for some great destiny. At least she did back then. Now, some mornings, she agreed that he just looked old.

“Thinking about your titties,” he said.

“There’s the charming man I married.”

He passed through her studio on his way to the kitchen, passing by her latest fungi experiment. Without looking at it, he said, “I love this one.”

She would have been offended had he not been reacting to most of life like that lately. Moving about a bit dead eyed, looking but not seeing. She tried to appreciate the effort instead but could only remember a time when he would have stopped and truly studied her work.

For his end, he hoped that she wouldn’t notice his lack of attention. He really did like it.

She followed him into the kitchen, feet padding lightly on the linoleum. Years of life had left the plastic flooring with a slightly sticky residue coating the top of it. It never came off completely, no matter how much either of them scrubbed. It seemed as permanently attached to the structure of the house as the dark wood cabinets and mustard yellow tiling. Refugees from a simpler time when things were hideous.

Caw plopped down into the chair and took in their salvage yard of a kitchen table. The whole thing was covered in half-completed hand-drawn diagrams, pieces of fans, filters, pumps. The scattered proof of missed professional deadlines. He didn’t know it, but this was Deirdre’s favorite place to find him. His mind working, quietly murmuring to himself, solving problems, challenging himself. Seeing his brain silently figuring was one of her favorite sights.

She nodded at the table. “I’d offer to help you tidy this, but I don’t know what any of it is, so…”

“So, I’ll do it myself,” he said with a soft understanding. She was patient with him, and he needed her to know that he knew that.

Gazing at the mess on the table, his stomach tightened up. He hated her seeing his mind lay fallow. It reminded him of being a boy, of his father quizzing him on oceanic facts, the metaphysical, the occult. The things he tuned out in favor of facts about SNL’s early 90’s cast and LEGO builds. A love of sketch comedy hadn’t done much, but the Legos took hold, and he got a degree in mechanical engineering.

“I got a strongly worded email from Williams. My boss’ boss. They seem to think that the new design for a completely game-changing desk fan that’s going to, quote, ‘blow the absolute dick off of those guys at Dyson,’ should have been submitted to them a week ago. Great work takes time, I said.”

“Are they right?”

He flicked a little fan prototype and watched it spin around in its housing. “Yeah.”

She sat down at the table, across from him. “So, this actually reminds me that there’s something I want to talk with you about.” Then, all of a sudden, perhaps it was being in the kitchen, she had a strange craving for a sandwich. A peanut butter and pickle sandwich. She rose and moved slowly to the refrigerator.

“I’ll get it there,” he said. Reassuring, not defending. “I will, I promise, I’m just… I don’t know, I’m like in a rut, I just-”

“I know you will, Caw. It’s not that, it’s-” She rummaged about inside the fridge. She said, “So a couple of weeks ago we got some mail.”

He slumped in his chair. The IRS again? She could read it all over his face. “Nothing bad.” He relaxed a bit, but not fully. She continued, “It was from Bango.” It took him a moment to process this, and she said into the silence, “Do we have any pickles left?”

He said, “Bango? The tech company?”

“Yeah, but, and this is the weird part, it was specifically from Vaha Verma. It was handwritten by her.”

“The founder of Bango sent us a handwritten letter?” The possible outcomes flew about his brain. Who knew that Vaha Verma herself was a fan of cutting-edge desk fan technology? Of course, why wouldn’t she be?

“She has the biggest desk in the world, probably,” he said.

“What? It was… it was about the lake, Caw.” Giving up on the fridge, she shut the door harder than she’d meant to and shuffled over to the cupboard.

Without even realizing it Caw got up from the chair and began walking a small circle around the kitchen.

“The lake? What, uh, hm. Pickles?”

He opened the fridge and stared, but there were none. Slim pickens there in the cold light.

“Do we have any beer?” he asked, then shut the door. “The lake, huh?”

“She wants to come look at it. She and her team,” Deirdre said, her words muffled by the spoonful of peanut butter she’d just taken from the jar.

“Her team? Look at- What? Why?”

“The lake. Look at the lake. She said that she’s interested in personally purchasing and turning it into a retreat. Or a commune. Or something. For the arts, is what she said. Which I personally think-”

“It’s my dad’s lake. Our lake too,” he said quietly. He opened a drawer and pulled out an old can opener. “We have our home here. The dogs like it here. They like the lake.” He talked on, eyes set on a horizon she could not see, his hands moving mechanically, automatically, working the can opener on some poor, invisible can floating before him.

Trying to get his attention, she rapped her knuckles on the kitchen counter. One, two, three. Knock three times on the ceiling if you want me. It was a little ritual they had developed between the two of them when they spent a weekend in a cabin in the Appalachians and got snowed in with just one vinyl record in the whole house: Tony Orlando and Dawn. They listened to it dozens of times, drinking tequila and driving each other crazy with it, and bonding over the absurdity.

Caw didn’t respond and Deirdre felt anxiety rise in her chest. The fear that he had forgotten it.

“Are you broken? Hey.” She snapped her fingers, and he came to, blinking at her like a startled lizard. She knocked again, three times.

A grin tugged at his lips, and he tapped the can opener against the side of the refrigerator.

She said, “The dogs don’t know if they like the lake. You won’t even let them go in the water. Hell, you don’t let anyone even get anywhere near it.”

His mouth opened to protest but he decided against doing anything but agree. After all, she was right.

“Caw, I love you. And I respect you.”

“I love you and I respect you.”

“Everything I’m about to say is coming from that place, okay?” He nodded. She nodded along with him. United front of nodding. “Your father drowned in that lake, Caw.”

He did not correct her. After the police found him and brought him back to shore, after the search crew dragged the lake for a week and found nothing, after he was sent to a boy’s school in Utah because no one could take care of him, after all that, nobody had believed him. When he first met Deirdre he knew that he loved her, but he didn’t know if she felt the same. How could he know she would have one day become the only person who might believe him? So, he lied. He said his father had drowned. It wasn’t until he’d convinced her to move back so that he could watch over the lake that he’d explained that it had happened in their lake, which led to a rather awkward dinner that night.

“And even besides that, there’s something strange about it. I know it sounds dumb, but there’s like a weird… feeling to it. Birds won’t land on that water, have you noticed that? I don’t know if it’s this place or what, but ever since we’ve moved here I’ve watched you crawl deeper and deeper inside of yourself. You’re going somewhere I can’t find you and it scares me.”

“That doesn’t sound dumb.” He fiddled with the can opener. “He willed this land to me. He wanted me to be here. To look over it and like, I dunno, protect it.”

“To protect it how?” Her eyes pleaded for an answer.

“I don’t know,” he admitted. His face flushed with embarrassment.

“Well, Vaha Verma does, apparently. She’s looked at the property via satellite and she wants to turn it into something nice for people. For artists, is what she said.”

He looked at his wife. His love. Her body, tense. Her face, hungry for change. And pickles. Through the window, in the distance behind her, was the lake. Swallowing up the land behind them. Always, the lake. Perhaps, he thought, its pitch-dark waters and strange horrors could be someone else’s burden.

“I’ll think about it. How about that?” he asked.

“That’s the thing. I already wrote them back. I told them to come and look. I didn’t commit to anything, just her bringing her team and looking. They’ll be here in two days.”

Caw dropped the can opener on his foot and swore under his breath.


CHAPTER 4

Caw was sleeping when he heard his father’s voice. It came to him like a ghost being played on a vinyl record spun backward.

“Son… follow me… it is time… it is time…”

The line repeated in a spooky echo. Despite the otherworldly effect, he knew it was his father and that he was having a nightmare.

Then the boy woke Caw up. He stood over him, his knockoff Oakleys slipping down his nose, the sweat from his tallboy can of Bang energy drink dripping down onto Caw’s face. For a second he couldn’t remember the kid’s name. Travis? Tater? Tucker? Tucker.

“Why’re you sleeping outside?” Tucker asked.

Caw grunted, shifted. It took him a moment before realizing that he wasn’t in bed. The plastic strands of the lawn chair sagged beneath him. In the grass beside him were three empty beers. His head told him he’d had more. He looked at the kid, his sunburned skin, his hair in a tight blonde brush cut, his Adam’s apple jutting aggressively from his pink pencil neck, and he wondered what he’d done to deserve this intrusion. How many beers?

Caw shook his head. He said, “Fuck.”

Tucker took a drink and looked away toward the lake. Caw, hungover, reminded the boy of his own dad in the mornings and it made him annoyed and uncomfortable in a weird way he didn’t understand. He wanted to get his money and get out of there.

“Yo, sorry to bother you but, like, I’m here to get my money, man. For cuttin’ the grass. Forty bucks.”

Caw tried to gather his thoughts. Hadn’t he paid him already? He didn’t have forty dollars to just throw around. “Are you sure I… Didn’t I already…”

“No man, I came by a few days ago and y’all were like, y’all didn’t have any cash so you told me to come back and-”

“Your mom never taught you to call ahead?”

“She did. You don’t pick up your cell.”

“Tucker! Tucker!”

The guys turned to find Deirdre hurrying down from the house, waving a couple of twenties in her hand.

“Dope,” Tucker said, and took a long pull from the can.

“Bang? What the hell is that?” Caw asked.

“It’s got Super Creatine in it. It’s trademarked. It’s good for you.”

Deirdre arrived a little out of breath. She held the twenties out to him. Tucker practically snatched it from her fingers while mumbling something that sounded like “thanks.”

She bent over on her hands and knees, panting a bit and pushing the stray morning hairs from her face, and the angle made her robe slip down a bit, giving Tucker a view of the soft curves of her cleavage. The boy stared, slack jawed. Without rising from the lawn chair, Caw punched him in the thigh.

“Watch it, Stifler.”

“Who’s that?”

“Okay, fine, who’s your generation’s obnoxious teen pervert?”

Deirdre pulled her robe tight, pursed her lips tighter, and gave Tucker a glare.

“I’m going inside.” She turned on a dime and walked barefooted up to the house.

“See ya, Mrs. McMackin!”

“It’s Colliver!” she yelled without looking back.

“I thought you guys were married…”

“We are, it’s- she’s her own person.”

“Sure is hot as hell. Humider, too, then yesterday for sure. Maybe I could pop this off and get in the lake finally?” The kid started to pull off his sleeveless Bruce Lee shirt.

“Hey, don’t ever go in that fucking lake. I’ve told you. So many times, Tucker. Jesus. Just stay out of it. There’s a fence there for a reason.”

The kid stared at him dimly and Caw flushed with embarrassment for the outburst, for the drama of it all.

He said, “Get out of here, would you? My head’s killing me and you’re making it worse.”

“Sorry. I’ll see ya next week, man.”

“Yeah, fine, next week.”

Tucker pocketed the money and sauntered away. Caw watched him go, silently thanking himself for not having children. His head really was killing him. He rubbed his temples and squinted in the early morning light out at the lake. There, in the middle of the lake, still, floated the boat from that day. Anchored in the same place it had been when the police came and pulled him off of it. They had dredged the lake for days, but left the boat there, floating. Whether it was laziness or oversight or just one of those things that finds a way to hang around in life to remind you of what once was, Caw didn’t know. But when he’d returned he had left it where it was anchored. Another piece of his inheritance.

He liked to think that he could have started the metal skiff that day, that he had been capable, that he was just frozen. He didn’t know for how long. He also didn’t know why, in all these years, including the time he spent away at foster homes and college, nothing had happened in the lake. No disturbances, nothing. Some days, he wondered if what he’d seen that day had even been real, but those feelings quickly went away. He knew. He was there. He had to believe in himself because no one else would. So, he’d come home and waited, knowing it would come back.

He felt Deirdre’s eyes on him, and he looked up to the window where she stood, coffee cup in hand, lips quirked into a look of mild disapproval, and he knew he should show the necessary contrition that passing out drunk outside required, but he couldn’t help but smile at the thought that when you love someone you can always feel them looking at you.

He waved. She waved back. There was something he couldn’t read in her eyes.

She vanished for a moment and then reappeared a second later with a different mug of coffee in her hand at the sliding glass door leading out to the weather-beaten deck. She opened the door and before she knew what was happening Hammy had burst out.

The dog hauled ass down the stairs. At first, Caw thought he was heading to him and felt a swell of pride at the little guy’s enthusiasm. Then he realized the dog wasn’t looking at him at all. It was headed for the lake behind him. He tried to intercept him, but the weight of the hangover kept him rooted to the ground. Instead, he said a two second prayer to the universe that the dog wouldn’t clear the fence. He had just said amen when it made it over by a good two feet.

Goddamn terriers, he thought. The booze cleared away in an instant and he sprinted after. He vaulted over the fence right as Hammy flung himself into the black water.

As soon as Caw landed in the lake he felt the pull of an undertow, stronger than any beach tide he’d experienced. Freezing cold flooded into his bones. The water was so dark he couldn’t see more than an inch in front of him.

Caw breached the surface and scanned the water before him.

“To your left!” he heard Deirdre call from the shoreline.

There, twenty feet to his left was Hammy, paddling in place. Struggling.

“Hammy!” he called out. The dog turned to him, fear in his eyes.

As he started paddling to the dog he felt something brush past him. Something hidden. That was bad. He toed his shoes off under the water and felt some relief as their weight dropped. He moved as hard as he could, wishing he hadn’t spent his adult life scared of swimming. Still, something in him pushed him faster than he thought he was capable of, and he was soon to Hammy.

He wrapped his arms around the dog. It trembled against him. He kicked against the pull of the depths. Again, he felt something brush against him. Driftwood? Weeds? A tentacle?

He looked into the dog’s eyes. He said, “It’s going to be okay.” He didn’t believe it, but it seemed to help Hammy.

With the dog held tight under one arm, he began to work his way back to shore with the other.

Ahead, on land, he saw Deirdre watching with desperate concern. The coffee mug was clenched tight in both hands. White-knuckled. Looking behind him, he saw something move beneath the surface of the water. Something was chasing them.

He closed his eyes tight. Flashes of his father filled his mind. Smiling. Sun shining. The tentacles, cocooning him in neon, digging inside of him. His father’s blood, blood, blood. Alfred E. Neuman.

Hammy’s yelping pulled him back to reality, where he realized that he was dunking the dog’s head under water, and it was struggling like hell to not drown.

Caw rolled over on his back and kicked while using both hands to hold the dog above the surface. Swimming backwards put their attacker in direct view. A swell rolled behind them as whatever it was nearly broke the surface. It was coming. Fast.

“It’s going to be okay,” he heard himself saying through deep, wet breaths.

He fought against the water as hard as he could. His lungs burned so badly he thought his entire body would ignite.

The thing beneath the surface was getting closer. Closer. He felt bad for lying to the dog. It was not going to be okay.

Then Deirdre was there, wrapping her arms up under his shoulders and pulling him toward life.

“You can walk here,” she said into his ear.

Sure enough, his feet found painful purchase in the loose gravel and silt, and he staggered onto the shore, clutching Hammy to his chest while Deirdre supported him. He let himself put some of his waterlogged weight against her. She did not protest.

As soon as they reached the fence, Hammy leapt from his arms and over the barrier. The dog sprinted through the backyard and up to the deck where he began to paw at the glass door.

Caw slumped against the fence and fell to his ass in the grass, exhausted and panting, embarrassed by the toll the whole thing had taken on him. Deirdre didn’t seem to notice. She pushed his soaking hair back from his forehead and ran her fingers over him, laying hands like she meant to invoke the holiest of spirits from her out of shape husband.

“Are you okay?” she asked. “Are you okay?”

He looked out at the lake. Calm and quiet. Whatever had been there, whatever had meant them harm, was now gone.

“I lost my shoes,” he said.

She laughed. “We’ll get you new shoes.” She kissed him. He kissed her back.

When their lips parted: “When I was coming back, did… Did you see anything else out there?”

“Anything else? What do you mean?” she asked.

“Never mind.”

She hugged him tightly and leaned in close. “I think it’s time for you to leave all this behind,” she said into his ear.


CHAPTER 5

As far as Tucker was concerned that couple on the lake didn’t know shit from a Chevrolet. Or was it shiner? Shy…? His brow furrowed in concentration as he slid on his heels and ass down the embankment to the edge of the lake.

What was it?

Anyway, they didn’t know anything at all about the lake or the town or the land. Especially the lady. She was cute and had cool tattoos. But he was pretty sure she was from Connecticut or some shit. They were nice enough and paid okay. But no matter what the town said about the strange man who had moved here when he was a boy and then suddenly returned years later minus a father, they weren’t local. They didn’t belong on the lake. His family had been fishing out of the lake for a couple hundred years the way he’d been told. Before that, the Native Americans.

He wondered where they had gone off to, the Native Americans. He’d never seen any around, but he’d heard about them plenty. Heard that they’d had stories about the lake. That folks went disappearing around there. Supposedly there used to be a sort of translucent trout that they would drink the blood of and trip balls.

Any time he’d gone down looking for it with friends they hadn’t found any such thing. Just some catfish that were pretty damn tasty, which is what had brought him back down there that night. But no glowing trout with LSD in their blood.

He tossed a rock into the lake, breaking the black, glasslike surface. He was pissed at himself for not inviting Kaylen. He knew he could show her a good time. He just knew it. But he’d chickened out again. She’d still be working at Cookout tomorrow, he told himself. There would always be tomorrow. Until there wasn’t, he sighed. He told himself what an idiot he was as he stepped into the water.

He tried to ignore the shocking cold as the lake soaked into his cut-off denim shorts and clenched around his junk in an icy vice grip. He focused his brain the way that Bruce Lee said he should. Mind over matter. He could handle anything. Yeah, fucking tiger blood pumping through my veins.

Waist deep in the water, he waded along the lakeside, feeling in the rich muck with his bare feet until he found what he’d been looking for. Holes burrowed down into the lake’s shallow beginnings. It was too dark to see beneath the surface and his head light wasn’t waterproof anyhow, but any time he had tried to look beneath the surface of Crater Lake in the past, he’d been confronted by pitch blackness. Like gazing into the darkness of space. It wasn’t natural.

He found them, a series of holes, clustered together. He ran his toes along their rims, testing to get a sense of how big they were and, by extension, how big the whiskered monsters inside may be. For a moment, looking into them, he was struck with a strange fear. The shadowy holes all lined up at irregular intervals…. Pitch black. Anything could be inside. In the past it hadn’t bothered him, but there was something about that nerd guy… his warning.

It had been years since he’d been noodling, he’d been a kid. Back then nothing had scared him. Now, confronted with the fish holes, he felt a strange feeling creeping up his spine.

Tiger blood. Tiger blood in these veins.

He waved his arms and hands, shaking the fear out of his extremities. He took a deep breath. Focus. Just like Uncle Euple had taught him while lining up a shot on a deer.

As he moved and breathed, the feeling dropped from him, working its way out, one shake at a time. He felt beneath the surface until he found his selection. The deepest, widest hole of all of them. He knelt down until he was up to his shoulders in the water. From that height he could get an arm into the hole, at least up to an elbow.

His fist wedged down into the lips of the hole. As wide as it was, the soft mud walls and the vacuum effect of the water always made a noodling hole feel tight. Like it might suck you in if you gave it half the chance.

Grinning like he was going to impress somebody, Tucker pulled his fist back in a wind-up punch, and he shoved his arm into the tunnel.

For a long moment he felt about in the earth… No fins, no scales slick with scum, no hungry mouth. Nothing. Disappointed, he moved to pull his arm out, but it wouldn’t budge. He pulled and pulled, quickly panicking as he realized his arm was stuck. No vacuum could be that strong. None that he’d ever heard of anyway.

He flexed his fingers but couldn’t pull his hand apart from a tight fist. He wriggled his arm about, trying to figure out what was holding him there, but he couldn’t feel it out.

He yanked his arm back feverishly, again and again, until it almost pulled out of its socket. He realized that he was panicking, and he stopped. Strength and time could get him out of this.

“Tiger blood in these veins,” he said to himself.

He took a moment, took another Uncle Euple-sized breath, and gave the biggest pull he could. He fell back into the water as his arm came free from the hole.

Standing up in the water, Tucker let out a loud whoop in the night. He shook his head like a dog, sending water flying off of his long hair. He was pumping his newly freed fist in the air when he noticed something strange.

His hand was covered in a sticky, gelatinous coating. He flexed his muscles inside of the weird cocoon, but it held his fingers tight. The insides felt like soft plastic or gummy candy against his skin. Looking closer, he found that it was translucent, but purple in color. Its wet surface shone like glitter in the moonlight. It was almost pretty.

Tentatively, he reached out and poked it. As soon as he touched the blob, it lit up inside. Neon-colored veins running through it came to life like the signs outside the bars he couldn’t get into. Now it really was beautiful. He stared in wonder at the thing that had chosen his hand.

He wished he’d invited Kaylen along like he’d wanted to. She would have been impressed by this. Shit, this is how movies start, he thought. The sword or the magician or whatever the fuck chooses some normal guy and makes him somebody fucking awesome.

Tucker had a plan. Take whatever the hell this thing was out of the lake. Get Uncle Euple to buy him a sixer. Go to Kaylen’s house. Make her smile the way she did when she was really interested in something, where it pulled up only on the left side of her lips so that she got kind of scrunch faced. Tell Kaylen he loved her. Get the thing off of his hand. Bang Kaylen. He wondered if he could keep the jelly thing for a pet.

He poked it again, seeing if it would blink or play Miranda Lambert or something. When he did, all it did was hurt him.

The pain started as a kind of itch emanating from each of the vein-like tendrils running inside the globular mass. Quickly though, it increased into an intense burn cutting through his flesh. He howled into the night. He grabbed the thing and tried desperately to pull it off of his hand, but it wouldn’t budge.

The burning continued. Tucker could feel his flesh and muscle being sloughed off of his hand. The mass was no longer purple and tight to his skin. Now it was inflated with blood. So thick that he couldn’t see what was happening to his hand beneath the glittering surface.

Finally, the thing released him and, as he was already pulling it, came off in his other hand. He looked in horror at what had become of his paw. A skeleton, barely held together by the last ragged remnants of tissue and muscle. His pinky finger hung limply by a single shred of flesh.

“Fuck, fuck, fuck…” he said in a hoarse, measured whisper as he tried to process what had just happened while he began to go into shock.

Then something whipped his face, leaving stinging streaks of pain against his cheek. He looked to find the thing clenched in his functioning hand wasn’t gummi candy after all. It was a jellyfish, struggling and squirming in his grip, flailing the neon tendrils in the air, lashing out at his face and neck.

“What in the hell?!” He hauled back and flung the jellyfish out of the river. It sailed through the air and landed in the woody brush, about twenty feet away from the shoreline.

Tucker tried to get his head straight. He had to get out of the river. He had to get to a hospital. He started to slog toward the shore, slowly moving through the brackish water. Maybe they could fix his hand, he thought, looking at it as the weight of the hand started to pull it farther away from the stump of his wrist bone.

He began to wail, tears streaming down his cheeks. He couldn’t help it and he was ashamed. He was glad that Kaylen had not come. A fate worse than death, crying in front of a girl.

Tears tumbled down his cheeks and into the water where they sent tiny ripples out into the lake. Vibrations of his agony.

As if summoned by his pain, more colorful domes breached the surface of the lake. They glistened viciously. Tucker backed away slowly, stammering, pleading, until his foot slid down into a hole and he tumbled backward into the water.

The monsters moved on Tucker before he was able to rise for another breath.


CHAPTER 6

Bango descended en masse, a caravan at their door. Seven A.M. exactly.

Caw watched from the porch as the white Escalade pulled into their driveway. Deirdre, standing next to him, squeezed his hand. After the Escalade there was no more space. The two Humvees and the Jeep pulling a trailer behind it and the behemoth that Caw could best describe as a luxury bus parked on the other side of the road. With the exception of the Escalade, all of them were emblazoned with blue and yellow Bango logos.

“Right on Mrs. Pennock’s begonias,” Caw noted.

“Oh please. You don’t like her anyway,” Deirdre said through a hopeful grin.

“This is ridiculous,” Caw said, then regretted it when he saw her smile begin to wane.

“Just listen to what she says. Please?”

Caw nodded and, right on cue, Vaha Verma stepped from the back of the Humvee. Long, black curls framed a strong, brown face with an aquiline nose and a jaw that was angular without being sharp. She was all soft edges. A cigarette hung from between her lips in the casual kind of way that told everyone that she did what she damn well pleased. She exhaled a plume of smoke from between red lips and stabbed the cigarette out in an ashtray built into the door.

Many times he had seen her on magazine covers. But here, in person, there was something so familiar about her. Caw could have sworn he had met her somewhere before, but he couldn’t place it. Perhaps in another life.

The door closed smoothly behind her. Click. She stood for a moment, taking the scene in. The house, the couple before her. She smiled at them. A warm and natural smile. Then she approached them, hand out. She wasn’t wearing gloves. Caw thought she would be wearing gloves.

“I thought she’d be wearing gloves,” he said. “White ones.”

Deirdre squeezed his hand again. Harder this time. Point taken.

Vaha went to Deirdre first. She took her hand in two of her own and nodded her head in a little half bow.

“It’s such a pleasure to meet you, Deirdre. After all the talking we did, my goodness. You look exactly as I imagined.”

Deirdre seemed suddenly flustered in a way that Caw had never seen before.

“And you.” She turned to Caw and stuck out her hand with a stiff, vaguely masculine gesture. He took it and she pumped his hand up and down in two swift, efficient strokes. She looked into his eyes, and he was struck by the penetrating strength of her gaze. Her eyes were deep blue pools. For a moment he swore he saw swirling, shining flecks in those irises, like the movements of a galaxy.

“You are not what I pictured.” She let his hand go and patted him on the bicep before pulling back entirely.

“I left the ascot off today. Wanted to go more corporate casual. Hope I didn’t disappoint.”

“Hm?” She cocked her head, assessing him. “No. No, not at all. When you were a boy it was blonde. In the old newspaper photos.”

“Newspaper photos?” Deirdre asked.

“She likes it like this,” Caw interjected. “I keep it for her. Plus, it saves a fortune on Just for Men.”

“It’s very unique. Very unique.” Somehow, coming from her, it didn’t feel like an insult. She had a way about her, Caw decided.

He nodded at the other vehicles in her fleet. The windows on each were blacked out. No telling who, or what, was inside of them. “Are your friends coming too?”

“No,” she said. “They’re not needed yet.”

***

Vaha leaned in so close to Deirdre’s latest fungus painting that the tip of her strong nose almost touched the canvas.

“Paint,” she said. The word hung there for a moment. Caw and Deidre didn’t know what to say. “The most ancient of arts. With the exception of stone carvings. Who’s to say which came first, right? My money? I think people were more likely to break down stone before they’d take the time to mix a little paint.

“These are beautiful. Monstrous. Growth in any condition. That’s a powerful thing. This is humanity, isn’t it? Who are we to say we’re more than a fungus? Well, most of us, anyway. Myself, I’d choose to be a wood ear mushroom. Like velvet under night.” She stepped away from the painting. She turned and looked at the couple, first one, then the other. “What about you?”

“Enokitake. They uh, they change how they’re grown. In the outdoors they grow up small and plain but in the dark with less airflow, they’re long and spindly and strange.” Deirdre had answered automatically, almost breathlessly, and now she caught herself. Embarrassed. “Sorry, I’ve thought about this before.”

“Of course, you have,” Vaha said. “What about you, Caw?”

“I dunno. The Food Lion kind?”

She laughed. “Yes. I like that.”

She moved to the wide window, placed her palms against the sill and leaned in, looking over the lake, like a queen addressing her people. “You’re even more beautiful than I thought you would be,” she said to the lake. She turned to them. “I’d like to see it, if I may.”

***

Caw and Vaha stood on the edge of the water. So close that it lapped at the toes of their shoes like Hammy, hungry for pizza scraps.

Vaha held a cigarette case out to Caw, silver, and glistening in the morning light. Inside lay a perfect row of long black cigarettes with golden filters. They had no brand markings. Caw considered it. Took one. She did too, then snapped the case shut. As she slipped it into her pocket, Caw noticed an engraving on the front of it. A five-pointed star, its lines waving, almost flowing, like water. In the center, a flaming eye.

Before he could ask, a silver Zippo lighter was in front of him. He took a pull and felt the smoke enter his lungs. He hadn’t smoked in years and every cell hungrily cried out. “Thank you. Please give us more, this is worth dying for,” they said. Taking a deeper drag he had to agree with them.

Vaha inhaled, then spoke, somehow holding the smoke in her lungs at the same time. “Now that we’re alone I wanted to tell you personally, thank you. Thank you for allowing me to come here. Deirdre told me that this is your family’s property.” She breathed out a considerable gray cloud.

Caw pretended not to notice. The less he knew about this person the better, he figured. No more contact than necessary would make this whole thing quicker, easier.

“To be honest with you, I only agreed to this because Deirdre wanted it.”

She began to walk. He followed. For the first time he noticed that she was wearing black combat boots. His old New Balances sucked in and out of the muddy banks, creating a gross suction sound and he hoped she didn’t associate it with what he associated it with.

“I understand that, Caw. What, may I ask, do you want?”

Images of money and a happy wife and Hammy in an Escalade ran through his head. His father hadn’t abandoned him outright, but he had been so distant, so focused on whatever he was searching for in that moment, that he may as well have. Deirdre had become his real family, the family he had chosen, and he often wondered, on her behalf, why she had chosen him. He fought these images of happiness back into the fog of his brain. These were not the images of the life he had been given, the duty that had been extended to him, by his father. No, those were images of sacrifice and transience and endless searching because reality was not something to be accepted or enjoyed.

Finally, he said, “I don’t want anyone to ever go in this lake again.”

She flicked her cigarette down and crushed it into the soft earth with her boot. She stopped and whirled around so that they were face to face. She lit another smoke and pointed it at him. She spoke with a firmness bordering on sharpness.

“You need to frame your goals and wants as positive, actionable things. ‘I want this.’ ‘I will do that.’ None of this don’t want, won’t do, etc. Don’t twist stagnancy into momentum.”

He took a long drag on his cigarette and blew the smoke toward her face. He coughed a little bit and tossed his smoke into the muck too. “Look man, I know you’ve been on Oprah or whatever, but I don’t need advice from you. I don’t need any of this shit. This place is dangerous. My father died here. Okay? Grabbed by a weird, uh, current- He drowned. They dragged this water for a week. Nothing came up. It’s so deep they couldn’t find him.”

Her face softened. She stepped back, again cocking her head to take him in, like a photographer looking for a new angle, finding something in a new light.

“My gosh, you do look just like that little boy I met all those years ago.”

Her gaze penetrated him in a way he didn’t like. He stepped backward and almost slipped in the muck.

“You remember me too. Somewhere deep inside, you remember me.” She smiled at him. That warm, motherly smile. “We met a very long time ago. On that houseboat commune in Kashmir, at Dal Lake. You were very young. That was the first time I’d ever been to India. I was born in Wisconsin, you know. Osh Kosh.”

“I don’t remember that, but…”

“You remember me.”

He did not refute the statement. In a flash, the cigarette case was out, open before him. He took one automatically. She lit it after he placed it in his mouth. He took a calming drag, tried to center himself. This was becoming stranger than he could have imagined.

“I knew your father, Caw. We were friends. He was a seeker, I am a seeker, of our spiritual core. Humans who are willing to leave the library in the search for truth are a rare breed. We tend to find each other. We lost touch when the two of you went far afield on what seems a very strange quest. I never quite understood, but perhaps I’m too Silicon Valley granola these days. Regardless.

“I always thought your old man, as it were, would pull out ahead. Find what no one else could. I never stopped trying to locate him. He had covered his tracks so thoroughly, it was difficult. Then, a couple of weeks ago, one of my staff told me they had located him. Old microfiche from a local newspaper, announcing a man’s disappearance in a lake.”

She knelt down and placed her hands in the shallows. She held them there, submerged just between the surface and the soil. Eyes closed, she let the water move easily back and forth, lazily rising above her wrists, then lowering until her perfectly manicured nails were revealed. Her mouth moved in minute curves, uttering a strange, low prayer that Caw could not identify. She stayed this way for a long time. Without removing her hands, she opened her eyes and looked up at him.

“I read the article. The one that quoted you, your claims of the monster.”

He looked away, embarrassed.

She rose and dried her hands, patting them against her denim-clad thighs. She placed her hands on his arms and squeezed lightly. He turned, met her gaze.

“I see a lot of your father in you. I know this is why you’ve come back here, even at great cost to yourself, your wife. To guard this place, to keep it safe. Yes?”

“I’m not my father,” he said.

“I didn’t say that. He wouldn’t have had the gumption to stay, the selflessness to protect. You do. I appreciate that. But you and I both know that you have actual dreams. Places you’d like to see, a life you’d like to build. Don’t you?

“Listen. I’m sorry that I misled you to come here. I was worried if I was upfront you would never have been willing to talk to me. But I really do want to turn this place into something beautiful. A retreat dedicated to knowledge, adventure, passionate learning, and creation. The best parts of your father and people like him. People like me, I suppose. A memorial of sorts.”

“I’ve never even said this to Deirdre but… I swear to you, there is something down there. Something that killed my father. Something that could kill you, too.”

She smiled ruefully. “If it took your old man it could kill anyone.”

“You don’t believe me. Like everyone else. You don’t believe me.”

He turned and began to walk away. She grabbed him by the sleeve and held him.

“Do you know who’s in that big ridiculous van outside? Twenty-five of the most top tier private security officers in the world. Big, brutal boys at my disposal.”

She let go of his arms, trusting that he wouldn’t leave. He didn’t.

She continued, soft, measured, and clear. “So, do I believe you? I don’t know. But I’m at least willing to entertain it. Let me go out in that water, explore the landscape. Best case, this creature you claim is there has moved on to bluer pastures and I can turn this place into something really special for a lot of people. Worst case, it’s real and my team of mercenary hardasses blow it out of the water for good. Either way, you, and your wife? You’re free to go wherever you want and you’ll have a very large number in your pockets when you do.”

“If you had seen what I saw that day, you wouldn’t be here right now.”

Then she leaned in and whispered a very large amount of money into his ear.

He took a drag of the cigarette. Regarded the fancy gold butt in his fingers. He trusted the large amount of money. Maybe Deirdre was right. It was time to move on. Let this become someone else’s problem. Let him enjoy life. Make his own decisions for once. The very large amount of money would allow for that.

“Okay. I’m not saying I’ll sell, necessarily. But you can pop out there and take a look. Tomorrow morning?”

Vaha already had her cell phone out. She was dialing when she said, “Oh, I already have the helicopters carrying the research vessel en route.”

“The what?” he said.

***

Later, as she remembered the dumbfounded look on his face, Vaha felt bad for lying to the man. He’d had a hard enough road as it was. His father certainly hadn’t told him many truths in his life.

But what had to be done had to be done. If she’d learned nothing else, it was that. An omelet and a few eggs and all that.

She’d been the worst liar when she was a girl. Her hands would shake. She would break down crying. She couldn’t get through the simplest white lies. So many times, she had found herself at the end of her mummy’s wooden spoon because she just couldn’t hold it together. In college, the school therapist would suggest that she enjoyed the emotional catharsis that came with admitting the truth and the steadying reassurance of having an absolute to hold tight to before he tried to put his hand up her skirt. She never saw another therapist.

Later, as she grew into a world that wasn’t ready for her, she discovered the true evil that permeated humanity’s cosmic fabric. And the true beauty that always seemed to be right next to it. And then a little lie here or there seemed totally insignificant. Besides, what was a lie? She decided it was simply a promise that you hadn’t yet been able to will into being true with a little grease and gumption.

So, she hadn’t even lied to him. Not really. Just a verbal IOU.

An omelet and a few eggs and all that.

The pulsing sound of the approaching helicopter’s engine sent waves of pleasure through her body.


CHAPTER 7

The boat was so big it couldn’t pull up to the shore without beaching itself. The vessel looked like a yacht that had been shrunk down for a lake, more at home in a 90’s rap video than doing scientific research. Below deck there were two stories: the top contained the kitchen, a lounge area, luxurious, if cozily sized, private quarters for the main crew, along with bunks and an Equinox gym for Vaha’s soldiers; the bottom floor was for storage and engine rooms. Up above there were three levels. One wide open deck with shuffleboard in the front and a jacuzzi in the back, a second smaller sundeck above, and finally a glass-walled control room overlooking it all. On the side, emblazoned in perfect gold script was the name Inpesca.

The Marines, or whatever they had been in their previous life before becoming mercenaries for Bango, had to build an extension onto the small wooden dock. Big, plastic floating panels hinged together were strapped to the wood and laid out of the water. The men and women moved nimbly, quickly, despite their body armor and proprietary Bango brand Persuader laser guns that hung at their sides.

Caw bet Deirdre $20 that the extension would collapse under the weight of all the stuff they carried. It didn’t even strain. She collected the cash with a smile.

For his part, Caw watched the action of the team loading on with a nervous energy. Pacing along the dock extension, occasionally muttering to himself as he got in the way of the harried bedlam of workers moving up and down the floating panels. Deirdre tried to help him relax. She rubbed his back and said, “You don’t need to be so worried. They’re all very well prepared.”

His eyes darted over the surface of the water. “It’s dangerous out there.”

“Water is dangerous, honey. This boat is state of the art. Life boats, those vest things, it’s got all of it. Plus, everyone here can swim and all those mercenary guys she hired are dive and rescue certified.”

“How do you know all this?” he asked.

She pointed up to the bow of the ship where a man stood behind the controls. Tall and lean, grizzled in the face. Perfect posture, the kind only the military can beat into a person. A scar ran across his throat. His salt and pepper crew cut completed his menacing look. He was staring down, unmistakably, at Caw.

“You were talking to him?!” Caw said.

“He talked to me, and it was casual,” Deirdre said, slightly enjoying the rising jealous edge in his voice. “My point is, they’re very prepared. They’re not going to drown.”

“My dad was prepared too. Sort of. And, anyway G.I. Joe seems like a-” Caw’s words caught in his throat as a uniformed goon carrying a box marked “Explosives” checked him in the shoulder. He whirled around and then dodged another following close behind with more ammunition. As soon as he steadied himself he checked up in the pilot’s deck. The man hadn’t broken his gaze. “Seems like a real nice guy,” Caw finally finished his thought.

A teenage boy with cargo shorts and a furrowed brow passed by while consulting a Bango EasyScreen pad. Caw grabbed him by the stiff sleeve of his polo shirt. The kid turned on him, annoyed.

“Did you starch your polo?” Caw asked.

“Is that why you’re stopping me? Because if it is, I have a million other things to do for Ms. Verma,” the boy said.

Caw noticed the name embroidered over the left breast of the kid’s shirt. E.J. “Hi, uh, E.J. So, you’re close to Vaha?”

“I’m her assistant.” Still looking at the EasyScreen.

“Okay, can you tell me where she is?”

The kid tapped the screen with a satisfying click and finally looked up from the little computer. He said, “No, I’m just her assistant.”

“Well, dammit.”

“It’s okay. We’ll find her ourselves.” Deidre’s voice over Caw’s shoulder was soothing. E.J. didn’t seem to care one way or the other.

“It’s not okay, I need to talk to her.”

“What is it?” E.J.’s patience was wearing thin, and he made it clear. The EasyScreen dinged and he sighed as he opened up an unwanted message.

“I am having serious second thoughts about this whole thing,” Caw said a bit louder, trying to get the kid’s attention back.

“I can’t hear that. I cannot hear that right now. You didn’t just say that.” E.J. continued to repeat this as he hurried away and onto the boat.

Suddenly, an air horn went off behind them. Three short bursts followed by a “Hey, hey, hey!” even louder than the horn.

Deirdre and Caw turned to find a woman, easily six feet tall with flaming red hair cascading down to her shoulders, and arms covered to the wrist in a swirling miasma of colorful tattoos; underwater creatures, a dragon, a movie murderer in a hockey mask, the label of Ani Difranco’s record label, the PBR logo.

“Wow,” Caw said quietly, but not quietly enough to keep Deidre from giving him the side eye.

The woman hollered, “We need all your asses off this dock! We got real important shit coming through here and it’s fucking big!” She slapped an open palm on some massive piece of equipment behind her. It was on wheels and shrouded in a thick black tarp.

Deirdre and Caw began making their way toward land. Even the cadre of international mercenaries quickened their step at her call. As the couple made it to shore, they discovered someone else on the back end of the mysterious equipment. Stocky and muscular, his tank top revealed thick biceps and almost as many tattoos as his redheaded counterpart. Caw immediately noticed the logos of a couple punk bands he hadn’t listened to in a long time.

Caw said, “American Steel, nice.”

The guy looked down at the smashed music note inked on his forearm. He’d forgotten it was there.

“Hell yeah, dude.” He ran a hand through his tight cropped black mohawk and held his fist out and Caw bumped it.

Deirdre rolled her eyes hard enough to risk disconnecting them from their optic nerves.

“I’m the guy with the uh, the owner of the lake. Caw. This is my wife, Deirdre.”

She waved at him.

“She’s a painter,” Caw added proudly. Deirdre blushed a bit.

“Weird names, I like it. I’m Arturo Villacencio.”

“Is this a weapon?” Caw pointed at the equipment they were rolling.

“A- what?” Arturo laughed. “No, this is sonar mapping equipment. We’re here to make science all over your lake.”

“Yo Tudi, road’s clear! Let’s move!” the redhead called from the other side of the tarp.

“That’s Lucy. We work together. Lucy Galbraith.” He hollered back at her. “Lucy Galbraith! These folks own the lake.”

She turned, peeking over the equipment and gave a wave that was closer to a karate chop, then moved on down the dock. Arturo shrugged at them, grinned, and pushed from behind.

Watching them go, Deirdre said, “I’m sorry it wasn’t a giant weapon to kill the water with.”

Caw was torn between laughing along with her and begging for her forgiveness for having lied to her for the better part of ten years and confessing that there was a monster lurking beneath the surface that could swallow them all. Before he could decide he heard something, a choked, gurgling whisper, boring its way into his brain, and reverberating around in his skull. It waits… it waits… it waits…

He couldn’t be sure, but beneath the strange noises, it sounded like his dad. Just the way he’d sounded in the dream that Tucker had awoken him from. But that had been a dream and he was awake now. Wasn’t he? It waits…

Then it was gone.

“Did you hear that?” he asked his wife.

“Hear what?” she asked back.

“Caw and Deirdre,” a disembodied voice called out from a loudspeaker on the boat. It was unmistakably Vaha. “Would you like to come join me on the ship?”

“That, I guess,” he said.

***

From the captain’s deck, Vaha felt bad watching Caw and Deirdre navigate the chaos she was funding. Not Deirdre, so much. She was better prepared. But Caw… well.

Vaha sat back in the plush leather chair behind the desk she had had set up in the control room. She had her own office below deck of course, but she often liked to work in the large glass and chrome box at the highest point of the ship. It allowed her to keep an eye on everything. She also knew that her presence made the ship’s captain and pilot uneasy, despite the fact that she paid so little attention to them that she usually mixed up their names. It made her laugh to think that the mere presence of a woman such as herself made the two men uncomfortable.

“Caw is getting lost in all this,” she said to Nina Serebryakova, who sat next to her, fastidiously marking in her meal plan notebook.

“What’s his problem? You gave him some cash to tool around his lake and then maybe make him a millionaire after. What’s he doing with this land, anyway?” Her pencil tip snapped off and she swore under her breath. She jabbed the dead lead into the loose blonde bun on her head and pulled out a fresh pencil.

“You know, Nina, I really like how prepared you are.” Vaha stubbed out her cigarette, but as engrossed as she was in watching Caw and Deirdre follow the sonar equipment up the dock, neglected to light a new one. Nina nodded, lost in a mental debate over red onions and shallots.

“Anyway,” Vaha continued. “He thinks there’s some kind of a monster in the water.” She laughed.

Nina put her pencil down. She rubbed her tired eyes and came away with dark black eyeliner smudged on her palms. She said, “Well, I don’t know about that, but monster or no, I have to say I don’t get what you see in this place. More dreary watering hole than hidden oasis.”

“Dreary?”

“It’s depressing, Vaha. It’s extra Wellbutrin in my Irish coffee depressing. And there’s a strange vibe about it. I’d actually like to do a tarot card reading with you later if you’d be open to it. There is something weird here, I’ll agree with Craw or whatever on that one.”

Suddenly, a man was behind them, a silver tray held delicately in his hands. His lycra body suit clung to him tightly, outlining every inch of his taut, muscular frame. Double braids hung out from either side of his head, falling from beneath a sweatband, like Willie Nelson leading a spin class.

He set the silver tray down.

“Seaweed salad and warm saltwater,” he said.

In two small silver cups, there was, indeed, seaweed salad and warm saltwater.

“Kendall. You don’t have to announce it every time,” Vaha said.

“Sorry,” Kendall said. “It is almost time. I will lay out the yoga mat and prepare your ice bath.”

“Thank you, Kendall. I appreciate you.”

The women watched Kendall power walk away.

“Maybe that’s the something weird,” Nina said.

“He’s exactly what I need.”

“Hm. Are you sure we should be doing lobster for dinner tonight? We might piss off one of the lake’s residents by eating their cousin. We could taste their vengeance.”

Vaha laughed, but it was hollow. Hearing it, Nina realized that she very much wanted to leave her boss’ presence. Thankfully for her, the intern popped his head in.

His voice cracked a bit as he began. “The uh- Hello. The uh, lake people are here. You called them, Ms. Verma?”

“I did, E.J. Send them in.”

E.J. disappeared behind the door and Nina wordlessly followed.

As if on cue, Caw knocked on the door jamb.

“Caw! Come on in,” Vaha said, all smiles.

He and Deirdre entered. Caw made a beeline straight to Verma. He sat down in the captain’s chair across from her and leaned in. She leaned back.

“You have something important on your mind,” she said.

“You can’t do this. It’s too dangerous.”

“Oh Caw, we’ve been over this. I have protection here that Osama Bin Laden would envy. All of the technology and the manpower necessary to-”

“That’s not how it- The lake, that’s not how it works. I can’t explain this.”

Deirdre looked up from the small captain’s desk littered with manuals and forms. “You sound a little… What’s going on, Caw?” she asked.

“Listen to your wife,” Vaha said. “I know you have a sense of responsibility to this place to protect it from people or people from it, whatever the case is for you, and I respect and honor that, Caw. I really do. But this is exhausting. You signed paperwork.”

The voice came to him again, echoing in his brain. Come… It waits… Come… It waits… It sounded even more like his father this time. But that was impossible, he thought. He rubbed his temples and the voice ebbed away.

“Are you okay?” Vaha asked.

Come. It waits. He didn’t want to go. More than anything in the world, he didn’t want to go back out on the lake. But it was his responsibility. His father had seen to that when he willed it to him. Besides, Caw reasoned, maybe seeing this through would stop him from going crazy and hallucinating his father’s creepy, disembodied voice.

“I’m coming with you,” Caw said firmly.

Deirdre dropped the book she was holding and looked at her husband, mouth hanging open for a moment before she politely picked up the book and replaced it.

“I’m the only one who knows how, uh…” Choose your words carefully, he thought. “Uh, dangerous this lake is. Or can be. So, if I let you do this, it’s only right that I come too. It’s the only way I can make this feel right.”

Vaha sighed. She leaned back in her chair and closed her eyes. For a moment it looked like she was meditating, moving somehow to a different plane of existence entirely. Then, her eyes snapped open.

Calmly, deliberately, she said, “If you come, you will stay out of the way. You will let my people do the work that they need to do. Notice, Caw, that these are not questions. You signed a contract.”

“Yes. Yes, I’ll stay so far out of the way I’ll be in a lifeboat.”

She stood up and grabbed his hand, shaking it for the second time that day. “In that case, I’m genuinely looking forward to our time together.” Bright and chipper.

Deirdre watched her husband with pride. There was the man with the sense of purpose and life that she’d met all those years ago. Her weird wizard. If he was right about the lake being this dangerous she wasn’t going to let him go off on his own. After all, she was the one who had written back Vaha. She was just as responsible as Caw was for what happened out on that lake.

“I’m coming too,” Deirdre said.

“Oh, no, please it’s-” Caw managed to get out before she cut him off.

“Hey, we’re out here because of me, aren’t we? We’re in this together, Caw. I’m coming.”


CHAPTER 8

Caw pulled a third pair of boxers out of the drawer. All of them just felt… broken. Blown out elastic. Holes in the crotch. Yellowish stains. He looked at the small, open suitcase on the bed and studied the aging wardrobe spilling out of it with a scrutiny brought on by their new guest, the great Vaha Verma. Suddenly everything he owned seemed shabby and sad. The pile filled him with a sense of doom.

“Are you okay?” Deirdre asked.

He turned to find her at the bed, rolling her socks up and tucking them into a perfectly organized carry-on bag. A game of cotton Tetris. He watched as she tucked a jar of olives and a PayDay bar in between a couple of shirts.

“What are you eating? That’s a rough combo.”

“Are you okay?” she asked again.

“I’m uh…”

“You’ve been staring into that drawer for like, I don’t know, five minutes at least. Wait, oh God. Have you been having headaches? That’s the sign of a brain tumor, my design teacher died that way.”

He picked up a pair of boxers covered in little hockey players. Light filtered through the holes dotting the crotch like spider webbing.

“My underwear is all fucking blown out.”

“I’ve told you that several times. The elastic is-”

“Yeah…. You were right,” he said, not defensively.

She upended a glass of water and drained it dry, water dripping down her chin.

“Are you nervous? If you’re nervous, you don’t have to-”

“I’m going on that boat. I’m just dehydrated.” She put the glass down on the bedside table with a little thud. Point made.

He moved to the bed, and sat down. “I’m sorry. I’m grateful to you. I just… I don’t want you to feel like you have to do this.”

“Caw, it’s not like that. Like I said, I’m the one who started this ball rolling and I did it because… I want a future with you. I know your dad wasn’t there even when he was, but I’m your family now. And you’re mine. The family we chose, remember?”

He nodded. He wrapped his arms around her and held her for a moment before she pulled away.

“I have to go pee.”

“You’re peeing a lot, too. You sure you’re not nervous?”

But she was already gone, pulling the door tight. She clicked the lock behind her, something he hadn’t remembered her do the entire time they’d been together. He tried not to take it personally.

He tossed the hockey players back in the drawer and searched for a pair that looked a little more ready for primetime. As he rummaged around, he revealed an old memory: a framed photo, hidden away at the bottom of the drawer. His father stared up at him from beneath glass. Tossing the underwear on top of Deirdre’s perfect packing, he picked up the frame. He felt the edges, the corners, the places he had worn smooth from hours spent holding it as a younger man.

A boy stood frozen in time. A boy holding onto the hand of his father. The older man stared off at the horizon. Always looking to a new place. The next discovery. The boy had his gaze affixed to his father, but he still looked lost. Insecure. Alone, even though he was standing right next to his old man.

Looking at himself in that captured moment, he wondered: How did the boy not outgrow those feelings? How did he end up wasting his life acting watchdog over something his father had unleashed? The answer lay in his father’s look. Always seeing outward, never content with what was in front of him. With the life he himself created. Yes, the man’s dreamy gaze at that faraway horizon told him exactly why he’d turned out the way he had.

He laid the photo back in its shallow grave. Face down. Covered it in old socks.

He had hidden it away for a reason.


CHAPTER 9

Nina hadn’t always known she wanted to cook. Before that she hadn’t really wanted to do too much of anything. Just a little of a lot. She read tarot cards. She followed the stars. Practiced rituals of chaos magick in the basement of a friend’s house. She dropped acid, sometimes too much. She worked random jobs. Waitressing, walking dogs, selling books she stole online. She prayed to the Triple Goddess. She prayed to Satan a few times as well, but the energy was wrong. She prayed to the Triple Goddess even more.

When Nina’s father had left, she had only been four years old, but she prayed to God with her whole heart. Full-throated, tearful prayers in the dark of her bed. But God never returned her father to her. Instead, a different force showed her the light: her mother. Day after difficult day her mother stayed. She cared and loved. She guided and taught and cooked the most miraculous meals Nina had ever seen, no matter how tired she was at the end of the day.

When her mother got cancer, she didn’t pray to anything at all. Not because she didn’t want her mother to get better. She wanted nothing more. She stopped praying because the whole thing seemed so senseless that all one could do is approach the situation with a somber rationality. She understood that parents die. She understood she was lucky to bury her parents before herself and her mother felt the same way.

When her mother passed, Nina cleaned everything in her mother’s house out and put it in the yard for people to take. She didn’t keep much. The tarot cards her mother had used to teach her to read. Her gems and stones. Her library. Among all of the volumes, a cookbook.

That night, watching people’s curiosity pull them onto her mother’s lawn, where she used to play, she cooked pelmeni dumplings, following every instruction from the book. She rolled the dough, filled them with beef, lamb, and pork, and sculpted each one by hand. Delicate, loving. And suddenly, her mother was alive again. An act of pure ritual magick.

After that, she didn’t stop. She went to culinary school. She traveled for the first time to Moscow. She learned all that she could. She cooked. Nina kept her mother alive.

She didn’t think that would take her to the middle of an ugly lake on an ostentatious mini yacht playing private chef to a public diva.

But here she was. In a chrome-plated gally kitchen, staring out the porthole window in the middle of an ugly fucking lake…

“I don’t know how to chop this, uh, this tubular- what is this thing?”

…with a Princeton summer intern for a sous chef. E.J. fumbled with a knife, almost taking the top of his finger off.

“Jesus, be careful! It’s an oca. Oh-cah. It’s a potato substitute that- Oh my God, never mind, just slice them thin.” She didn’t mean to snap at him, but good lord did he deserve it.

“I’m supposed to be actually learning stuff. This is, no offense, but this is messed up. Like, I’m on an internship. No offense.”

The knife hung uselessly at his side and for a second she felt bad for him. Then she remembered he was a kid whose rich, living parents were rich and living.

She said, “I need you to do this for me. Vaha needs you to do this for me. Don’t worry, you’ll get credit.”

Someone knocked on the door frame behind her. Nina turned and there was Lucy Galbraith standing in the doorway and Nina’s heart was suddenly falling through her like a broken elevator.

“Hi,” she said.

Lucy opened her mouth, but no words came out. Then, “I uh, I’m looking for snacks. Do you have any snacks?”

“We have, uh…”

“It’s all kale and stuff,” E.J. said, slicing with slow deliberation.

“It’s not.” Nina opened one of the refrigerators to reveal a glowing array of all the snacks that a multi-billion-dollar tech empire could buy. “Little hummus cups. Cheese packs. Pre-packaged olives…”

Lucy approached, stood next to her, taking in the bounty. They both thought they felt the other one’s hip brushing against them in an intentional way, but neither was positive.

Lucy said, “This is enough individual packaging to fill a landfill. Vaha promised me they were donating money to ocean clean-up before I signed on. But I think this undoes it all.”

Nina laughed. “Yeah, I’m not proud of it, but it really does lock in the freshness.”

Lucy closed the fridge door and then they were standing across from each other, eye to eye.

“If you’re looking for a greener option, I could make you something. Sandwich?”

Lucy’s eyes widened.

“Do you do meat?”

“I’m not perfect,” Lucy said.

“Nobody’s perfect. That’s a good thing. I cure my own prosciutto.”

Just like that, Nina wasn’t so upset to be in the middle of a stupid fucking lake.

“Luce, dude.”

The girls looked up to find Arturo leaning through the doorway with a big grin screwed on his face.

“Stop flirting, we got shit to science.”

“I’m not flirting, dickhead.” She turned to Nina, “Sorry, that’s Arturo. He’s a dickhead. I’m Lucy. I’m cool.”

“Nina,” said Nina.

She watched Lucy walk out and enjoyed it.

***

Vaha scrolled through her email on her EasyScreen in the captain’s deck. She sighed. Hundreds of emails. More CC’s than she could count. That was her life. Constantly inundated with news from every level of Bango. In the early years she had felt more dedicated to the company she had founded. Her spiritual seeking with the likes of Caw’s father had taken up half of her time, which had been fine. She could found an empire with half her schedule full. But then, as things took off with Bango, she had stepped away from her search for the intangible to focus on creating reality.

She had truly loved dreaming up new technical advancements, the little things that made the average person’s life safer and easier, and her pursuit of the truth behind the veil. Then, one day, she realized that she had achieved all that she’d wanted to in the world of industry. More and more of the developmental work was being done by staff. Her wealth was generated from social listening and data mining as much as it was from inventing magical devices. Bango and, by extension, Vaha, had essentially become the all-seeing eye. She thought this might bring her some fulfillment, but the world of the internet was so shallow it did nothing for her.

Eventually, she realized she was only playing God. Her dream had always been to become God.

Right after she turned forty-five, she decided that if she was going to get back to finding the truth of life, she had better do it before she died. That was when she had created the task force to finally track down Cawley McMackin.

Of all the people she had met in her travels, his father Lachlan had been the most driven. The most passionate. He had followed every waterway in the world in search of the truth. She knew, of all the adventurers and zealots and just plain crazies she had met, if anyone could unlock the mysteries of life it would be Lachlan.

An image flashed in her mind. She and Lachlan. Tripping hard on the spinal fluid of the Amazonian monkfish, a powerful hallucinogen. They had made love on the banks of the river, so close to the water’s edge that piranhas nipped at their toes. The pain had only increased the pleasure.

That had been the first time she had heard the voices. The strange distant words that reverberated in her mind. They spoke with the voices of her ancestors, family members long gone, but communicated the wisdom of an ancient power in their broken sentences.

Unfortunately, she had just designed the Bango Play, a cell phone with revolutionary touch screen tech and had returned to Silicon Valley. She lost touch with Lachlan soon after. When it came time to find him she had assumed he had died in his wild pursuits and instead searched for his son.

She had been so heartbroken when she learned that she was right about Lachlan’s fate she had stayed in bed for a week. She hadn’t realized what a connection she’d had with him, even if it was fleeting, lost to time. Her connection to most humans was so tenuous… Lachlan’s death taught her that it is not often that a person meets another who is both strong and broken in the same way they are. It is a tremendous loss when they leave.

How a man like Lachlan had created a son like Cawley, she would never be able to understand. Then, she remembered how little boy Cawley had been left alone in a pup tent while she had had drug-fueled sex with his dad in a jungle and she had some sympathy for the man-boy.

“Ma’am.”

A deep, gravelly voice pulled her from her reverie, and she looked up to find Major Gier Arvidsson, the head of her personal army, standing rigidly next to the ship’s controls. She looked up at him annoyed. Why hadn’t he knocked?

“Yes, Gier, what is it?” she asked, then added, “Why didn’t you knock? In the future, please knock.”

His posture was always the same. Rigid and stiff like a mannequin. Between that and the deep slash scar across his throat, his presence was unnerving. She wasn’t intimidated by him. She wasn’t intimidated by anyone. But he did make her uncomfortable.

“My people. You told them to set up dinner tables?” he said in his thick Norwegian accent.

“I didn’t. Someone did. Kendall, probably.”

He closed his eyes and let out a long sigh through his nose.

“Those men and women, they are soldiers. Brave people. Warriors. They are not setter uppers of tables. Do you understand?”

Vaha snorted a little laugh. “I am paying all of you an exorbitant amount for your time. Some of that time might be spent shooting things with your Bango Persuaders. Some of that might be spent setting up tables. But no matter how it is spent, it is being paid for.

“Do. You. Understand?”

She watched as Gier avoided her eyes. He clenched and unclenched his jaw for a long moment. He crossed his arms, then seemed uncomfortable, and uncrossed them. He looked up from the floor and locked eyes with her.

Finally, he said, “Ma’am. Perhaps it is my English is poor. Or my overall demeanor can be upsetting, I have been told. People do not like my scars. I am not trying to bring rudeness to you. I am trying to protect my soldiers. This is work unbecoming of them. I do this for them. You understand?”

Despite herself, his vulnerability worked. Vaha felt a bit bad for the way she had reacted. The man was strange, but she’d met plenty stranger in her travels. And he was a fighter. She respected fighters. She was one.

An alarm set off across the boat. The announcement that they were pulling out into the lake. She didn’t have time for this.

“I understand. I won’t ask them to do it again. We’ll figure something else out. But this time, it is their responsibility. That’s it.”

“I understand,” he said. He turned on a dime and left the room.

As Vaha gazed out of the glass cube and watched the boat leave dry land behind, she knew that all the years of creation and destruction, of searching and losing, were about to pay off. She knew that she would be returning in a whole new form.


CHAPTER 10

Caw had never considered himself a lucky person, what with seeing his father being killed and all. Every day since he had considered himself decidedly unlucky. And for quite a few years before that. Days spent traveling around the world, sleeping in tents, never having classmates, friends. It bred any extroversion out of him. With no one to talk to, it was better to just keep quiet. Especially when Dad had had a bad day, which was frequent.

All that searching with no solutions. It’s enough to drive a man crazy. Crazy enough to start hearing his father’s voice in his head. He tried to keep self-pity at bay. It wasn’t productive. It was gross. Slimy in his soul. But he’d felt it get worse, knew Deirdre had too, and it got harder and harder to contain it with every day spent in the shadow of those trees, floating aimlessly around the gravitational pull of the water’s depths.

The goddamn lake. He looked out at it from a deck chair on the upper deck of the boat. The sun lowering behind the trees, spilling brilliant orange and yellow hues across the water. Seeing it at this time of day always reminded him of how beautiful the goddamn lake really could be. So beautiful that it seemed impossible that what he had seen that day could have been real. So beautiful that it made him doubt his own memories. Maybe everybody else was right. Maybe he had imagined it all. Made up a big, crazy monster to somehow soften the horrible, mundane reality of his father drowning in front of him. How that would have made it better, he couldn’t comprehend but, then again, he was the one hearing things like a schizophrenic.

No, it had happened. It had to be true. If it hadn’t happened then he was crazy. Truly, truly crazy. Worse, he had moved out into the middle of nowhere with Deirdre, the only person who’d actually made him feel like perhaps, just perhaps, he was a lucky guy after all.

Of course, if it wasn’t true then he could take the billionaire tech mogul’s offering in good conscience. If there was no killer lake creature to keep an eye on, there was no reason to stay. For all the years he’d been here, the creature had never given him a reason to think it was real. Yes, he thought, maybe he was lucky. Lucky, crazy Cawley McMackin…

Before he could decide whether to start buying lottery tickets, Kendall breezed past him, leaving a trail of burning sage smoke, thick and noxious, a bundle of other mystical accouterments under his other arm.

Caw watched as the aggressively fit man stopped a few feet away from his deck chair. Kendall delicately set the bundle down on the floor. Then, moving out into the center of the deck, he spun around in tiny little circles, holding the burning stick aloft, sweeping it through the air with little flicks of his wrist.

“That’s good form,” Caw said.

“I was trained in cleansing by Guru Paa. Out of South Pasadena,” he said, without a sense of irony. Then, sincerely, “Thank you.”

“Didn’t know you needed to uh, Yankee Candle the ship.”

“I am dissipating negative energy before Vaha’s healing meditation today. There is a tremendous amount of negative energy here. You probably don’t notice it because you’ve been sitting in it for so long.”

Caw couldn’t tell for sure, but it looked like Kendall was flexing his biceps, which were ample. Negative energy indeed. He decided to not further the conversation.

Instead, he watched as the trainer took out a rolled-up carpet from the pile, no bigger than a Muslim prayer rug. He unrolled it over the deck, revealing the same symbol that Caw had seen on Vaha’s cigarette case. A star, the lines waving as they moved into five points. An eye in the middle, flames rising from the top of it. This time, the image made him shudder somewhere deep inside.

Unnerved, he rose from the deck chair and moved out to the edge of the boat, leaning over the railing. Out in the distance, his father’s boat bobbed.

At the bow of the ship, beyond where Kendall was laying out yoga mats, he watched as Arturo and Lucy pulled the tarp back from their equipment cart, unveiling a series of small, black aerodynamic tubes with propellers built onto the backs of them. Caw recognized them as being Bearing brand C-18s, very similar to the C-11s he had employed in the Ambassador line of desk fans. They sat in charging ports, molded to hold them like an infant in a cradle swing. At the end of the cart was a rugged looking laptop with multiple screens mounted around it.

Arturo sat down at the laptop and booted it up, but Caw couldn’t make out what came to life on the screen. Lucy walked by each of the black torpedoes, petting and cooing at them as if they really were her babies. She picked one up and, as it disconnected from its port, it began chirping at her with little beeps. A chickadee and its mother. She carried the thing to the railing and, as gently as she could, dropped it down into the water.

Caw couldn’t figure out exactly what they were doing, but it brought a sick feeling to his gut. Things were moving and he didn’t like it. They were already invading the space. Images of his father flashing into his mind. That smile as he lowered the strange sound equipment into the lake.

“Should I be jealous?”

Caw turned to find Deirdre standing a few feet behind him, decked out in yoga gear. She looked fantastic, as always, but this time there was something different about her. A glow he hadn’t seen before.

A bit stunned, it took him a moment to get out a confused, “Huh?”

“You’re looking that redhead up and down. Real creepy vibes, McMackin.”

“It’s not, I- No, I’m trying to figure out what they’re doing over there.” He leaned in closer and whispered conspiratorially, “They’re putting something in the water. They’re little robots, like drones. Why are you dressed like that?”

“I’m ready for weirdo yoga with that weirdo guy. Vaha invited me. She’s amazing, I think I have a crush on her. And they’re just doing what they said they would do. They’re probably mapping the lake or something, checking out the property. Pretty soon this won’t be our problem anymore.”

“Yeah…” Caw said, absently. He was watching Lucy and Arturo again, his head somewhere else entirely. Someplace bad.

“Caw, there’s something I need to talk to you about…”

He said, “I don’t like this. I want to shut this down. Should I shut this down?”

Deirdre sighed exasperatedly. “Jesus dude, you already tried that, you signed the contract, we’re here. It’s done. What the hell’s going on in there?”

She snapped her fingers in his face and, surprised, he turned to her with worried, puppy dog eyes.

“Goddammit Caw, I’m pregnant.” When she said it, it came out terse. Hard. Not the way she’d wanted it to come out.

This time, she really had stunned Caw. He stared at her. Eyebrows higher on his forehead than she’d ever seen.

“I’d been suspecting for a while,” she continued. “And I finally took a test. I’m pregnant.”

“The peeing,” he said.

“The peeing,” she said.

“Goddammit.”

Then he stood there for what felt like a very long time to her, but time was lost on him. If he’d been able to see outside of himself in that moment he may have seen the pain wash over Deirdre’s face.

“I’m sorry,” he finally said. “I’m not… upset.”

“Well, that’s great. Really great.”

“I just… We talked about this, and- Uh, we agreed, we said- My father, he didn’t…” Caw couldn’t seem to complete a sentence. He took a breath, tried to form a thought. “I can’t be a dad, Deirdre. I don’t know what to do. Nobody ever showed me.”

Her face softened into a kind of pity but her impatience, her hurt, still bled through as she said, “I know, Caw. And I know we talked about this, but- Well, I really think I want to keep this baby. And you. We didn’t plan for this, but it feels right. And if you’re willing to go down that road with me, with us, we’re going to need you. Not your father and his stupid fucking ghost.”

He reached out to try and take her hand, but she pulled away.

“I want to have you back, Caw. This lake is drowning you.”


CHAPTER 11

The lobster stared up at Caw from the plate. Boring into his soul with its stupid little dead eyes. Asking him what the fuck he was going to do with his stupid little life.

“Caw? Caw?”

Vaha. She was grinning at him from across the table. Those big pearly whites shining at him in the cool night, illuminated by strands of white string lights hanging over the table.

The goons had put the table and chairs up as the sun was going down. E.J. had set the table. He’d done an okay job for a kid with an attitude problem. Vaha sat at one end, Caw at the other. Vaha’s lap dog, Kendall, stood at her side, eating nothing. Between the two ends sat the rest of the crew. Arturo and Lucy closest to Caw. Somehow Deirdre had ended up sitting next to Vaha. He didn’t know if she’d found herself there, so far away from him, on purpose. But he suspected. There had been a distance between them after her announcement. She’d made it clear that she didn’t think his reaction had been enthusiastic enough. He couldn’t blame her for that.

“Caw?”

“Huh?” he asked. Then, “Yeah.”

“How’s the food?” Vaha gestured to Arturo to pass the scalloped potatoes down to Caw.

“Oh, it’s… it’s got eyes,” Caw said.

He was drawn to the weird energy of Gier, the leader of the goon squad, seated to Vaha’s right, across from his wife. The man held an intensity that didn’t seem appropriate for a dinner party, much less any other social gathering outside of a Proud Boys’ tea party.

Without asking, Arturo spooned the potatoes onto Caw’s plate. A perfectly clean drop. He had the precision of a scientist. The engineer inside Caw approved.

“These are the best, dude. I swear, we eat like this every night out here on these trips. Every. Night. I never get used to it.”

Caw stabbed his fork into the thin, starchy slices but he didn’t take a bite. He snuck a glance down the table. Vaha and Deirdre were lost in conversation. Deirdre was crushing hard.

“These trips. How many of these trips do you go on?”

“Oh shit, we’ve been in… every major waterway in North America in the last year. We freelance everywhere, but Vaha has been keeping us paid up lately.” Arturo turned to Lucy across the table. “Where were we before this? That city in the lake in Guatemala?”

She gave him a look. Said nothing. His face drew up tight. Message received.

Casually, he said, “But yeah the food is good, right? Lobster and shit, filet mignon, smoothies in the morning, man.”

Caw wondered what they were doing in the lake in Guatemala. What they were looking for. Hunting for. But he didn’t say that. Instead, he said, “Mm, smoothies.”

Lucy took a long pull from her glass of wine, draining it to its end. She stood up, with renewed confidence. “Excuse me. I have to go see a man about a horse.”

“Gross,” Arturo said, and laughed.

Vaha reached a bottle of chardonnay across the table and poured it into Deirdre’s glass. Deirdre politely grinned but didn’t take a sip. If Vaha noticed she didn’t say anything. Instead, she looked down the table at Caw. “Are you enjoying yourself? Feeling safe?”

He looked at Vaha, then Deirdre. Then back to Vaha. He didn’t know what to say.

In the shadows of a doorway, leading down into the galley, stood a lone figure. Watching the group. E.J. He wiped his greasy fingers on his cummerbund and undid his tie. The whole thing made him sick. Here he thought he would be learning at the feet of one of the greatest living CEOs in human history, absorbing all the witticisms and profundities that he imagined would be pouring out of her like a firehose.

Instead, he was serving lobster to the wealthy. The whole thing made him want to vomit. He pictured his Zeta Psi brothers at their internships, learning, growing, flipping crypto, moving years ahead of him in a single day. He pictured his mother in their modular home in Opelika, putting her tips into a mason jar, setting aside the dollar bills to send to him. The ashes of his house painter father sitting on the plastic molded mantle, disapproving of him playing servant to the rich.

The whole thing was shit.

***

In the kitchen, the two women stood facing each other, only a foot between them. Their eyes said everything to one another in a moment. They didn’t need to ask.

“Let me see your palm,” Nina said.

Lucy put out her hand, palm up. Nina took it in her own hands, her fingertips lightly touching the back of Lucy’s hand. Her index finger danced along the open palm, grazing the lines as they cut across the tender expanse.

“You’re going to live a long time.”

“Bullshit. That’s what you’re supposed to say.”

“No. No, I always tell the truth. Life is too short to lie. Mine is, anyway.”

She held up her hand, palm open. Lucy gave her a high five.

“Uh. Hey.” An awkward voice. Annoying.

The women looked to find the kid standing in the door. He spoke in a put-on croak. Every word was a little groan eking out of him.

“I’m not feeling well. I need to go rest and I’m gonna be laid up tomorrow too. I’m seasick with diarrhea.”

He turned to leave, and Nina spoke to his back.

“First, I appreciate your help tonight, kid.” Nina continued, “Second, you know you’re paying your dues, right? Everybody eats shit.”

That gave him pause. He hadn’t considered it like that. Filing and note taking had seemed like dues enough. Maybe he was being an asshole. He shrugged.

“Maybe, I guess. But I still have diarrhea either way, so.” He walked out the door.

Nina shook her head while Lucy stifled a laugh.

***

At the table on the dock, Vaha watched the boy retreat from the galley and down into the bowels of the ship. Giving up on the night. She wondered if he knew how many tables she had bussed, toilets she had cleaned, children she had tutored on her journey to the top, if he might have some appreciation for doing the grunt work it took to begin slouching toward excellence. She doubted it.

No matter. He wasn’t her problem. She had one goal on that lake.

She reached out and took the sleeve of Kendall. He immediately turned, locked in on her with golden retriever-like precision. Obedient as ever.

“Go prepare the sacrament, please,” she said.

Kendall nodded and slipped away.


CHAPTER 12

Sitting there in his little room, E.J. couldn’t help but think that maybe Nina had been right. The room wasn’t small, it was cozy. The tasks weren’t menial, they were dues. The lack of pay was… a lack of pay.

Then his laptop was dinging, and she was there: Rebecca, smiling and waving at him from the little Bango XChat window.

“Hey babe! How’s my intrepid explorer?”

He folded his legs under him in front of the laptop. Getting cozy. “Oh, you know. I’m the captain of this lake now. I’m basically the boss.”

“The whole lake?” she asked.

“Oh yeah. These primitive North Carolinians worship me as a God.” She laughed and he felt good. “More importantly, is there any progress?”

She rolled her eyes and pulled off her flannel shirt to reveal a tank top underneath. She raised her arm and a little thatch of light blonde hair in her armpit said hello.

“Oh my God, that’s so fucking hot.” He pulled the bong to his lips and lit the bowl, let it crackle and burn. He inhaled the sweet smoke until he was full to bursting.

“I actually kind of like it,” she said.

He blew the smoke out between grinning lips and almost immediately the cabin was filled with a thick, acrid yellow fog.

“Oh fuck!”

He raced to the porthole window and pushed it open. The room began to clear.

On the laptop behind him he heard Rebecca say, “I could barely see you through all that haze. Jesus Christ.”

Feeling the cool rush of air, hearing the water slapping lazily against the belly of the boat, he realized how lucky he was to be there, out on the lake. He decided he would go in tomorrow after all. No more fake diarrhea.

“One moment, my Sophia Loren!”

He took another deep pull from the bong and blew the smoke out the window. He set the bong carefully on the floor beneath the porthole and leapt onto the bed in front of the laptop camera.

“What do you mean, Sophia Loren?” she asked him.

As he explained the photo that he’d seen when he was a boy of her showing off her armpit hair and the sudden, strange feeling that had arisen within him when he saw it, thin, neon tentacles crept silently over the edge of the open porthole window.

***

Caw rested his elbows on the railing and ran a hand through his silver hair. He breathed in the cool night air. As he watched the old dinghy rock slowly on the water, Caw knew that Vaha was right. He had his father in him. He suspected it was more than he even knew. Obsession, for one.

Of course, losing him at such a young age meant that there was so much of the man he hadn’t discovered. There could be so much worse that he had inherited and didn’t know about or understand yet.

And the rest of him? The parts that weren’t his father? They were holes, carved there by the man’s absence.

He had been shaped by a man he didn’t know. He wondered if his own child would know him, even if he stuck around. Perhaps everyone was built by strangers, carrying around habits and beliefs and pains imprinted upon them by aliens and doing their best to fulfill a destiny that they never even wanted.

What a fucking burden, he thought. Life.

He cast a sideways gaze up at the upper deck where Deirdre was laid back in a deckchair, reading a dense historical novel in the atmospheric light cast by the ship’s automated system. Her desire for solitude was clear. Or at least her desire to be away from Caw.

He couldn’t see any physical change in her yet. Nothing growing, stirring, gestating in her body. Looking at her there, healthy and alive in the moonlight, he knew that she could take on anything. That she, and their baby, would be better without him. Without a man who was hearing voices and had absolutely no idea how to be any kind of father. He obviously wasn’t well; he knew that now. The voice had proven that to him once and for all.

It crushed him, absolutely crushed him, but he knew that there was no way that he could bring that child up without turning them into a broken shell. A lost soul.

There was one thing that he could give the child. Money. Money from the sale of his godforsaken birthright.

Caw decided then that he would sell the lake. He would let the monstrous burden beneath its surface become someone else’s. He would give their child a better start than he had. He would give Deirdre the money, and he would leave. They would be free to build a better life, one that wasn’t polluted with him and his dark lineage.

“Hey, man.”

Arturo was there, standing beside him and grinning, sipping from some orange soda with the word “Organic” printed on the side.

“You’re a brooder, huh?” he asked, when Caw didn’t say anything back.

“No, I’m… Yeah, I guess. I guess I am.” He pointed at the machinery at work on the other side of the deck. Screens alive with words and codes and graphs. “I know you can’t tell me what you’re really doing here with all that equipment, so I won’t ask.”

“Cards on the table. I like it. Look man, there’s only so much we even know about what we’re doing. Vaha plays things close to the vest, so we’re kept in the dark. Funny thing though, fat stacks have a way of lighting up that darkness. If she ends up buying your lake here, your future is going to be very bright.”

Caw didn’t say anything.

“‘Cause of the cash,” Arturo said.

“Yeah, I got that,” Caw said. “Thing is, I don’t even know if it’s my lake. Not really. It was my dad’s. And then he, uh- he drowned here. And I came back to it.”

“That’s fucking morbid, dude. Why?”

The boat floated on, far out on the water.

“To keep other people from drowning. I guess.”

Arturo sipped from the soda; his eyes narrowed at Caw in careful assessment. “You had a shitty dad, huh?”

Caw raised his eyebrows in surprise.

“I’d like to say it’s me, like I’m super good at figuring people out but, honestly, it’s you. You just look like you had a fucked-up dad. It’s okay, man, lotsa people do.”

Fair enough. Caw couldn’t disagree. He admired Arturo’s forthrightness. He tried to do the same. “Is your dad, uh… is he a piece of shit too?”

“Nah, my dad was dope. He is dead, though. So, I know how that is. Anyway, my point is, I guess, is that my dad was a rad dude, and I still came out kinda fucked up.”

“So, there’s no hope either way.”

“Not quite what I meant…”

Before Arturo could clarify, something on the machine started beeping urgently. He turned and hurried back to his screens, swearing under his breath. Caw watched him go and hoped that whatever was causing the ruckus wasn’t also making the lake unsellable.

That’s when he heard the voice, echoing through his brain, silent to the rest of the world and warbling as if coming from the depths of the lake itself. It said, “Come join us, son. It is so beautiful here… So beautiful…” Lachlan would not leave him alone.

***

E.J. had spent the last fifteen minutes jerking off in front of the computer with his girlfriend while she played with the fresh curls growing in her armpits. It hadn’t been their proudest moment, but it had ended in the intended result for both of them.

If he hadn’t been indulging himself in front of a glowing screen, he might have noticed the small jellyfish pull itself through the porthole with its glowing, neon tendrils. He might have seen it slither down the wall, sticking to it with its tacky flesh and landing in the top of his bong.

But he was and he didn’t. So, he had no idea that the creature was nestled down into the bulbous bottom of the bong, pulsating in the skunky water, waiting.

He said I love you and he turned off the computer. He grabbed his lighter and picked up the bong. He sat back on the bed against his pillows and thought about how he truly was a lucky, lucky guy. He put his lips up to the long, glass tube.

For a moment, all was right with the world. The green was crackling, and the smoke was thick and heavy, swirling up and into his mouth.

Then, he felt them. Long, thin tendrils, a dozen of them at least, latching over the inside of his lips like grappling hooks and holding tight, stinging the tender flesh inside of his mouth.

He tried to pull away, but they held firm. He tried to scream but more entered him, one by one, filling his mouth and muffling his cries.

E.J. stood up from the bed and staggered back into a wall. He let go of the bong, thinking that whatever the hell was attacking him would drop with it. It didn’t. Instead, the bong fell to the floor and shattered, sending thick shards of tie-dyed glass skittering across the hardwood. The painful threads remained.

He looked down to find the whole of a jellyfish dangling from his lips. His muffled voice grew in pitch and frequency as absolute horror wracked his body. At the sound, the gelatinous creature seemed to look up at him as it dangled from his gaping mouth, somehow seeing him despite its lack of eyes. It began to pull itself into his mouth further and faster. As it got closer to his face inch by inch and as the tendrils went deeper down his throat, charring him with an acid-like burn, all E.J. could think was that it looked like it was climbing the rope in gym class.

On instinct, the stoned intern grabbed the tendrils with his bare hands and pulled as hard as he could. The violence caused the jellyfish to puff up angrily and push crackles of electricity through the multicolored neon tendrils. Painful shocks went through his hands, but he didn’t let go. He pulled and pulled, and it began to work. He managed to wrench most of them out of his mouth.

Several stubborn tendrils held on. Desperate, E.J. bit down on them, sending shocks of electricity coursing through his teeth and jawbone. But it was worth it. The tendrils let go and he was free. He flung the jellyfish across the room. It slapped against the wall and tumbled to the floor, leaving a slug-like trail of purple goo behind it.

The boy tried to scream, to curse, to cry. But the pain of trying to articulate anything was excruciating. His vocal cords were burned. Only wheezes and coughs barked out of his mouth. The wounded jellyfish held itself against the wall, clinging to the baseboard, shaking and jiggling as if it were afraid. E.J. grabbed a copy of The Future of Digital Entrepreneurship from the shelf. Overly long and heavy as hell, it was the most useful weapon of all his textbooks. He advanced on the cowering creature…

Until a sound stopped him. An electrical hum. The light in the room flickered. He turned to find a larger jellyfish, twice the size of a small house cat, perched on top of his bedside lamp. The light continued to flicker as the creature’s neon tendrils crackled with electricity.

Before E.J. could advance on this new monster, it leapt from the top of the lamp and landed on his chest, suctioning itself to his bare skin. E.J. wheezed in panic and staggered backward, right into the shattered glass of his bong.

He dropped the book and fell to the ground, his feet covered in jagged shards, bleeding profusely. The boy struggled to get his hands back on the book. His only weapon. His only hope. But it was pointless.

The jellyfish on his chest reared back, raising its tendrils in the air like a rattlesnake ready to strike. It jammed the tentacles down E.J.’s nose. He could feel them burrow through his sinuses and into his skull cavity, wrapping around his brain. The thin tendrils snaked their way through the little folds of the soft, pink organ. The creature swelled up and the electricity flowed into E.J.’s skull, cooking the brain so quickly and thoroughly that it liquified it almost immediately.

E.J. died with his Ivy league educated brains pouring out of his face and staining the thick carpeting of his luxury room.


CHAPTER 13

Vaha breathed in the fresh, morning air. Pushing back her pith helmet, she let the sun warm her and she smiled, taking it in. The excitement. The promise of the lake. The promise that had brought her there to fulfill her destiny.

The promise.

Carrying a beverage tray with three espressos balanced delicately on it, she hurried across the deck to where her dynamic duo was changing shifts at their station. Lucy and Arturo stood, huddled together before their screens and printed graphs. She laid the tray down before them, careful not to obstruct the results she had paid so well for.

“What are you doing up, Lucy? What is all this?” She tried to contain her excitement.

Arturo began, “We didn’t want to say anything before, but then, uh, what Lucy found during the day shift yesterday-”

Lucy continued, “He confirmed on the night shift.”

“So, we’re just reviewing all this shit, sorry, I mean data, to make sure that-”

“Just tell me,” Vaha said. “What is it?” She couldn’t contain her excitement.

Lucy and Arturo grinned at each other.

Lucy pointed to an animation running on a loop in the center of one of the screens. It featured a 3D mapping of the inside of the lake and a little, grinning guppy descending through the water and counting off the depth, meter by meter. The guppy’s googly eyes got bigger and bigger the deeper it went. The eyes were already huge and there was no sign of stopping in the animation yet.

“So, as you can see, Greg the Guppy here is showing us that the lake is deep. Which we already kinda knew. But he’s proving that it’s very, very deep. Like, impossibly deep. Lake Baikal in Russia is the deepest on Earth at 1,620 meters-”

“Was,” Arturo added.

“Was. But this, this weird brown hole in the middle of East Buttfuck hits just over 2,500 meters before Greg loops back up and takes us all the way down again.”

Vaha leaned in, studying. “Jesus…”

“But that’s not all. We’ve getting these flow shifts and-”

Vaha interrupted Arturo. “Just get to it.”

“Sorry. So, we did all this math and shit and basically, the lake isn’t landlocked.”

“Really? So, is it even a lake?”

“Yeah, but it’s unusual because exoreic lakes, or open lakes, they normally drain into rivers, above ground, right. But this one, there are these vents down near the bottom. And they’re huge.”

“We’re trying to find a source, but…” Lucy hesitated, as if what she was about to say couldn’t be possible. “It seems like it goes all the way out to the Atlantic.

“But this is a freshwater lake,” Vaha said.

“Right, which is, I mean, nothing is impossible. Arturo has a girlfriend. But it’s still very weird.”

“Dick,” Arturo said, laughing.

Vaha stepped back, taking the whole scene in. The numbers. The models. Greg the Guppy. This was it. It was exactly what she wanted. What she’d known the whole time. Lachlan had been right.

“Could something move along, through these vents, from the ocean?”

Lucy raised a pierced eyebrow in curiosity. “Something like… what kind of something? There’s microbes and small fish and, I mean, it’s water, so…”

“Something like a large creature.” Vaha said it without thinking but didn’t care anymore. They would all see soon enough anyway.

“It’s… possible?” Arturo said. “What kind of large creature?”

But she was already walking away, ready.

“What kind of large creature, ma’am?” Arturo called after her.

Vaha couldn't hear him. The world fell away from her. From the stupid split-level ranch house in Riverside to the island she owned in Puget Sound and every tributary and river and dying little creek in between, she’d had faith and it was finally being rewarded.

He was coming.

***

The southern sun hung high and heavy over the Inpesca that day, baking anyone or anything that dared to venture out onto the deck. Fortunately for the crew, umbrellas emblazoned with the Bango logo provided cover to the lunch table set up in the center of the deck. The table had been nicely accented, covered in fabric and flowers. A European-style breakfast spread made up of various charcuterie boards covered the table along with dishes of scrambled eggs, bacon, and oatmeal. Pates, foie gras, prosciutto, caviar, Caw’s eyes ate it all up enthusiastically.

Deirdre watched him from the upper deck, where she clung to the railing, fighting a wave of nausea.

“Did you see a headless horseman?”

She turned to find Gier standing only a foot away. How he’d gotten there she didn’t know. Sneaky.

“Excuse me?” she said, trying to make sure she was communicating the right level of leave-me-the-fuck-alone energy.

“You know, a ghost. You look whiter than sheets.”

His voice was raspy but surprisingly warm. His accent was unique. Deirdre didn’t hate it, but she didn’t need this crap.

“I’m uh… I’m not feeling well.” She looked around for someone to run interference, but everybody was chattering around the lunch table.

“That is strange because I saw you sunning, and the sun is the finest source of energy. Health comes from the sun.” He gestured to his own tanned forearm. See? He smiled, wide and toothy. There was something sinister about it.

“Yeah, well, I just seem to get burned,” she said.

“I was thinking we could play Sami lasso.”

“What the-? What?”

“It’s a game from my home, where one takes a lasso around the horn of a reindeer and-”

“What’s happening? Are you trying to hit on me?” she asked sharply.

“Was that not evident?”

“I’m married. I think you know that. And I’m fucking pregnant. Still wanna fuck me?”

Gier considered it for a moment. “Yes,” he said. When she frowned he tried to laugh it off like he’d seen on How I Met Your Mother. Awkwaaaaard.

Deirdre let out a long sigh and pressed her thumbs to her temples. She could feel a tension headache coming on. Without another word, she turned and walked away toward the stairs leading to the lunch group on the lower deck.

“I’m sorry,” he said softly, but she was already too far away to hear him.

He watched her go and wondered what he’d done wrong. He’d even smiled at the woman like the book had said he should. Fuck it, he thought. If things got hairy, she would see what kind of man he was. And what a coward her husband was. He narrowed his gaze on Caw, scoping in on his prey.

“Soy boy beta cuck,” he muttered to himself, alone.

Deirdre took her place at the table next to Lucy, across from Arturo and Caw. The boys. She resigned herself for a long lunch.

“Damn, Nina went beyond the Lunchable today,” Caw said from his seat next to Arturo.

“I wouldn’t mind a little slice of cheddar or something. All this caviar is too much, man.”

“It is a bit over the top,” Vaha, naturally at the head of the table, nodded in sage agreement and took a small nibble from a slice of aged asiago. Across from the guys, Lucy and Deirdre set to demolishing a baked brie. Vaha, watching, said, “I prefer the harder cheeses. A bit healthier.”

Subconsciously, both women slowed to a stop with the brie. Caw tried to hide his frown but doubted he was. It was tough to hide anything from Vaha, it seemed.

“It’s all cheese,” he said and dug his knife into the brie. Emboldened, Deirdre went for another bite before remembering she wasn’t supposed to eat soft cheese anyway. What could she have here?

Mouth full of pear and cheese, Caw looked up to find Gier on the upper deck. The man leaned against the rail and watched them eat from behind big, mirrored sunglasses. Despite that the soldier had been at the table the day before, Caw hadn’t seen him actually eat. So far he hadn’t seen him do anything but stand and… monitor. As far as he knew, Gier didn’t speak, sleep, or shit either. The guy creeped Caw out.

“Check this out,” he whispered to Arturo. “Hey, Gier!” Caw waved up at Gier.

The man turned his head only slightly to find Caw. He said nothing.

“You look hungry! Want me to bring you up a plate? Or I could make you a Hot Pocket or something!”

For a long moment, Gier held his tongue. Finally, he said, “My name. It is Major Arvidsson. And no. I do not want your Hot Pockets.”

Arturo stifled a laugh and Caw said, “The guy doesn’t eat!”

Vaha allowed herself a smile. “Nina has really outdone herself this morning.” Then, suddenly struck by a thought, she looked around the deck, eyes darting like a hound dog looking for a bird. “Where’s the kid, the uh-”

“E.J.” Nina plopped down across from the two men, next to Lucy. She lifted a strawberry from a nearby dish and examined the fruit, studying it as if she hadn’t hand selected it herself.

“The E.J.,” Vaha said.

“Your little boy Friday,” Arturo added to no one in particular. Caw snickered.

Nina continued. “Oh, he has uh, sea diarrhea. Or something. He’s out sick today.”

“He’s delicate,” Lucy added.

“Maybe he ate too much of your fancy Spam?” Arturo thrust a fork full of pate at Nina.

“Fancy Spam? You know, if you don’t like this, you could always try eating my ass,” Nina said.

Everyone laughed, even Vaha, but Lucy snorted hard enough to send caviar rocketing up into her nostrils. Embarrassed, she covered her face from Nina, but Nina smiled at her, eyes glistening, lips pulling up into a grin bigger than the sun and Lucy was floored.

Without looking away from Lucy, Nina spoke to Vaha. “I’ll be in my quarters. I’d like to get a head start on planning dinner. There’s a seafood spread prepared in the fridge. People can graze for lunch?”

Vaha had already forgotten the joke, lost contact with the group. She was on another mental plane again. “Huh? Oh. Yes, sure. Fine. Thank you, Nina.”

Nina walked away, keeping her eyes on Lucy until the last possible second.

Deirdre slid over and plopped down in Nina’s empty seat next to Vaha.

“Vaha?” she asked a bit tentatively. “Whenever you have a moment, can you show me that yoga move from yesterday? The one where your leg got all pretzel-y and…”

Her voice drifted away as the sun caught her just right, creating a halo around her and making Caw fall into a dreamlike state. He half expected to hear that voice, that damn Dad-like voice whispering the corny nothings that he already knew, that the sun was telling him with its caressing spotlight. She was an angel. His angel. And she deserved better. Better than him, for sure.

He would give her the money and take off… Yes. That was it. He would go.

Of course, there would be no point if he couldn’t trust Vaha to cover her end of the deal and take care of Deirdre, and, in his gut, Caw couldn’t find faith in her. There was something deeply weird about the woman. Her energy, the alien symbols, whatever relationship she had with his father. He knew she was holding something back.

Watching Vaha stand on one leg and raise the other above her head for a smiling Deirdre, Caw figured it was as good a time as any to try to figure out exactly who this woman was.

***

Moments later he was down in the guts of the yacht, creeping through the corridor as quietly as he could. The two-inch-thick carpeting made it easy. Luxury had its perks.

“Rig for silent running,” Caw said to himself, then realized talking wasn’t helping his whole silent thing.

One of Gier’s mercenary goons could be lurking around any corner… Carefully, he took a right down a short corridor that ended in two large, oak double doors. Vaha’s room.

He tiptoed to the door, grabbed the handle, and turned. Nothing. The door wouldn’t budge. Makes sense, he thought, fumbling his wallet out of his back pocket. He’d watched a spy movie or two. He knew exactly what to do.

He opened the wallet to find three dollars, a Gary Sheffield rookie card, and his Piggly Wiggly membership ID. He had no idea how the Gary Sheffield got in there. He pulled out the Piggly Wiggly and gingerly inserted the card in between the two doors, trying to depress the locking mechanism enough to get in.

Just as he felt the thing start to click over, he heard the voice.

“Caw? Caw, what are you doing?”

He turned to find Vaha Verma standing behind him.


CHAPTER 14

Caw fumbled with the card and almost dropped it before jamming it into his back pocket. He prayed she hadn’t seen it as the words, “Oh, um, sorry, um,” tumbled out of his mouth.

Finally, he looked at her and said, “Hi.”

She gave him a long, hard look and said, “Hi.”

“I was just uh, looking for the bathroom. The lavatory or, loo, as you may call it.”

“Caw, I’m from Osh Kosh. My dad called it a shitter.”

He nodded at the carpet. “Osh Kosh. Yeah. Right. Anyway, I’m looking for the, uh, shitter.”

“Come with me,” she nodded her head up the hallway behind her. “We’ll stop on the way.”

Caw followed behind her, sure he was a dead man walking.

***

Half an hour later, Caw found himself sitting on a Jet Ski in the lake, floating next to Vaha, not fifteen feet away from the boat he had last seen his father on.

As soon as she’d suggested the Jet Skis, he’d told her no. He had protested like crazy. The lake is dangerous, he had said for the millionth time and, for the millionth time, Vaha had insisted. That Gier guy had laughed at him, terse barks through his scarred throat. Vaha had been polite but started to lose her patience. Even Deirdre was looking at him a bit funny.

“I know you don’t like the water, but you’ll be on a Jet Ski,” Deirdre had said.

Eventually, Caw realized that he wouldn’t be able to avoid it without making everyone think he was crazy. Seeing monsters. Or worse, seeing ghosts.

And so, he had found himself on a Jet Ski floating next to Vaha, in a giant bowl of monster soup carved into the earth.

She’d raced out to the middle of the lake. Full steam. Caw had puttered nervously behind her. She’d found her place, near the boat, and stopped. And waited for him.

“You know Jet Ski is actually a proprietary name,” Caw said, nervously scanning the lake for any disturbance. He pulled his feet up out of the water, getting them as high up on the craft as he could. “The proper name is actually personal watercraft. Even though-” He checked the logos on the side of the machine between his legs. “Huh. This actually is a Jet Ski brand.”

“Why are you so uncomfortable around me, Caw?” she asked.

Her gaze felt like it was boring into him, her eyes twin drills, cutting deep. He found a point on the horizon and stared at it. Anything to keep her eyes off of his.

“Your guard is so… up.”

He shrugged. Stared. Shrugged again.

“Is it because you don’t trust me?” she asked.

Then, he couldn’t help but look at her. “...yes,” he said, surprised at himself.

“Because you know I’ve been lying to you?”

He hadn’t known for sure, but he felt now he had her on a hook. He leaned in and said, “I had suspected that.” Why was this person born to be a political and business powerhouse being so vulnerable, so open, with him? He couldn’t believe it any more than he could believe it when she accepted his lie about breaking into her room.

For Vaha’s part, she couldn’t believe that he’d had the gall to break into her room. But it told her that his distrust had reached a point where she needed to change tact. Perhaps honesty was the way to go.

“Look Caw, I haven’t been entirely straight with you. I know your history with this lake. I’ve seen the articles. Remember?”

Newspaper images of himself as a boy, lost and alone, scared, sitting in a police car with a Zagnut bar melting in his fist flashed in his mind. Black and white. Permanent.

She continued, “I know what you claim happened here back then, to your father. To my friend. Caw, my team has found some interesting facts out about this lake, and it’s made me consider what you claimed back then. I believe you. I believe you and it’s why I came here. Because I wanted to believe you.

“I’ve spent my life looking for the extremes. Curating them when I found them. Creating them when I couldn’t. It can be lonely and alienating. It can make people think you’re a little crazy. Your father knew that. You do too, I imagine. Don’t you?”

“I do.”

“I should have trusted that about you, confided in you when I first got here. But I didn’t want to upset you if you had moved on… For all I knew you didn’t even believe your own childhood memories anymore. As far as my team or your lovely wife went, well, it seemed like silence was the best policy. As you know, it often is with things like this.”

“I do,” he said again. “Know that very well.”

She smiled at him. Motherly and kind.

“So, I suppose that’s it. I believe you. And that’s why I came down here. And I’m sorry for that.”

Her words hung in the humid air. Cicadas purred angrily from the trees surrounding them. Caw felt like he was twelve years old again. But this time, someone finally believed him. He was terrified. He was ecstatic.

“That’s my apology. It’s also my sales pitch. Knowing everything I just told you, I ask you, Caw: Will you sell me this lake?”

“You still want to make an artist’s retreat here? With that fucking thing in the water?”

She laughed. Kicked her feet in the water with a nonchalant bravery that he admired. “Of course not! I want to make sure what happened to your father never happens again. I want to kill the fucking thing.

“Then, sure, I’ll build a hotel here or something. Whatever.”

Caw turned inward. He tried to hear the voice, the thing that had been reaching out to him. He tried to find the whispers echoing in his mind. He listened for his father, hoped he would find him when he needed it most.

You know her, probably in ways that I never want to visualize. Can I trust this woman? he asked his dad.

Nothing. Not a word.

Whatever it was, it was done with him. Or his aural hallucinations just weren’t cooperating. All the more reason to give this damn lake up, he thought. A decision had to be made and he would make the best one he thought he could.

“Is there a way that, in the contract, all the money could go to Deirdre? Like, without me doing anything? Like we could deed the sale in her name or something?”

Vaha gave Caw a look of understanding. He felt like she was seeing him in a way that few had in his life. Despite himself, it felt good.

“Are you going away, Cawley?” she asked. “Leaving her?”

“I want her to have the best. Right now, I think… I think that’s the money. Just the money.”

“I understand,” she said, and he believed that she did.

He shifted in his seat, leaning cautiously out over the water to bridge the gap between them. He put his hand out.

“What’s this?” she asked, amused.

“I’m making a deal,” he said.

“You really do remind me of your old man.” She grinned at him. “I like it. Let’s make a deal.”

She reached out over the water and took his hand in hers. Her grip was firm and tight. Her hand suddenly felt larger, more powerful than it appeared. She pumped his hand with the power of the red-blooded capitalist. Suddenly, Caw wanted a Coke. Not a Diet.

She gunned her engine, and he followed suit. As they moved away, back toward the yacht, their Jet Skis cutting through the water, the jellyfish watched from beneath the surface.

They listened to the depths, to the silent, transmitted voice of their master.

Thank you for waiting. Now is the time. Join the rest on the boat. Destroy them all, but do not touch the man or woman with child. We need them.

Their orders confirmed, the army of jellyfish, five dozen strong, moved on toward the boat.


Chapter 15

Lucy poked her head out from under the covers to find Nina sweating and smiling. Nina watched as Lucy straightened her hair and slithered out of the little cave she had built between her legs. She took in Lucy’s smile and felt her own face flush and a warmth pulsated down through the rest of her body, sending tingling feelings of elation and pleasure all the way to her fingertips. Could it be love? The afterglow of a satisfying encounter? Probably just the afterglow, she decided. But still, keep an eye on that love thing.

Lucy wiped her mouth with Nina’s sheets and stopped to take a closer look at them. “Are these…? Silk? What is this, the Red Shoe Diaries?”

“The what?” Nina ran her black painted fingernails along Lucy’s tattoos. She stroked the scales of a cobra head rising up on Lucy’s thigh.

“It’s from the 90’s, this sex show where- Never mind. They probably didn’t have it in Russia. By the way, you don’t have an accent.” Lucy saw Nina’s lips edge up into a smirk and she began to backpedal. “No offense, I mean- Not like all Russians have accents, but-”

“It’s okay, you don’t have to explain yourself. I know you’re not an asshole. I’m not actually from Russia.”

“You’re not?”

“Wow. You just bent me right over and you didn’t even know where I’m from.”

Lucy gave Nina a light punch in the arm. “Oh, please. Like you asked me. So, you’re not from Russia.”

“I’m from Portland,” she said.

“Oh, Portland. You’re so cooool.” Lucy leaned over and nibbled on Nina’s ear until the non-Russian pulled away, looking troubled. “What’s wrong?”

“I… I’m not from Portland. I just tell people that because it sounds good. I’m from… Abilene, Texas.”

Lucy giggled. “That’s not that big a deal. I mean, you’re not there now.”

Nina thought about it for a moment, her top teeth bothering with her lower lip. Lucy tried to find an answer in her new lover’s face, but it was inscrutable. Troubled to be sure, but unreadable. Whatever answer Nina found within herself she didn’t feel she could verbalize. She forced a laugh and said, “Hey, lemme see your palm.”

Lucy shrugged, curious, and stuck her hand out and Nina took it in her own, cupping it in both hands like a baby bird that might fly away at any moment. She traced her fingertip across Lucy’s open palm. Lucy tried not to giggle.

Her face grew redder and redder as she tried to hold the laughter in, Nina’s finger dancing down the face of her palm. Nina didn’t notice. Her brow furrowed, troubled.

“Your lifeline is-”

And then the dam broke. Lucy yanked her hand away as laughter broke from her mouth in great peels.

“I’m sorry! I’m sorry! I’m so ticklish I should have said something.”

“No, no, please, it’s fine.” Nina let her go, but something in Lucy’s palm troubled her: the woman’s lifeline. Nina couldn’t let it go. “Do you want to do a card reading?”

“Wait, seriously? Like, witchy cards?”

“Tarot cards. Yes.”

“Fuck yes, that’s fucking awesome.”

Nina took Lucy by the elbow and guided her over to a nearby circular table, flanked on either side with plush leather chairs. She sat Lucy down in one, then went to the pair of jeans that had pooled on the floor where she’d haphazardly tossed them. As she pulled the denim up, Lucy admired how it squeezed around the tan flash of her thighs, growing even tighter as she pulled it closer to her curves. Nina caught her looking, but instead of the flirtatious grin that Lucy expected, her face was fixed in a disturbed grimace.

“Is everything okay?” Lucy asked, now worried herself.

“I’m not sure…” Nina rooted around in a large handbag, tossing out various implements until she came up with a well-worn pack of tarot cards. “That’s what these are for.”

She hurried to the table and sat down across from Lucy. Hurriedly, she tapped the cards out. She set the deck face down in front of her. She set her palms flat against the table, framing the deck. She closed her eyes and took a deep breath. She opened her eyes and looked to Lucy.

“I’m sorry to be so dramatic. I just take these things seriously. I believe the world has a way of telling you what it has in store for you before it happens.”

Lucy leaned in, eyebrow cocked at a curious angle. “Like a warning? Like, hey, look out runaway hotdog cart! You know, so you can jump out of the way?”

“Hm… More like a little notice so you can start getting your paperwork in order. What’s written is written.”

“Huh. Bummer. But okay.”

All business, Nina slid four cards off of the top of the deck and laid them each down, one by one, their backs facing up.

“Are you ready?” she asked.

Lucy shifted uncomfortably in her seat. She took Nina’s hands, caressed her soft skin, ran her fingers over the little cuts and scars dotting her hands. Casualties of a life spent in the culinary arts. “Can we just go back to getting weird together? You’re kind of freaking me out.”

“Please indulge me on this. Please?”

Lucy didn’t say anything. After a moment of silence Nina forged ahead. She flipped the first card up. A man hung upside down. One leg cocked out in a jaunty pose. A halo of light surrounded his head.

“Who’s this little guy?” Lucy asked.

“The hanged man.” Nina tapped her finger lightly against the card, then traced a line around the halo. “It means you’re going to find yourself in a situation that you can’t win. A situation where fighting won’t help you.”

Quicker than Lucy would have liked, Nina flipped over the next card. A nude woman knelt by the side of a lake. Each hand held an earthen jug, with which she poured water. One in the earth, the other into the lake.

“She’s kinda… She’s not bad looking. Nice tits,” Lucy said. “What’s her deal?”

“This card means hope and faith...”

“Oh, that’s great! See?”

“But combined with the Hangman, it makes me wonder… Whose hopes? Whose faith? You may be at the mercy of someone else’s desires.”

“So, let me get this straight, that water, it means hope and faith? ‘Cause it just looks like water to me and- Water! I totally forgot to piss after. I am gonna get a UTI for sure. Fuck, fuck, fuck…”

She continued to swear as she rose from the chair and hurried into the nearby bathroom. As soon as the door clicked shut Nina flipped over the next card. A crumbling tower. Lightning rained down from the heavens. A man and a woman tumbled from the windows to their deaths. Beneath it, the words: “The Tower.”

It was a card of upheaval. Chaos. Death.

Nina put the cards back in the deck and reshuffled them, but she knew they had already spoken.

In the bathroom, Lucy went to pull her underwear down before realizing she didn’t have any on.

“Walking around like Yogi Bear. Mama would be proud.”

She plopped down on the seat. She ran her fingers through her mussed-up hair and tapped her feet on the cold tile, trying to shake off the cloud of dread that now permeated their dreamy, sweet little afternoon.

She suddenly got the sense that Nina was standing on the outside of the door. She didn’t mind.

“Sorry I bolted in here. I just completely forgot.” She realized then that, inconveniently, she didn’t really have to go. “If I don’t go right after I will absolutely get the worst UTI, no question. And that’s the last thing I need on this fucking boat. I used to be so good about it, but…” Lucy realized she was talking quite a bit for someone who was sitting on a toilet. “But it’s been a long time for me.”

A pause. Then a voice, from the other side of the door. Lucy smiled to herself, knowing she had been right about Nina.

Nina said, “It’s been a long time for me too. I’m glad I got to meet you.”

The voice sounded sad. Resigned to something. Lucy wasn’t sure what to say.

As she thought about it, she bore down, trying to force something out into the water. The water where something fleshy and neon crawled up from the pipe and into the bowl. For a moment, it floated there, gathering its bearings. Then it discovered the fleshy parts perched above it. Greedy, angry tentacles began to rise to the soft exposure.

“We’ll see each other after this,” Lucy said, trying to be reassuring. “I mean, if you want to.”

She squirmed as she felt something brush against the bottom of her left thigh. The fuck? She jiggled her butt against the seat and the feeling was gone. Just a phantom.

“What I mean is, I’d like to,” she said.

“That would be really nice. I hope we can,” came Nina’s voice through the door.

Lucy sucked air through her teeth as a sharp burning suddenly shot from her loins and emanated in waves up into her stomach.

Oh, great. Burning. Of course, she thought before she felt the tentacles wriggle inside her. Before she felt the sucking, undulating jellyfish latch onto her.

“What the fuck?!” she shouted as she launched up from the toilet.

When she looked between her legs to investigate she could see nothing. Instead, she could feel it, whatever it was, inside of her. She doubled over in pain as she felt the horrible, prickling thing move through her abdomen, racing through her intestines and stomach.

“What’s wrong? Lucy, what’s wrong?!” Nina tried to open the door, but it was locked. She threw herself against the door, but it wouldn’t budge.

Lucy gagged as the thing moved up and stuck in her throat, raging inside of her with the power of the worst acid reflux she’d ever experienced. The pain only increased as the jellyfish bore its tentacles out of the back of her throat, moved up her spine and wrapped around her brain.

She screamed until the jellyfish sent an electrical current into her frontal lobe, shocking her into silence.

Outside, Nina pounded on the door, shouting for her lover to please say something, anything at all. Met with silence, Nina kicked the door, booting the door handle with her bare foot until the lock gave way to her power, sending splintered wood flying into the bathroom. Nina burst in and stopped dead only a foot into the room. There, on the frigid tile, lay the woman she had fallen into strong like with, her mouth open, her eyes glassy. Her once bright, intelligent face, draining of life. Nina hurried to her, took her by the hands.

“Lucy, what happened? Please. Are you okay? Are you-?”

Before she could finish her question, Lucy leaned forward and kissed her, passionately. Despite the circumstances, Nina couldn’t help but lean in a bit. For an instant, she lost herself in the strangeness of the moment. The fear, the emotion, the beauty of this woman.

It all vanished just as quickly when crackling tentacles burst from Lucy’s mouth, snaked between Nina’s lips, bore up into her skull and blasted her with an electrical charge strong enough to make her eyes sizzle, pop, and melt out of her eye sockets. The viscous fluid poured down her cheeks like an ocean of tears.


Chapter 16

Deirdre stood on the deck and patted her face with the towel Vaha had given her. It was thick and plush, easily the nicest towel she’d ever used. She felt she deserved it after the yoga workout they did together. She’d never done hot yoga before but being outside in the North Carolina heat and humidity made her feel like she had. The added insistent drone of the cicadas added little to the experience. She was wrung out, exhausted, drained of every fluid in her body.

As she wicked the last of the sweat from her arms, she eyed the lunch buffet set out beneath the giant umbrellas from breakfast, the shrimp plate in particular. Every time she turned around there seemed to be food getting served. She hadn’t had to open the olives and peanut butter after all. Deirdre was halfway to the shrimp when Caw intercepted her. He took her gently by the arm and she jumped. She whirled around and sighed with relief.

“Hey,” he said. “It’s just me.”

“Oh, God. I thought you were that sad German guy.” She scanned the upper deck for him but couldn’t find him. Just a few of his mercenaries stood about, lazily scanning the water, peculiar looking rifles in their arms.

“Oh yeah, Full Metal Jacket. I think he’s Swedish…”

“No matter where he’s from, he’s fucking weird. What’s up? I’m trying to get up in those shrimpies.”

“Can you eat shrimp? It’s like, raw seafood and cold cuts and-”

“Soft cheese. Yeah, I know, thanks. Fuck.”

“I wanted to talk to you. About the baby and… the future.”

She crossed her arms. Looked away toward the shrimp. “You didn’t react… great.”

“Don’t make me be the grown man who complains about his dad even more than I already am.”

“I know, but… I want to hear you say sorry. That fucking hurt.”

He kicked at the deck top. “Yeah, I… I should have opened with that. Sorry.”

She rolled her eyes. He took her in his arms. Held her tight. She braced against him for a moment before she relented and let him hold her close against his chest. He felt her heartbeat and for a moment thought he might cry.

“Really. I’m sorry.”

He lingered there, hoping that she would wrap her arms around him too. When she did lightly encircle him, it was the best thing he had felt in a very long time. He wondered if he would feel it again and he knew he would miss it more than anything when he left.

“I’m going to take the deal. I’m going to get all that sweet mogul money.”

“Really? Oh, thank God!”

“You can get out of here.”

She pulled back from him. “What, are you gonna stay and haunt the lake?”

He laughed in spite of the moment. “No, no. I meant we. I’m just thinking about you. And money. It all got jumbled up and I don’t talk so good.”

“That’s my husband. An articulate knight in shining armor. Let’s go get this money.” She swatted his butt and marched off toward the table, where a few crew members sat around, noshing.

Watching her go he felt the pain rise in his chest. It was then he heard the voice again, emanating from some watery void.

Don’t do this… live for the lake… live for the lake… live for the lake…

His father. The words repeated again and again between his ears. What began as his dad’s voice soon blurred in and out with different voices arising and taking up the words until the whole thing became a miasma, a drowning choir in his head.

Caw shook his head, trying to knock the voices out. He rubbed his temples until the repetitive chorus ebbed away.

“Fuck you, I’m out of here,” he muttered to himself.

“Caw? You doing okay?”

He looked up to find Vaha standing only a couple of feet away. Hands on hips. Squinting in the light. She was always there at the worst times. She was wearing a sun yellow speed suit that made her judgmental look somehow hit harder for Caw.

“Hi. I’m… I’m fine.”

For a brief moment she gave him one of her analytical stares and started walking to the food, knowing he would instinctively follow her, and he did. They always did. Everyone rose from their seats when she arrived, hovering their butts a couple inches over. Everyone except Arturo who nodded at her before going back to his phone. Kendall poured a glass of champagne and wordlessly pushed it toward her. She took it but didn’t drink.

“Where’s Lucy?” she asked Arturo.

He didn’t look up. “Sleeping after the night shift.”

“Ah, yes, yes.” She looked out at the lake and idly swirled the champagne, causing the bubbles to foam up like a little whirlpool in her hand. She set the glass down and watched its contents dance.

“You might actually want that in a moment,” Caw said. “To celebrate.”

Everyone, even Arturo, swiveled around to find him. Deirdre grinned, enjoying the anticipation.

“Why’s that, Caw?”

“We’re going to sell.”

Vaha broke into a wide grin.

“For a good price, I mean,” he added.

At that, she laughed. “Don’t worry. You can name it.”

She snapped her fingers and suddenly Kendall was standing there beside him with a contract displayed on a silver clipboard.

“How the hell does everyone on this boat move like ninjas?” Caw asked.

Kendall replied by raising a pen up into Caw’s face and clicking it into place. Caw pulled back, annoyed. Kendall held the pen out. After a delay, Caw took it and examined the contract. The terms seemed simple enough from what he knew of these sorts of things which was, he acknowledged, extraordinarily little. There was one thing that stood out to him. A big, blank spot where the point of sale should be.

Caw stopped, pen hanging limply in his hand. Looked up at Vaha. She looked back at him knowingly.

“I said you could name it,” she said.

He suddenly realized that everyone was looking at him. Then at Deirdre. Then back at him. Unsure. Red faced. Fuck. He waved Deirdre over and she moved around the table like a running back heading toward a final five second touchdown. For a long moment she looked down at the paperwork, reading it closer than Caw knew how to. Then she leaned over, kissed Caw on the cheek, and whispered a number in his ear.

It was enormous. Enough for them, or her, more accurately, to live on forever. She and the baby would never have to worry about anything ever again.

He thought about that number. And wrote it down. And it made him feel good. He signed his name to the bottom of the paper.

As soon as he signed, Kendall snatched the clipboard back and walked away, heading to the interior of the ship, braids swinging.

“He’s making a copy,” Vaha said. She turned to Arturo. “Go wake up Lucy. Bring the thought scanner to the deck, right there, in the center.” She pointed to the starboard area of the boat. “Get it assembled. I’m going to get ready.” She hesitated. “Please.”

Arturo rose. He gave Caw a furtive glance as he passed. Caw thought he detected a look of guilt in those eyes.

“Vaha, uh, thought scanner? What the- what’s a thought scanner?”

“It’s… Well, I suppose it’s what it sounds like,” she said, unhelpfully.

“Okay, fine. But whose thoughts are you scanning for?”

“You know, Caw.”

Deirdre gave her husband a queer look. Uncomfortable and unsure, he mirrored the look and turned it on Vaha.

“Oh please, don’t give me that look. Caw. Voices. The very same voices that you’ve been hearing yourself. Right, Caw?”

***

Arturo stood in the open doorway to Lucy’s cabin and stared at her empty bed. For a moment he was perplexed. Then he remembered. The chef.

He moved down the hallway, scanning doors for the little gold plates emblazoned with names. As he went, he fretted about Vaha. The strange machine. He didn’t know what the hell it did exactly. That was outside of his studies. Above his pay grade. But sure, he’d set up her stupid new age gizmo and let her play with the trout or whatever the hell she thought was down in the lake. He was a born engineer. Got his bachelor’s degree at 17. He’d been designing, creating, sciencing forever, he could screw together anything. No different than an erector set. If you had the instructions, at least-

Suddenly, an overhead light flickered, interrupting his thoughts. He stopped and looked up, only to get a drip of water on his face. More water was collecting around the light, slowly starting to drip down into the thick carpet beneath him.

“That’s not good…” he muttered to himself.

Great. Now he’d have to talk to that scarred up matchstick, Gier. Or worse, Kendall. Who the hell was in charge here? He sure wasn’t going to bring it to Vaha. Not while she was all keyed up about the scanner.

He moved on down the hall, annoyed and dragging his feet, until he came upon the door marked Nina Something-Russian-he-couldn’t-pronounce. He checked the doorknob. Through their years of working together they’d developed a system of putting a sock on the knob, but there was nothing. He knocked lightly on the door. A long-term working friendship required a respect of boundaries, and he was nervous about interrupting Lucy mid-screw. Mid-scissor? He didn’t know exactly what tools she brought to the bedroom, though over their years of travel he’d seen a couple things in her luggage that weren’t for the faint of heart.

“Lucy? Lucy?”

Nothing. He knocked again, harder this time.

“Hey Luce. I’m not trying to interrupt your nut or whatever, but we gotta set up that stupid fucking scan thing.”

He looked over his shoulder. Vaha was always where you didn’t want her to be. He waited for a reply. When it didn’t come, a strange feeling welled up in his gut. Heavy, acidic. He tried the naked knob, and it gave in to him.

“Lucy, I’m opening the door, so put all your junk away. Nina, you too.”

He pushed on the door, but it stopped about an inch in. He tried again, then again. There was some give, but a good amount of weight. It felt like there was something on the other side of the door, like a sack of potatoes or something.

That’s when he noticed the blood stain on the carpet.

“Lucy?!”

Putting all his weight against the door, he managed to shove his way into the room.

That was when he realized it was Nina’s body blocking the door. She’d been trying to get out, but the knob was too slick with blood.

What appeared to be Lucy’s body lay sprawled in the doorway of the bathroom. He couldn’t tell for sure as her face was gone. Then, from the cavity of muck that had been her face, something stirred. He watched in frozen horror as a bright blue gelatinous creature rose from beneath a slick layer of blood and flesh and tissue and bone fragments and stepped out of her skull, walking on multicolored, neon tentacles.

A jellyfish.

It stopped. It seemed to, somehow, impossibly, look at him. To see him. Soundlessly, it reared back on its tentacles as if readying to strike. Just then he heard a sucking sound and looked up to find another one, bigger, slithering across the ceiling, heading his way.

Arturo made it out into the hallway just in time to slam the door shut and to vomit onto the shag carpet.


CHAPTER 17

Pop.

The champagne bottle came to life in Caw’s hands and he held it out to Deirdre before remembering that she couldn’t have any.

Deirdre waved the glass away. She had hoped that Caw might have come back down to earth after the sale, that their distance might be breached by their newfound freedom, but he seemed to stay lost in orbit. He brushed it off, but Vaha had claimed that he’d been hearing voices… It troubled her.

She gazed out at their house, no, their home, she corrected herself. It occurred to her that she had never seen it from the lake before. There was something idyllic, bucolic about it. The same thing she had felt when she first arrived with Caw, her wedding dress still in her suitcase. But from the water, for some reason, there was something vaguely ominous about the property. The river birches surrounding the home seemed stooped as if in mourning, standing shiva over something long lost.

She tried to imagine what it had been like for her husband that day. Had the water been serene and calm before his father disappeared below its surface?

Caw was pouring his second glass of celebratory 1985 Bollinger champagne when Arturo burst out onto the deck, dripping sweat and out of breath. He doubled over, head between his knees.

Kendall walked through the doorway behind him carrying a crystal glass full of Now and Laters. He patted Arturo on the back, harder than necessary.

He guffawed and said, “Gotta get you in shape, bud. I can help out with that.”

Arturo took a half-hearted swing at the guy. “Fuck you, you Tae Bo fuck!” The rest watched as his breath returned to him and he said, “Lucy. Nina. They’re dead.”

Caw dropped his glass and it shattered upon the deck and his head began to swim.

“This fucking place,” Deirdre murmured to herself.

Caw hurried to Arturo. “Dead? Like, like- what do you mean, like they’re missing, like you think they got pulled overboard or-?”

“They’re fucking dead, dude! I saw them, they’re corpses, all fucked up. Their faces are all- They’re fucked, man!”

Tears welling in his eyes for his partner, Arturo looked to Vaha for sympathy, guidance, anything. He found tight-lipped curiosity.

Vaha called up to Gier in the top deck. “Major! Have your boys bring the scanning equipment up topside right now. Double time.”

Gier nodded and walked away, heels clicking on the metal deck. Double time.

Satisfied, Vaha turned her attention to Arturo. “In what vessel has it come to us?”

Arturo stared at her in silent shock.

“Arturo. Hello?” She snapped her fingers in the air. “How has it manifested its consciousness?”

“I don’t understand the question,” he said.

Looking around, she realized that nobody did. She sighed. “What manner of creature attacked them?”

At the exact same time, Arturo and Caw both said, “Jellyfish.”

“Oh. Of course.” Vaha walked to the table and took Deirdre’s glass of champagne. She took a sip and sighed contentedly. “So, you weren’t confused all those years ago, Caw…”

“What is she talking about, Caw?” Deirdre asked her husband.

“I was sniffing a fair bit of airplane glue back then, but no, I wasn’t confused,” Caw said to Vaha.

“I knew you weren’t lying. Like I said, I really did believe you. But I thought for sure your undeveloped adolescent brain must have gotten things all kerfuffled.” She finished the champagne, draining it in one long pull. “A jellyfish. I thought it would be… something more aspirational. Oh. I probably shouldn’t say that. It’s undoubtedly listening.”

“Caw! What is she talking about?” Deirdre pressed.

“I only saw two down there but there’s more, right?” Arturo asked.

Vaha shrugged. Real casual.

“Oh God, there’s more.”

“More than likely, he’s given rise to an army…” She smiled at this thought and Caw, for the life of him, couldn’t understand why. “Gier?” She called over her shoulder without turning away from Caw. “Can you please send some men to escort us about the ship? Where is Gier?” When she did turn around there were already four men standing behind her, Bango Persuader guns at the ready.

Caw grabbed the champagne bottle in one hand and took Deirdre by the wrist with the other, and together they made their way toward one of the lifeboats mounted on the railing of the ship. Without looking back, Caw said, “Fuck this, we’re out of here.”

Then, suddenly, Gier was back. He hurried across the deck and stood in between them and safe passage to the shore.

“I disagree with this action,” he said.

“How the fuck-? Where’d you come from; are you a fucking ghost?” Caw asked.

“We are going to take you now. Downstairs, please.”

Caw’s hand tightened around the neck of the champagne bottle. “We’re not gonna die on this lake.”

“Downstairs,” Gier said. “Please.”

Caw swung the bottle at Gier’s head, but the soldier was already anticipating it. Gier grabbed Caw’s wrist and tightened… tightened… then wrenched it violently downward. Caw dropped the bottle to the deck, where it landed with a useless thud.

“That was anticlimactic,” Deirdre said.

He turned to his wife. “I’m sorry, I-” But Gier and several goons were already pushing them along to the entrance to the lower levels.

“Thank you, Gier,” Vaha said in an almost tender tone.

“What the fuck are we in for now?” Caw asked the woman, bitterly.

In a calm, measured voice, she said, “Arturo is going to finish assembling the machine. I am going to fit myself inside of it and connect my brain with that of a living God. But first, Kendall, it is time for my bath.”


CHAPTER 18

They moved down the hall quickly, Vaha at the front. The guards helped move them along, but Deirdre kept her pace up on her own. More to put some distance between herself and Caw than to get to their destination, which she assumed was going to be something frightening, any quicker.

A few feet behind her, Caw tried breathlessly to explain himself. “And so, yeah, my dad didn’t drown, he was eaten, or something, by a giant jellyfish that I’ve been pretty sure is living under the surface of this lake the entire time. I’m sorry, I uh, omitted that part.”

“Omit? Omit?! That’s a lie, Caw! A big fucking lie.”

“Well would you have stayed with a guy who says his dad got eaten by a giant jellyfish monster? Would you have married that guy?”

She didn’t say anything.

“See! That’s why I didn’t say shit! Because I definitely knew I wanted to marry you right away. Besides, nobody’d ever believed me anyway. Ever since I was a little kid everyone just thought I was lying, so. Whatever.”

“So, you have been hearing voices…” Her tone, while still cold, had softened a bit.

“Not exactly, they’re more like… echoes from the lake just like, speaking into my… brain.”

“What the fuck is the difference? You don’t tell me anything! Anything!”

Just then, a high vent in the wall burst open. The metal grate flew over their heads and banged against the opposite wall. With surprising speed, a jellyfish slithered out and began rolling down the walls, leaving a goopy trail on the imported French toile wallpaper. Caw, eyes wide with horror, backed away, slamming into the wall. While a hell of a lot smaller, the neon tentacles looked exactly like the ones that had taken his father. It all came flooding back in an instant. The water. The blood. The terrifying smile on his father’s face.

Just as quickly, one of the guards, a squat but muscular, bald little fellow that reminded Caw of the word “chode,” turned his laser gun on the thing and blasted it. When he was done, there was nothing but a singed, oily skid mark left on the wall, smoldering away.

Like nothing happened, the troupe continued on down the hall. Deirdre began to drag her feet until she had slowed down long enough to be shoulder to shoulder with Caw.

“What the fuck was that?” she asked.

“The kids’ meal version of what killed my dad.”

Vaha stopped before the double doors of her room. She turned and raised her arms wide in welcome. She gave Caw a silent smile. Two of the guards moved behind her and pulled the doors open, revealing a large room behind her.

She took a deep breath, turned on the balls of her feet, which Caw just realized were bare, and sauntered into the room.

The guard behind Caw, a good-looking guy with the kind of jaw that could break rocks and still get him laid at closing time, shoved him in the back and pushed him after her.

Caw said, “Is that how you get women into your bedroom, you fucking ape?” but the guy didn’t respond.

As they entered, the room revealed itself to them. Along the walls, floor to ceiling bookshelves filled with leatherbound volumes. Some looked nearly ancient. Surrounding a large amp in one corner, three vintage Gibson guitars. She didn’t just read and make money, apparently. At the opposite side of the room stood an enormous circular desk with laptops and screens set up at each point, like a compass.

But it was the center of the floor that caught Caw’s attention. The thick, black carpet beneath their feet was custom made with a large, white emblem woven into it, taking up the center of the room. The same five-point star that Caw had seen on Vaha’s lighter. This time, it struck a fear into him, something deep inside, chilling his guts and causing him to sweat. It surprised him, this fear.

Still, he was grateful for the high quality, hand-made carpet when the two remaining guards, Chode and Jawline, kicked his and Deirdre’s legs out from behind and they dropped to their knees.

As the other guards closed the doors they heard a shout and a laser going off. Then the doors came together and blocked out all outside noise.

Standing before her two captives, Vaha pulled the zipper of her speed suit down, opening the middle to reveal bare skin beneath. Acutely aware of his wife’s already angry gaze, Caw closed his eyes. Tight.

“Oh, for God’s sake, Caw.” Vaha sucked her teeth at him, making sharp, chastising little sounds. “It’s fine, you can open your eyes. Your wife certainly has.”

Caw opened his eyes and first looked at Deirdre who, indeed, was gazing at Vaha with wide eyes and a look that was a mixture of shock and admiration. Even that didn’t prepare Caw for looking up.

Etched into the curves of Vaha’s body, her taut brown skin, were dozens of dark black tattoos. Esoteric symbols, scenes of strange violence, words in a language that had not been spoken by human tongues in centuries. These stories unraveled from her ankles, to her wrists, to her neckline.

Right below her throat, Caw noticed a strange, very fresh-looking scar that ran down between her breasts, then broke into two lines, curving along with her rib cage. It appeared to be a scar but… at the same time the skin didn’t seem to be fixed together.

Vaha lit a cigarette and snapped her fingers and, before Caw could figure out where the hell she’d been keeping the cigarette, an invisible door opened out of the wall and Kendall, also fully nude and covered in otherworldly ink etchings, entered the room pushing an ornate, wheeled, golden cart. On the top stood a porcelain basin filled with ice water. Hanging from two rods on the sides were two black robes.

Kendall wheeled the cart until it stood in front of Vaha.

“Thank you,” Vaha said to him, exhaling smoke. “Good boy.”

He gave a small bow and then positioned himself behind her.

This time Vaha spoke to Caw and Deirdre. “I am about to show you something that I’ve never shown anyone else before. Would you like that?”

They both nodded in unison.

“Good. Your curiosity is admirable. I’m sure you’ve noticed that I smoke quite a bit. Risky, eh? Well, I did, in fact, get diagnosed with lung cancer several years back…”

As she spoke, Kendall reached around her from behind. Deftly, gently, he pressed his fingers into the flesh and pulled. Her flesh parted, lifted up and back, revealing her ribcage. Behind that, her upper organs remained inside of her chest, held inside by a gelatinous goo.

She continued speaking as if nothing was happening. “It was terminal, they said. The best doctors, of course. My lungs were withering to raisins and the cancer had spread to my liver. That’s been replaced too.” She laughed and took a drag on her smoke.

“Around then, I told them all to fuck. That I already had a source for returning my health to me, and it wasn’t some imbecile from Johns Hopkins. They all thought that I was going to talk to some yogi and chew on beetroot. In short, a dead woman. The next Steve Jobs.”

It was then that Caw shook off his shock and realized that neon strands pulsating with light were running beneath her ribcage. Tendrils. They ran to two pulsating bags, inhaling and exhaling where her lungs should be, but they weren’t lungs. They were jellyfish.

“But no. I prayed to the power that I had found years ago. With your father, actually, at times.”

The jellyfish lungs squirmed beneath their ribcage home. They began to wriggle downward, still keeping their bodies pulsating and their tentacles woven into Vaha’s veins. Like a doctor cradling an outcoming baby’s brand-new head, Kendall guided the jellyfish into the porcelain bowl.

“They work excellently. The only thing I don’t prefer is that they require these regular baths.”

The creatures submerged themselves in the water. She looked down at them lovingly, a queen gazing at her pets. Her voice came in a choked rasp as air sucked into her open cavity in short bursts.

“I suppose… I was wrong. Jellyfish are…  aspirational… Anything alien is. Of course… he would take… on the form of… a jellyfish.”

“Alien?” Caw asked. “What do you mean alien?”

“Alien… God. Six of one, half a…” She took a long, hard breath. “...dozen of the other. As they say. After all… would we know the difference… if we saw it?”

She let the question hang there. The jellyfish cuddled up next to each other, sliding and slipping together in the bath. Vaha handed her spent cigarette to Kendall, and he handed her another one, already lit. She took a drag and the smoke eked out of the cavity.

“Where the hell are the cigarettes coming from?” Caw asked.

Vaha ignored him. She took a drag.

Kendall gently removed the jellyfish from their ice bath, and, of their own volition, they pulled themselves back to their home beneath her bones. Kendall dropped to his knees before his naked mistress and began to pull her skin back into place. It resettled easily.

Unfazed and breathing normally again, Vaha continued. “You see, for years I’ve been a searcher. Not of wealth, but of knowledge. Knowledge is power is a cliche. And largely untrue when you consider what, uh, high school civics classes? But ancient knowledge, those held by the Old Ones… That contains true power. Power that can only be accessed by direct mental contact. Which I am about to achieve. Unfortunately, it seems your father beat me to it, but I shall be returning safe to the world while he, unfortunately, could not.”

“What took him? What’s down there?” Caw demanded.

“Do you remember spending lots of time on the water with your ‘Pop’, Caw?” She jerked her fingers into air quotes and ash fell from the tip of her cigarette. “That is because all alien life lives in our waters. It is these aliens that we seek. Jellyfish, squid, octopi, these and many more are not earth born creatures. For centuries they have been studied in quiet secrecy by the curious.

“That’s why you summered along the Amazon, so that your father could inject the synovial fluid of the Arapaima fish, generating visions from beyond our world. Winters in the Great Lakes, so he could commune with the North American Arctic axolotl, whose telepathic transference allows one’s mind’s eye to glimpse pieces of the future. Apparently he didn’t see the bit where he was swallowed up by a God.

“Sorry, that wasn’t necessary. Anyhow, your father was the first one to find the Ancient One that all of these creatures serve. One of the many Gods quietly living across the vastness of space. As far as I know, the only one inhabiting our Earth.”

Kendall pulled the cart, taking it a few feet away. He picked up one of the black robes and, with gentle reverence, dressed Vaha, one arm at a time. She flicked her cigarette into the used ice bath and began to button up the robe on her own. Kendall went back to the cart and draped the other robe over himself.

“Why the hell did he come to North Carolina?” Deirdre asked.

“He liked Cheerwine,” Caw said. Deirdre rolled her eyes, annoyed.

Vaha, on the other hand, snorted a laugh. “That is good, Caw. To answer your question, Deirdre, uh, why not? He’s a God.”

“What’s the point of all this? Why are you here? Why is that dildo pointing a gun at us?”

Vaha looked admiringly at Jawline.

“Because in fifteen minutes I’m going to go up topside and I am going to use that clunky machine that my team has spent fourteen sales cycles constructing so that I can mind meld with the alien god floating behind your back porch and access his consciousness. Then, once I’m done collecting the knowledge of the infinite universe, I’m going to make sure that I don’t need anything else from you, and I’m going to have you and your pregnant wife killed. Which is something I take no pleasure in but knowing that you and more than likely your offspring will have telekinetic connection to the Ancient One isn’t something I can allow.”

“How did you know I was pregnant?” Deirdre looked like someone had been reading her diary.

“These toilets test all the urine that goes through them and reports it back to me. For example, this guy has syphilis.”

She gestured off-handedly to the stumpy guy, Chode.

“What? I do?” he asked, panicked.

“Oh yeah. Symptoms will hit you hard in the next couple of days.”

“Balls,” he said.

“Balls indeed,” Vaha said. “Oh, and of course,” she whispered, concerned about eavesdropping, “we’ll obliterate the lake. Killing a God… can you imagine what that must feel like?”

“Jesus…” Deirdre murmured.

“Yes, something like that,” Vaha said.

“Why?” Caw asked.

“What do you mean why?”

“Kill us,” Caw said. “It doesn’t make sense. It’s like… You took us all the way out here and went through all this bullshit manipulation and the sales forms and the shrimp cocktails. Why not just blow our brains out when you got here?”

Vaha gave him a withering glance before buttoning the top button on her ceremonial robe.

She explained. “Well, that wouldn’t do. Not at all. We’ll sink the ship and make it appear to be a terrible accident. When anyone comes knocking, I’ll have the paperwork to back up the sale and the land will legally be mine. I’ll donate all the money to a fundraising campaign that helps out man-children with daddy issues.”

“Shit, man. Ouch,” Caw said.

“Truth hurts,” Deirdre muttered.

“Sorry, that was unnecessarily unkind. But yes, at some point today, either by jellyfish attack or this handsome young man’s Bango death laser,” she pointed to the handsome, young mercenary. Chode frowned. “You will both die.”

The idea of begging killed Caw. He’d always believed that, if it came down to it, he wasn’t the type. Especially begging Vaha. But if it meant saving Deirdre… He played the last card he had in his hand.

“Wait, wait, wait. We can help you. Let her go. Let her go and in exchange, I’ll stay. I can, uh, I can be your research assistant or something. I am my father’s son, after all.”

She smirked, her face suddenly revealing the cruelty she was capable of. “You are nothing like your father. That was another lie, I’m afraid.”


CHAPTER 19

Gier stood in the bunkroom of his men, heartbroken. On the deck above him, more laser guns fired, more men called out. The creatures appeared so quickly. It had been chaos. It still was.

Three men. Three men had been obliterated. They were laid out before him in bunks. Two of them were unrecognizable. Their faces scalded, chewed, electrified to nothing. Crispy. Still smoking. He shook his head. Let the rifle slung over his shoulder slip for just a moment before jerking upward, bringing it back. Military precision.

Louis, a young man who had been with him for five years. From the deserts of Kuwait to a shithole lake in North Carolina. This goddamn lake. Gier’s fist clenched so tightly his knuckles were whitened.

Somehow Louis had managed to die with his features intact. His eyes open, staring upward with the same dull yearning that Gier had seen on the eyes of many dead soldiers. All of them brave souls. Well, most of them.

But where Louis’ eyes should have looked upward to heaven, they instead were staring up at the top of stupid, Bango brand bunkbeds. Out of curiosity, Gier stuck his head under the bunk to see what his soul was seeing last.

A penis drawn in Sharpie. Super veiny. Uncut. Gier nodded in approval. Men.

He looked into Louis’ open eyes. He said, “You’re fighting with the angels now.” He reached out with two fingers and, with a delicacy that he’d practiced over the years with the exact same move, closed Louis’ eyes. “Goodbye Louis,” he said.

Gier didn’t sense the creature behind him until he turned and found it floating in the doorway, watching him. He cursed himself for letting his head slip out of the battle. A soldier fights through any adversity; the pain, the death, most of all.

Even without its strange floating, the jellyfish was tall. Probably around eight feet, Gier judged. Its bell-like head was high and thin, about three feet in length. The rest were hundreds of tentacle strands, dangling like threads, thin enough to look like a curtain. So long they dragged on the floor. They reminded Gier of the dust ruffle his grandmother had hanging beneath her couch in her apartment in Porsgrunn, so many years back. So, so many years back. Now they had returned.

The Major had never hesitated to raise his weapon before that moment. But something about the thing floating there, it mesmerized him. Made him hesitate. By the time he was bringing the rifle up to kill, the thing was on him and had wrapped its tentacles around the weapon. He fired, but the lasers just flew through the curtain of tentacles and the creature seemed unfazed. The tendrils were so much stronger than he had anticipated. They were able to hold tight enough, with enough force, that Gier couldn’t line up a shot on the thing’s brain. Or whatever was floating within its headspace.

It wasn’t strong enough to pull the gun away from him though, and he struggled with it, fighting with everything he had to get the gun out of its grasp. Losing the push and pull, the creature fought dirty. Its tentacles flared with power and electricity shot through the gun, traveling through the metal of the barrel, through the synthetic grip, and up in Gier’s arms. He shook and bit down hard enough to crack the back molar in his mouth.

Fighting with everything he had, he broke the electrical pull and managed to get his hands off the gun. The creature dropped it to the floor. No theatrics.

His hand was already on his sidearm, but it was too late. The thing was faster than any killer he’d ever encountered. The creature’s tendrils were up and bound together, dozens of them, into a sharp point. As Gier pulled the pistol from its holster, the creature stabbed him through the center of his chest.

Dead center, Gier thought as he fell back against Louis’ bunk and slid down the bed frame until he was slumped on his ass, at eyeline with his dead soldier. He took stock of his chest wound. Blood poured from an open, sucking hole in his sternum. It wasn’t good. It was a finisher. He knew it. He spat out blood and bits of molar.

The thing floated forward and loomed over him, as if proud of what it had done. Perhaps it was, Gier thought. And why not? It had bested a good soldier. It wasn’t that different from him in that way. Pride in a job well done.

As he looked up toward his killer, something in Gier shifted. He had been shot in the right arm and the left leg. He had been stabbed in the gut. He’d been kicked so hard in the right testicle that it had ruptured. Hell, he’d had his throat slit. All acts committed by worthy opponents that had fallen at his hand. But in the face of all of that pain, he had never cried on the field of battle.

But for some reason, seeing this creature over him, he was hit by a wave of feeling. Something like awe combined with a solemn resignation washed over him, and tears began to stream down his face.

“I do not fear death, monster,” he said to the thing.

It reached out and touched his face. Gently, almost tenderly, it ran the ends of its string-thin tentacles from Gier’s chin up along the lines of his tears, ending just below his eyelashes. Gier watched in shock as the teardrops were absorbed into the ends of the tentacles. Inside of its domed head, lights went off like sparks inside of itself. A shock of color change went through the creature, traveling in a wave across its moist flesh.

“It is an honorable thing, this death,” Gier said to the men laid out around him. “I will see you on the next field of battle.”

His last breath left him, and he was gone before the creature pried open his chest and removed his heart with its neon tentacles.


CHAPTER 20

Fifteen minutes later Caw was alone and pacing anxiously along the star pattern of the carpet. Deirdre had been forcefully escorted into the room next door. The walls were thick, but not soundproof. Caw had heard the guards take her into the room. Heard her yelling at them. Hitting them. It sounded like she’d landed a couple of solid punches, though he couldn’t imagine it had done much against their body armor.

He had to get them out of there. Her and the baby. But the door proved to be an obstacle he couldn’t get through. Same with the wall. He regretted not trying the door first though, it hurt less.

As he paced the room, he whispered. Words to his father. Words to the deep, dark depths of the godforsaken lake. Words, he knew, were being swallowed up by the void.

“I’m sorry I ignored you. I’m sorry I didn’t listen. I gave up everything you worked for. I sold my birthright. But I’m listening now. I… I need you now, okay? Please. Please answer me. Please answer me. My wife, my family, they're… they’re gonna die. I don’t care about me, but please! Tell me how to fix this! Tell me how to fix this, Dad!”

He didn’t realize he was crying until he was on his knees on the carpet. It was the exact same moment that he realized that he would have to do this alone. No more sitting by, watching the water.

Outside, the shooting intensified. More shouts above deck. A strange electrical hum from what he assumed was Vaha’s consciousness machine.

Sitting back on his ass, wiping the tears from his eyes, he saw Vaha’s library standing before him. Filled with knowledge. The kind that might just save his family.

“There’s got to be something here…” he murmured to himself.

He hurried to the bookshelf and scanned the volumes. Chaos Magick… Leiber Al Vel Legis… The Cloud Upon the Sanctuary… The Truth of the Cryptid… Grimorium Verum… All titles he had grown up with, seen living amongst his father’s boxes and trunks and, on those rare occasions that they had a proper home, shelves. Some of them he’d even flipped through himself. He knew that Vaha and this thing, this jellyfish-alien-god-whatever, would take something more. That’s when he spotted her desk.

The desk had one wide drawer in the top. It was locked and seemed impossible to open, at least until he pulled an old broadsword from its home on the wall beneath a mounted boar’s head with pale blue eyes that looked spookily like that of a man, and hacked the top of the desk open with the well-maintained sharp steel, bringing the blade down again and again, splinters flying, sweat pouring, until he exposed the interior cavity of the drawer. The sword landed in the carpet with a soft thud as he climbed on top of the massive desktop and dug into the exposed drawer like a dog hunting for a bone. The drawer was a surprising mess of junk. Bent paper clips. Dead pens. What looked like a childhood friendship bracelet. A Polaroid series of a nude pygmy man posing on an Ikea butterfly chair.

Then, pushing aside a stack of Whole Foods coupons, he found it.

A yellowed journal, bound in a tattered blue fabric cover. On the front of it, written in fading black ink:

The Diary of Lachlan McMackin

“Father,” Caw said aloud, then looked around the room, embarrassed.

The book was soft in his hands, worn down over the years. This volume he had not seen as a child. One more thing that had been kept hidden from him. How Vaha had gotten ahold of it was a mystery to him. She was a searcher, after all.

He flipped through the diary. The thin pages were covered in a feverish scrawl. The words and their placement on the pages became stranger and more cryptic as he went. Margins began to fill with random notes. Words in foreign languages Caw couldn’t identify butted up or overlapped weird sketches of symbols and crude hieroglyphs, not unlike Vaha’s skin. But these were drawn with such force that the ink had bled, and the pen had torn through the pages.

Just as the mess of the text reached a fever pitch, Caw found himself at the final page. It was dated the day before the event. The last day he would know his father.

In surprisingly lucid, neat text, the page read:

“I hesitate to bring my boy out on that boat tomorrow. As much as I want him to see it, need him to see what his old man has ruined our lives searching for, I wonder if he will even be able to process it all. He spends his days watching Adam Sandler movies and whining about air conditioning. One day he’ll leave like his mother did. Unable to hack through the jungles of the mind. I look at him and I just… Don’t understand him. I don’t see myself in him, the way a father should. I shouldn’t bring him tomorrow. I should let him stay a soft boy in the AC.

Of course, I know that my weakness will get the better of me. That I’ll need a witness to what I have found.

Down in my plums I know that this is why I’m bringing him with me. Why I’ve dragged him with me this whole way. I care for him, of course, but inside… I’ve needed a compatriot that I can trust. So, I bring him into the fray, to face the void. To bear witness.

There’s a chance it’ll shake something loose in him, make him open his eyes beyond the TV, but I’m afraid he won’t have the strength to withstand it.

Part of me envies him. Part of me resents him. I wonder if he feels the same. We’ll find out together tomorrow.”

Stunned, Caw closed the book and laid it carefully back in the drawer. Feelings bubbled up inside of him, rising in his chest until they began to tighten around his neck, threatening to choke him.

Anger. Regret. Pain. All these years spent never really knowing how the man had felt about him. Well, now he did.

Above all the emotional noise, one note rose above. Rang out high and true. Resolve.

Lachlan McMackin may have exposed his own family to this monster, but he wasn’t Lachlan. No matter what happened to him, his family was getting off of this boat.

Caw hopped off of the desk, picked up the sword and went to the wall he shared with Deirdre. He knocked the pommel of the sword on the wall. Three times. Knock three times…

A moment passed, then…

Three knocks came back. …on the ceiling if you want me.

“I’m coming!” he hollered through the wall.

“Make it quick,” she said back.

“Hey! Shut the fuck up!” came the voice of the little guy with syphilis.

“I’m coming!” he called back.

“Fuck off!” Chode yelled.

Caw spent the next minute or two slamming the broadsword against the doors, then trying to wedge the blade between the seam of the hydraulic double doors, but he couldn’t get anywhere. Then he spotted the porthole window. Easily big enough for him to slither through. He raised the broadsword and ran full force at the window and swung the sword as hard as he could.

Crack! With the sound of a gunshot, the thick glass pane spiderwebbed out. He laid into it again. One hit, two hits. On the third the window shattered completely. He ran the blade around the circular window frame to clear out the last of the heavy glass shards and took a deep breath.

Legs shaking, he stepped out onto the runner edge of the boat, grabbing a rope running along the side. As soon as he stepped out he saw the portal leading into her room, roughly six feet away. Just six feet of slippery fiberglass footing over a lake filled with a living, angry god. He took a breath, tried to steel himself. It almost worked.

Sweaty palms clenched the rope. Feet slid along the outcropping on the boat. Eyes pointed straight ahead, terrified to look down. That was until he heard something suctioning its way up the side of the ship. It moved in a line, only a foot or so past Deirdre’s porthole. Caw froze in his tracks. His free hand gripped the handle of the sword, trying to ready himself for a hell of a fight. As the jellyfish slithered upward, it stopped. Its gelatinous body shifted and turned toward him, revealing that it had eyes, three of them. Bright pink orbs mounted in its quivering body. Wide pupils crisscrossed with blue veins that glistened with a throbbing electrical current running through it.

It looked at him for a beat. He looked back. In a moment that felt like forever, Caw realized that this creature knew him. Realized that it was part of the larger collective of something that was very aware of his existence. And probably wanted to end that existence. But then, inexplicably, it turned away and continued on its crawl up the side of the boat.

Letting out the longest sigh of relief in his life, Caw moved carefully onward. Inch after inch, he reached Deirdre’s window after what seemed like a lifetime. The window began at his feet, the edge of the ridge he was walking on, and ended at his knees. Once there, he realized he wouldn’t be able to haul back and smash the glass the way he had on his exit. Instead, he raised the sword up to shoulder length and let gravity help him. The blade swung down like a pendulum and sent a crack shooting through, from the top to the bottom of the porthole.

Before he could take another swing, laser shots rang out, shattering through the glass and just missing his legs. Chode had done his job for him. Caw heard a thud and the man shouted.

Deirdre called, “I got him!”

Caw tossed the sword in first, then grabbed the rope with both hands, kicked his feet up, and swung down through the porthole. He almost landed on his feet but fell back on his ass. He shook it off. Took in the scene. They were in what looked to be a giant walk-in closet, filled with shoes and dresses and every color speed suit imaginable. In the center of it all, Deirdre, hands tied behind her back, was biting the guy’s neck as he screamed and tried to wrestle her teeth out of his flesh.

Caw grabbed the sword off of the ground and sprinted toward them.

“Deirdre, get off of him!”

She let go and rolled away just as Caw reached them. He hadn’t planned out what he was going to do, and instinct took over. He brought the broadsword swinging down onto the guard’s neck, severing his head from his body completely in one hit.

Deirdre and Caw stared in shock as blood shot from the stump of his neck, spraying all over a line of glittering evening gowns. They watched until the blood petered out, sputtering a bit from his esophagus.

“Whoa,” Caw said.

“Yeah. Whoa,” Deidre said. She spat blood on the floor. Then, she looked up at him, a little crimson still trickling from her mouth. “You saved me. You’re like a pirate.”

“You kidding? You totally fucking wrecked him. With your hands tied.”

“About that.” She turned and showed him the knots holding her wrists together.

Caw pulled a folding knife from the mercenary’s utility belt and cut her bindings. She rubbed her raw wrists, wiped the blood from her lips, and said, “Oh shit, do I have to get tested for syphilis now?”

Caw shrugged. “Maybe. Worst case, I’ll work around it.”

“Oh yeah?” she said, bitterness creeping back into her voice.

“I’m sorry,” he said. “I’m sorry I didn’t tell you about the voices. Or the truth about how he died. I’m sorry for everything.”

She didn’t look at him.

“To be honest with you, I thought I was so stupid and crazy that you’d be better off without me. I was gonna leave and just give you all the money from the sale. All of it. That’s what I’m most sorry for.”

“I don’t care about the money, you fucking idiot. I only wanted to sell because I’d get you back. Back from this stupid place, these memories of your dad, this monster, whatever the hell it- Oh. Oh no…”

Her eyes went wide with fear. She backed away, pointing.

Caw turned to find a rather large jellyfish standing in the open porthole, its tentacles crackling with electrical energy so intense that sparks flew from their ends.


CHAPTER 21

Caw grabbed the laser gun from beside the headless corpse. It was slick with blood, and he struggled to hold onto it. He hadn’t held a gun since he was a boy and Lachlan had taken him skeet shooting over Selawik Lake in Alaska. He’d missed every clay pigeon. The weapon felt so foreign in his hands. Heavy and menacing.

“How does this thing work?” he murmured to himself.

“Probably like a regular gun,” Deirdre urged. “Just try it like, fast.”

He took aim and pulled the trigger. Without a bit of recoil, the gun went off. He wasn’t Buffalo Bill yet. He shot wide and nicked the creature, leaving a burn scar on its right side. It let out a strange gurgle and scurried away out of the porthole.

“I’ll get better at it,” Caw said.

“Hey, it worked.” Deirdre gripped his arm reassuringly.

“Let’s go stop this thing,” he said.

She nodded and he took his wife’s hand.

***

For a moment the two of them stood in frozen shock, watching the chaos unfolding around the deck.

Shots rang out through the air. Jellyfish climbed over the sides and onto the deck. A soldier screamed through the jellyfish latched onto his face as he flipped over the railing and into the lake. Another looked down in horror as tiny jellyfish crawled up his pant legs. He fell to the ground, kicking, desperately trying to get them out.

The most frightful scene was occurring on the bow of the ship. In the center of a great, whirring gyroscope, Vaha stood, now dressed in a smart new sky-blue speed suit, and strapped in the machine, her face a twisted jumble of excitement. A slightly demented Vitruvian CEO.

Brave mercenaries, positioned around her, fired out at various gloopy creatures. Some big, some small. Some with those strange, horrifying eyes. Some slithering, some walking on their tentacles.

“Oh Caw! Deirdre! You made it out of your bondage. I hope the man guarding you didn’t come out of it all too poorly,” Vaha said. Caw and Deirdre exchanged a look. Vaha continued. “It’s just as well that you’ve made it. You deserve to see this. After all, you’re a big part of it.”

“Part of what?” Caw demanded.

“The glorious dawn of a new humanity. Welcome!”

Arturo, looking utterly baffled and more than a little worried, placed a helmet over her head. Pulsating cables ran from the helmet and into the oscillating machine. In turn, more cables ran from the machine and into the water.

“Arturo, how’d you build this thing so fast?” Caw asked.

Arturo shrugged and hurried about his work, tweaking dials, and checking screens. “I dunno, man, these guys built it.”

Caw took in the scene around them. The deck was covered in piles of jelly and flickering neon tentacles and blood. Human blood. Strangely, the jellyfish seemed to avoid Caw and Deirdre. Moving past them on their terrible legs, angry and tall, ready for attack.

Turning to Deirdre, Caw said “You ready to do something about this?”

“I don’t know what this is, but yeah.”

The two of them advanced toward Vaha. Immediately, a couple of the men turned their attention away from the creatures. Caw and Deirdre found themselves staring down the barrel of a few laser rifles. They backed away, slowly, hands up.

Inside, Caw cried out to his father, to the alien God, to whatever chorus of souls or extraterrestrials that had been speaking to him. I’m through begging. Answer me. Now. I’m here. I’m trying. Answer me, dammit. Answer me!

But the only voice he heard was Vaha’s, cutting above the chaos, loud and clear.

“Arturo, turn the switch!” she yelled, sounding more like Dr. Frankenstein than Elon Musk.

“No,” he said. He squared his shoulders and stood tall. With his tattoos and mohawk, he was a fearsome sight. “I don’t know what all this shit is but fuck all this shit.”

“Jawline!” Vaha yelled. “Take care of this, please.”

The handsomest henchman in all of North Carolina turned on Arturo. Arturo spat on the ground. He held up his middle finger at the guy. “Fuck you, fascist!” he yelled.

Jawline cocked the gun and leveled his aim at Arturo’s head. For a brief moment they shared a glare before Arturo relented and flipped the switch. The flailing oscillations rose in intensity, whipping around Vaha as the sound of the machine’s whirring reached a fever pitch. The machine pulsed with a glowing purple light.

Then, finally, Caw’s call was answered. His father’s voice appeared in his mind, clear as the day he had vanished. No more underwater burbling, no more distorted audio.

“Hello son,” Lachlan said, laconic, almost relaxed.

“How are you so calm?” Caw thought, before realizing that wasn’t the important thing here. “She’s going to absorb the God’s brain.”

“Easier said than done,” his dad replied, sarcastically.

Frustrated, Caw pushed on. “She’s going to destroy what you’ve discovered. She’s going to kill my family.”

“I know,” came the voice. “I’m reading her fucking mind.”

“Then what in the hell are you doing?” his internal voice came, frantically. “Why are you sitting around letting this happen?”

“It wanted to see what you could do on your own. Besides, down here we’ve got all the time in the world.”

With that, the sounds in his head suddenly went static. He winced and grabbed his temples, trying to ward off a shooting pain that rocketed through his skull. Deirdre reached out to him, but her concern was interrupted when the boat rocked against a sudden wave.

The water of the lake was shifting, swelling. Everyone staggered against the movement with several falling to the deck, Deirdre and Caw included. The jellyfish army froze in their place as if waiting for the next command.

The water rose to a wild, roiling, angry frenzy. Then, something broke from the surface of the lake. The form of a God. A massive jellyfish, translucent green in color, rose above the water. Its tentacles whipped through the air around a long diaphanous skirt that hung down from its center, floating along in the wind like silk. It would have been beautiful if it didn’t glide through the air until it hovered over them, nearly blotting out the sun with its enormous body. The neon tentacles lowered down and enshrined the boat, trapping them.

Every human being on the boat looked up in awe and terror.

“Oh, fuck,” Caw said.


CHAPTER 22

As it hovered over them, purple lightning crackled around it and filled the humid air with an electric energy that made the hairs on Caw’s body stand up, rising like weird, alien arms toward the sky. As soon as the God had taken its spot hovering over them, sounds like grinding metal overtook him in his brain. The static in Caw’s head became overwhelming. The stabbing pains behind his eyes, unbearable. While everyone else on board stared up in wonder, Caw dropped to his knees on the deck, holding his head in his hands.

Then, just as suddenly as it had begun, the static died. The pain subsided. The electricity crackling in the air ceased. Caw sat up on his haunches. Blinked through the fading headache. Water was drizzling down on them all, dripping off of the alien God who was floating no more than fifty yards above them.

Looking about he saw that everyone, even Vaha, was staring at him. That was when he realized that some of the creature’s dangling neon tentacles were floating around him. He shrank away from them as they neared, only to nearly bump into more behind him. They got closer and closer, but never touched him. They floated above his skin, flirting with grazing him. There was a curiosity to their movements. The God was feeling him out.

Caw looked up into the great void of the jellyfish’s open maw of a body. He expected to see something. Organs or eyes or some sort of transportational wormhole. But he couldn’t make anything out. Nothing but shadow.

“Figures,” he muttered to himself.

“Why?!” The crew on deck looked to find Vaha screaming up at the creature. Her eyes raged, furious. “Why are you going to this buffoon? This feculent little dork? This embryonic simpleton?”

“Jesus,” Caw said.

“This hopeless fucking mutant?”

“Don’t talk about my husband like that, bitch!” Deirdre yelled across the deck.

Vaha turned her flaring, flaying, flinty gaze on her. “Oh, shut up, you rube!” She looked heavenward, to her errant God. “I've spent my life searching for you! For your answers, your knowledge, your power! I’m the only one here who even knows what you are! I am here to bear witness, to absorb you! Only I recognize your power! Only I can wield it!”

It was unclear whether she had intended to continue as, before she could, a blast of purple lightning flew from the center of the jellyfish and into Vaha’s conscious scanning machine. The electrical current rocketed through the machine. Screens sparked, bolts flew from their housing. Arturo leapt from the machine just in time, as part of the apparatus collapsed where he had just been standing.

The crackling purple force arced from the metal gyroscope and connected with Vaha. The current danced along her skin and made its way up her extremities. A manic grin was stretched across her face when it reached her head.

As the electricity overtook her, her head went slack, and her eyes rolled back in their holes. The flashes illuminated her skull beneath her flesh. Her skull cracked open in the center of her forehead. First her skin, then the white bone beneath. The hole grew, spider-webbing out until it threatened to take over her eyes. A kaleidoscopic beam of colorful light burst from the hole. It poured out of her gruesome new third eye, illuminating the entire deck and casting everyone in a projected sea of rainbow fluorescence that would have put any rave to shame.

Just then her head snapped back upright and her eyes, wide with awe and excitement and passion and wonder, stared directly at Caw.

In a husky, hushed voice she murmured, “It’s… beautiful.”

Then her head exploded.

The electrical current suddenly ceased and all the lights on board shut off, leaving the crew standing in the dark, covered in blood and bone and brain. For a long moment they stood in tense, pregnant silence, eyes dancing from one person to the next with fearful anxiety.

Suddenly, another purple lightning bolt broke the ghostly quiet. It flew down onto the deck and hit Kendall. He shuddered for a moment in the electrical attack. Then his skin began to bubble and smoke. He was cooking on the inside too, for his bones shattered and snapped one by one, jutting angrily out of his flesh. His screams of agony were only cut short when he detonated, blasting apart in a cloud of gore, emulating his boss to the very end. All that remained of him was the smoking ends of his braids, laying a pool of viscera.

The alien God was angry.

Caw wiped bits of Kendall’s excellently maintained liver off of his face and looked up at the unthinkable creature floating above them, holding them at the mercy of his tentacles. He cried out, “Wait! Wait, stop!”

But it didn’t stop. It sent another bolt down. And another. Jawline was first in line to be turned into soup. To his credit, he didn’t cry out in pain. He took it like a soldier. Next was some mercenary that Caw had never seen before, but he assumed was a nice enough guy with a family or at least a cat that was depending on him.

Caw rose to his feet and shouted up at the God before him. He raised his angry fists. He beat his chest. He yelled, “Goddammit Dad, get this thing under control and make this stop right now, you son of a bitch!”

And it did stop. The silence was shocking. A brief moment of calm returned to the boat as Deirdre, Arturo, and the rest stared at Caw in surprise. Even Deirdre didn’t think he had that kind of power, and he could see it all over her face.

That was okay with Caw. He’d never believed he’d be able to talk down a God either. But here he was.

Some of the God’s tentacles braided themselves together to create a thick, multicolored arm. This thing approached Caw, hovering before him, dancing lightly in the air like a snake. It even looked a bit like a snake as it peered at him, bobbing around in an intimidating way, as if the tentacle braid was looking at him. Perhaps it was.

“I’m sorry I called you that,” Caw began, suddenly reminded of who he was talking to. “But please, please don’t hurt them. This is my responsibility.”

A soft, pleasing, vaguely feminine voice came from the tentacle snake. A voice Caw had never heard before. Speaking aloud so that all could hear, it said, “She was arrogant. Foolhardy. Her hubris has made it necessary to destroy all who she was associated with.” Then it added, as an afterthought, “Sorry.”

“But it was my cowardice. I have failed you. I let her come here. I wanted money for my family, I wanted freedom from this place. I heard what I wanted to, and I ignored what was right. This is all my fault.”

Now it was his father who spoke. “Son. I don’t want to do this in front of people. You need to come with me. I’ll explain everything,” said Lachlan. “But you need to come with me. Down below.”

“Caw, no!” Deirdre moved to him, unafraid of the strange snake, and grabbed his arm.

He hugged her. Held her close and tight. He breathed deeply of her hair, but it just smelled like dirty lake water and blood. He pulled back and kissed her.

“I have to go,” he said.

She said, “...I know. Just come back to us alive, okay?”

She backed away as the tentacle snake reached out and wrapped around Caw, then lifted him up off of the deck.
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The tentacle raised him up into its cavernous insides. Slowly, it brought its bottom flaps together until they sealed against each other with a flatulent squishing sound. As it tightened around itself, light and sound sealed off completely inside of it. The tentacle suspended him there for a long beat, then let him go. He expected to fall but instead he floated, suspended in the silent, black void.

His eyes then adjusted to the darkness, and he saw that he was floating in a perfect sphere created by the slick skin of the alien God. He blinked in the darkness, tried to focus. The skin was undulating. Something was alive inside of it. Finally, his eyes came into focus, and he took his new world in.

Blister-like bubbles lined the inner walls of the soft flesh. They roiled and churned, moving along the surface but never breaking the skin. Inside of them, glowing balls darted and moved as if hunting for something they could not find. Caw watched them, transfixed, a feeling of deep curiosity mixing with a wave of overwhelming nausea.

“What the hell are those?” he thought.

Lachlan’s voice answered in kind. “Oh, those are just our souls.”

Suddenly, Caw felt a subtle shift in the space. The God was moving. His equilibrium shifted as the monster moved downward and, despite the airtight space, he could hear the rush of the water as the alien plunged itself down into the lake. It went faster and faster, deeper, and deeper, and Caw winced as his ears painfully popped against the change in pressure.

As they went further down, the jellyfish’s skin began to glow, a bright neon green bursting out into the water. Inside, the skin was now a beautiful opalescent. Light and color danced along the moist surface as the balls rolled about within the taut flesh. In between their movement, the light made it possible for Caw to see through the creature’s now translucent hide.

For the first time, the lake wasn’t pitch black for Caw. No longer brackish and frightening. Caw could see everything, bathed in that bright green glow. He couldn’t tell how far down they were, but they were deep. He took it in with the newfound clarity. Finally, he could know what had been in his backyard all of these years. What had served as his father’s final resting place.

All around him were beautiful sights. Glowing fish flitted past. A small army of eels with what looked like tiny arms paddled their way by him. Silvery trout with spines glowing through their scaly flesh. Even deeper down he could see a coral reef spreading out below him.

His nausea began to subside as the creature slowed down. It came to a stop just in time to avoid flying into a deep chasm cut jaggedly into the floor of the lake. The insides of the rocky gash were encrusted with multicolored jewels.

When Caw looked up though, he saw only blackness. The vast unknowable space that he assumed to be the thing’s brain, or soul, or something, until movement stirred in the darkness overhead. Something emerged from the shadowy veil… fingers… a hand. Then all the things that generally follow a hand. Arms, legs, a torso. And the head of Lachlan McMackin.

His father was nearly translucent. Like a hologram from a sci-fi movie Caw had seen on afternoon TV. He floated down, still as a statue, eyes locked on Caw with laser focus.

“Uh… what the fuck?” Caw said.

As his father got closer he saw that he was created from many connected pieces, white crystal-like shards, coming together to form a man. Finally, he came to a stop, floating in the air across from Caw. For the first time in twenty-three years, only a few feet separated Caw from his father.

“Hello, Cawley,” Lachlan said. A small smile tugged at the edges of crystalline lips.

Caw did the breaststroke, weightlessly bringing himself closer to his father. He was relieved when the man didn’t pull away. Instinctively, Caw reached out and tried to touch him. His hands went straight through him. There was no resistance at all.

“Oh, I’m not a uh, form. This is how we can manifest through his consciousness if we need to. It’s just smoke and mirrors. Still confining though. Having a body sucks.”

Caw said, “Hi… Dad.” Then, “Why not just make you look like yourself?”

“Oh, I can look however I want. I just think this is cool. Besides, he’s a bit of an aesthete.” Lachlan pointed upward to the looming godhead.

“Are… are you dead?”

“No. Not at all. I mean, this is me. This is my consciousness. Now, did the King rip my body apart and feed it to the creatures of the lake? Yes. So, in that sense, I am dead, sure.”

“Why didn’t you contact me before this? You must have known I had come back. That I was wasting my life watching over this lake. The life you’d already fucked up dragging me all over the world. Why didn’t you tell people? Like, everyone thought I was crazy. You’ve been down here this whole time and you just… you abandoned me.” He took a breath. “Shit, that just all came out.”

Lachlan floated back a bit, crossed his arms. Assessed his son. “Do you want me to apologize?”

Caw didn’t want to admit it, but… “Yeah. Yeah, I do.”

The man in front of him snorted a laugh. He shook his head.

“I can’t believe you asked for a fucking apology before you asked about this!” he gestured around the guts of the God. “I never understood you, son. I thought you might grow into it, but… you didn’t.”

“Into what?”

“A greater sense of curiosity. A need to take action in the world. I suppose. I don’t know. Maybe I just don’t get you, bud. Either way though, I won’t apologize to you. Why would I apologize for seeking the core of our condition? Of the universe’s convention. Whether you were born or not, I would have followed this path, these tributaries to truth. I don’t mean to diminish you, son.”

“I don’t think you ever considered me enough to diminish me,” Caw said, and immediately regretted how pouty it made him sound.

“I was about to ask you to join me here.”

Caw contemplated the offer. “What is ‘here’?”

“Don’t use air quotes, kid. It’s annoying. Here is… well the consciousness of this alien God. You tap right in. It’s pretty simple if it accepts you, and I think it will. See, it feeds on heightened human emotion. Troubled people like me or you or Vaha, people who feel lost in the world, people who hurt and don’t know why, we’re like caviar to it. The emptier you are, the fuller you make him.”

“People like me and you?” Caw asked, surprised to be included.

Lachlan smirked. “Maybe we’re more like each other than I thought. I’ll admit that one.”

“Does it hurt?”

“Yeah, it hurts like shit when he rends your soul from your body. But, man… when your consciousness melds with his and the thousand other beautiful old lost souls he’s taken in and has running around inside of him it’s… it’s sweeter than any ayahuasca trip, any pill, any needle I ever tried. When we’re all together in there, there is no you or me or them. All the mundane bullshit of real life, it’s gone. You’re all together, feeling this incredible thing. Life. You see everything they’ve ever seen, feel everything they’ve ever felt, live every moment they’ve lived all at once.

“And that’s not all; it’s every life you could have lived. Every option, every little fig from the tree, laid out in front of you, played like a million TVs all at once on the same giant screen.

“With his consciousness projecting yours out into the universe you… you feel the arms of the Gods wrap around you so tightly. Our worries and passions and fears and stupid plans feed them, yes, but what we get in return is… impossible to describe.”

“Is Vaha in there too? Or the others?”

He took a moment, cupped his hand around his ear. Listened closely to the ethereal ground for the clip-clopping of a new soul. He dropped his hand and shrugged. “I don’t hear Vaha… Not yet at least. There are some new voices whispering, though..”

“So, if I try to meld will I… why did you get uh, plugged in or whatever and Vaha didn’t?”

“Goddamn these’re a lot of questions, kid. Who knows? Maybe I fought harder. Maybe my inner monologue didn’t include plans to murder it. Maybe it was bored that day and just let me glom on like a little feeder fish. Anyway, don’t look a gift God in the tentacles. It does what it wants. I’m vouching for you; I’m giving you a gift. The gift.”

Caw took it in. The opportunity to leave everything behind for good. Truly and completely. To let Deirdre live the life she deserved. She said she needed him, but… how could she? He’d dragged her into all of this hell. Taken her life for a ride, the same thing Lachlan had done to him. It was the exact out he had wanted just hours before. And yet he couldn’t say the word.

The walls of the God quaked, making Caw and Lachlan shift a bit in space. Tremors ran through its flesh and the balls flitted wildly.

“What is that?” Caw asked.

“Your turmoil is making it hungry. It’s ready to receive you. But make it quick. Indecision bores it, not a lot of dramatic tension there.”

“What happens if I say no?”

“Hm… I can’t guarantee it’s going to let you get back to the surface. You’re in rarefied air here and it’s surprisingly offended pretty easily.”

“No, I mean, what happens to us?”

“Oh. I…” For the first time in Caw’s life, he saw his father seem insecure. Unsure. “I’ve had a lot of time to think in here, son. To see life. To see you. What I finally found is that you have a different kind of strength in you that I never had. This hole I had in me, you don’t have. This gaping need to know, this insecurity that drove me to ignore what was in front of me. I see in you what I saw in your mom the day we met. A strong person, comfortable in their skin. A person who knows what they want and like and need. You need your air conditioning, Caw. That’s okay.”

Caw laughed. He wanted to hug his father but wasn’t sure if he’d have the muscle memory for it.

Lachlan continued, “Caw, I think you can stand with your feet in the dirt and look at that sun rising and falling and feel the world going around and know that it’s enough for you. You’re a good man, Caw. Hell, you might not even need this place, but… It’s the only thing left I have to give you and, well, it’d be nice to make up for a little lost time.”

“Thank you,” Caw said. He wished he could say more but his brain was running behind his mouth, trying to process everything he’d just heard. Finally, he got the words out. “Can I… Can I get a sample? Like, can I see the life I’ve lived? The life I could live?”

“A sample? What is this, a Costco? Shit, son. What do you wanna see?”

“Life if I don’t join it. Life with Deirdre. Life with our child.”

Lachlan rolled his eyes so hard Caw swore he could hear the ethereal crystal eyeballs grind against their sockets. Eyerolling made Caw think of Deirdre. He smiled.

Without a word, Lachlan took his ghostly hand, shoved it through Caw’s jaw and into his skull. His fingers elongated and wrapped around his brain. They massaged and palpated the soft pink ridges. It tickled a little bit.

And then Caw was in a world he could not describe. Like riding a train through a blindingly bright tunnel of color and light. The speed with which his consciousness was traveling astounded him. The images came quickly in flashes.

He and Deirdre, fighting with each other over money.

The two of them making love in a car even though they were now in their fifties.

Caw playing with a little girl. He knew without being told that her name was Autumn, and she was their daughter.

Autumn slamming the door in his face, hiding her teenage self away from a father she had forgotten that she loved.

These moments, good and bad, came to him.

The family eating together, fighting together, living together, playing, and struggling and loving and growing older and older, together.

The scenes showed themselves to him all at once and yet they were their own individual moments, all overlapping, all flooding him with the strongest emotions he’d ever felt. Every roller coaster up and down all in one single ride.

Suddenly he found himself back in reality, floating inside of an alien God. His head snapped back as if he had whiplash and he shook the intensity off, trying to clear his head. Lachlan was shaking his hand back and forth, like he had carpal tunnel cramps.

“Even without a body that always feels weird,” he said.

Caw took a deep breath. He knew his answer had been given to him. If there was even a possibility that all of that good and bad could be his, he couldn’t walk away from it.

“I can’t join you, Dad. I’m sorry.”

Lachlan took a deep, heavy breath. If there’d been a rock at hand he would have kicked his fake foot through it.

“I understand. You’ve got a life to live.” Then he said, “Plead your case to be let go, kid. Real delicate. Remember, for an all-knowing living God that traveled thousands of lightyears and eons to be here, it’s…” he whispered the last word, “sensitive.”

Now it was Caw’s turn to roll his eyes. He looked up into the darkened void. He squared his shoulders. He spoke out.

“Look sir, or uh, ma’am or… I dunno, God. I’m not going to beg you. I’ve learned that you and the universe are just going to do what you want to do no matter what, so I’m letting go. Yeah. I’m not holding onto anything, but I want to tell you that if you let me out of here, if you let me move on, I can promise you that no one will ever set foot on this lake again. Nobody will mess with you again.”

He listened expectantly for a moment. But there was nothing. Silence.

“That’s it, I guess. I’m done,” he concluded. “Thanks.”

Again, Lachlan cupped his ear and listened. Caw tried to read his father’s face, but it remained a cryptic facade, revealing nothing of what he was hearing.

“I think it likes you… It says… It says you can go.”

Caw pumped his fist.

“But seriously, don’t fuck with the lake again,” Lachlan said.

Something else emerged from the shadows above them. A tiny jellyfish. It moved its way to Caw quickly, with short pink tendrils trailing behind it. As it got closer he realized that it was letting out little squeaks as it moved toward him. It stopped and hovered a few inches from his face, expectantly.

“What… what does he want me to do?” Caw asked.

“He’s a mask. To get you up to the surface. Let him latch onto your face.”

“What? Fuck that! No way!”

Lachlan nudged the jellyfish with a finger, and before Caw could finish, the little guy had opened up and attached what would be its butt over his nose and mouth. Its tentacles reached around his head and held tight. Its flesh sealed to his.

Below them, the sphincter-like closure that the God had made was opening up. Water was flooding into the sphere, rising quickly.

“Don’t worry, you’ll be able to breathe through him,” Lachlan said softly. He gestured as if he meant to hug his son, then thought better of it. Instead, he said, “I love you, son. Get up there to your family. I’ll be in touch.”

“Goodbye, Dad.”

He meant to say more, but then the water was rushing up around him and Lachlan’s ghostly crystal visage was gone.

As soon as the water overtook him, it grabbed a hold of him. He was shot out of the enormous jellyfish’s body on a jet stream of water and began to rocket toward the surface. For a while it was just the darkness. Caw was sad to see it again. His sight in the lake was gone. Taken from him. Then glowing tendrils flew past him. The jellyfish from the boat. One by one, they passed him, more and more, the closer he got to the surface. Going back to their master.

The water stayed completely dark until he broke the surface and suddenly found himself in the glaring sunlight. He wiped the water from his face and blinked against the harsh light of day. The small jellyfish leapt off of his face and plopped into the water, where it bobbed for a moment in front of him. A helper waiting for a tip.

“Thanks, little buddy,” Caw said.

The creature squeaked and dove beneath the surface, disappearing.

Still blinking against the sun, he looked around the lake, searching for the boat. He found it only a couple of hundred yards away. Arturo and Deirdre waved at him from the deck.

It was the sweetest sight he’d ever seen.


CHAPTER 24

The girl’s fingers danced around the sharp metal, nimbly baiting the fishhook with an instinct that Caw never had. She held it up, showing him the glittering worm hung from the hook. A proud smile.

“Perfect! That’s it!”

Caw reached out and gave her a high five, tousled her hair. Nothing made him prouder than his daughter.

“What are we gonna catch?” she asked, squinting up at him against the sun.

“I don’t know…” Caw said. Mentally, he sent a thought out to his father. What ARE we going to catch today?

I’ll see what we can do. Get some of those glowing purple walleye up there for you. She liked those, right?

She loved ‘em.

They stood together on the edge of the rickety wooden dock, casting their lines out into the lake in unison.

“Good form, sweetheart!” Deirdre called out from the shoreline at the end of the dock.

Watching their bobbers move about in the peaceful water, Caw had the greatest sense of peace he’d had in his entire life. They’d spent five years at the lake, raising Autumn, keeping an eye on the God beneath the surface. But now it was time to move on. For Deirdre to have her dream. For Autumn to see the world beyond her family’s strange legacy.

He looked across the water to find the fifteen-foot-tall fences that they’d had built around the waterline, hiding it all away from anyone who may have any interest in taking a dip. Or trying to take over the world. Arturo had helped them place a system of high-def cameras all over the place, tapped into a security system that would have armed security there before anyone managed to get a toe in the water.

Now they could go anywhere on Earth and know exactly what was happening within seconds. He could keep his promise, his end of the deal, which he had been reassuring the creature he would do, telepathically, through his father.

It was time for his family to leave. To find greener pastures that weren’t so… terrifying and oppressive.

“Why aren’t they biting, Daddy?” Autumn asked.

Caw didn’t have an answer. Nobody had taught him. Then he heard Lachlan.

Bring the bobber up so the bait sinks lower. And cast it out deeper.

Caw smiled. “I’ve got an idea. Let’s reel it in…”

She let out a whoop at the idea of a new idea and started to reel her line in.

So, you lot are heading out soon, huh? his father asked.

Yeah, Dad. We’ll be back. But it’s time to see the world for a little bit. Spread our wings or whatever, Caw thought back.

Then, he thought, It’s still, uh… okay, right?

His father didn’t say anything. For a moment it troubled Caw, but it wasn’t unusual for him to just go dark on his son.

Caw turned back and gave his wife a reassuring smile which, given her lack of context, was anything but reassuring. She cocked her head and raised an eyebrow in a silent statement of “What’s going on?”

He gave her a little wave, which actually was reassuring. She grinned, put her sunglasses on and laid back, sunning herself in the warm afternoon.

As Autumn began to throw her line back into the water, she suddenly froze. Listened. Caw marveled at how astute she was for a five-year-old. Then he listened too.

The water was rippling before them a bit. The dock began to shake, slightly at first, then stronger and stronger. It almost felt like something was coming.

The little girl looked up at him. She asked, “Daddy? What is that?”

The End
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Chapter One

This wasn’t the first time reporter June Reilly had been asked to meet up with a potential contact in a questionable time and place. Granted, that wasn’t a common occurrence, either, no matter how much movies and books liked to act like hot news tips from anonymous sources always came in that way. Maybe it had been like that more once upon a time, but when June got an anonymous tip, which in itself wasn’t really that common, it tended to be in the form of an email or text. Sometimes those rare tips led to her having to meet someone shady in a dive bar. Sometimes she was asked to meet in a parking lot, usually for the tipper to not even show up. That was especially true of the story she had been trying to pursue for the last year. People who had information about Dom Logane tended to rethink sharing it at the last moment.

But for all the peculiar requests and strange people she might meet in her pursuit of the truth about Mr. Logane, this was the first time someone had asked her to come alone at night to an area that made June honestly think she was about to get mugged, or much worse. The anonymous source this time had asked to meet her at the docks and shipping yards on the east side of the city, and to do it at two a.m. That kind of request should have been an automatic no from her, but she was getting desperate. She was being pressured by her editor, and possibly from people higher up in her news organization that wanted to remain nameless, to finally drop the Logane story once and for all. There was nothing there, they would tell her. Except she knew there had to be. If there wasn’t, there wouldn’t be any reason for everyone to want her to stop, right?

Her contact had told her to come alone, which was worrying and yet still sort of expected, but he had also told her not to park anywhere near their rendezvous spot. That could mean he didn’t want anyone to see a vehicle around that could be traced back to her, but it could also mean he didn’t want her to have an easy escape route. The location was the north side of a mostly unused warehouse right at the edge of the water, with large doors leading right into the harbor that made it seem like various small boats might be able to dock inside it. At first glance it might seem abandoned, but now that she was up close to it she couldn’t help but think that the unused feel to it was deliberate, like someone had actually painted it to appear rusty or run-down from a distance. Her contact had told her the exact spot where to wait and not to deviate from that, and as she waited here she started to realize why: there were cameras all around this place, new ones that definitely seemed too high-tech for just another abandoned warehouse. There was definitely something going on here. She just hoped it was what she was actually looking for, and not some kind of trap to get her after all of her snooping.

And what exactly are you going to do if it is a trap? June thought to herself. Although she had been asking herself that question repeatedly for the last hour that it had taken for her to get to this point, she still didn’t have an answer. She rarely did. June wasn’t the sort to ever plan anything out in her life, an attribute that had been getting her in trouble from the moment she had first been able to walk. She just went forward and did whatever seemed right at the time. Maybe that was why so many opportunities and job promotions had eluded her. When you didn’t think things through, the consequences never occurred to you until it was too late.

It was almost enough to make her want to change, to be a more careful person. Almost. She kept telling herself that at some point just going with her gut before she considered all the options just had to pay off. Maybe this would finally be the time.

But probably not.

Still, she knew there was a story here, a big one. Dom Logane was one of the richest men in the world. He came from inherited wealth, although he always talked in every interview he had ever given that he was self-made in a way that implied that he may not have ever met an actual self-made person in his life. He had gotten into software and communications when he was in his twenties, and that had increased his wealth to the point that most people probably couldn’t comprehend the actual amount of money he had. And he had bragged about it in the media as often as possible.

Or at least he had until about three years ago. That was when he had stopped showing up in public, and anyone who asked where he had gone had a tendency to be silenced very quickly and definitively.

June’s initial thoughts on doing an investigative piece on the vanishing of Dom Logane had been little more than flights of fancy. She hadn’t really thought she was going to do anything on the subject. But when her initial simple and half-assed inquiries had been harshly rejected, she had slowly become more and more obsessed with the story. The surest way to get her to want to know more about a subject, after all, was to tell her she wasn’t allowed to know.

After many, many months of increasing tension in her search for more information and a disturbing number of leads that had vanished on her right before she could investigate them further, she was finally here, waiting on a man she barely knew anything about coming to her with vague assertions that he knew something big, something crazy, something she couldn’t possibly believe about the missing billionaire. And with nothing else to go on, she couldn’t make herself ignore the lead even if it was fishy as all hell.

Waiting in the dark outside the warehouse, June tensed as she heard a door open somewhere around the side of the building. For the brief few seconds that the door was open, she could hear something inside like machinery, possibly some very large engine or motor. When the door shut, though, all sound ceased. Immediately June’s mind began to race with possibilities. From where she was currently standing, she should have still been able to hear the sounds of activity from inside the building. That could only mean that the building had some heavy soundproofing, which shouldn’t have been something anyone would care to install if it was as dilapidated as it wanted to look from the outside. There was definitely something suspicious going on within, but she couldn’t make herself come up with any plausible idea as to what that activity might be.

She heard quiet footsteps coming from the direction of the door. June crouched lower just in case it was someone she really didn’t want seeing her here, but as the sounds got closer to the corner of the building she heard the same voice she’d heard earlier in the day on the anonymous phone call that had tipped her off. “Ms. Reilly? Are you there? I’ve arranged to have the cameras along our route turned off for the next five minutes, so we have to hurry.”

A part of June’s mind warned her that this might be her last chance to turn around and walk away from all this. Whatever she was about to find out was likely something big and serious, and there was no telling how complicated her life was about to get or if she was going to be in any danger. But she only listened to that part of her mind long enough to register what it said and then say insulting things about its mother (which she supposed was actually her own mother, but whatever). That just wasn’t the kind of person she was or ever would be.

“Show yourself,” June called out, trying to make her voice be both loud and a whisper at the same time and instead turning it into a scared-sounding croak. “And don’t try anything funny. I’m armed.”

That at least was true. She had a small pistol in her purse with six rounds loaded into it. Just because she was one to make reckless decisions didn’t mean she had to be dumb about it. She was going to make sure she had something backing her up just in case it came down to that.

After about a second of hesitation, a figure came around the corner of the building. It took a moment for June to see any details of him in the dark. He was an older gentleman, maybe in his fifties, short with a neatly trimmed beard and coveralls with small dark patches of dirt or dust on them. He didn’t look especially intimidating. Just the opposite, in fact; there was something distinct in his posture that gave off the vibe that he was really nervous or frightened.

June kept her hand on her purse as she moved closer to him, ready to reach in and grab her weapon if the man made even the slightest threatening move. “I’m assuming you have to be the person I talked to earlier.”

Despite his claim that all cameras were off, the man looked around as if he expected someone or something to be watching them. “We don’t have time for me to explain too much. The door is going to seal in just under five minutes, and we need to be on the other side of it before that happens.”

“What door?” June asked. “You don’t really expect me to just follow you immediately with no explanation at all, do you?”

“If you don’t, you’re not going to get any of the answers I have for you. I’m not kidding around here. I’m putting myself in a very bad position for this, and I’m not going to mess around with it any more if you aren’t going to at least trust me a little.”

She wanted to say that this situation required her to offer far more than just a little trust, but he was visibly shaking as he spoke. This man really was scared, maybe even for his life.

“Okay, fine, I can trust you for the moment, but could you at least give me a name I can call you? It doesn’t even have to be your real one.”

“It’s Maury. Now please, there’s maybe three minutes left if you really want to know what Logane has been doing.”

Those were the magic words that finally got her following him.

Maury led her back to the door he had come out of, his eyes darting every which way the entire time. He even looked up a couple of times as though he expected some camera or security drone to come swooping down on them. The door had a keypad next to it that Maury swiftly ran his finger over with a well-practiced code. He opened the door and went through, not bothering to hold it open for June and forcing her to rush to get in before it swung shut behind her. Once inside, the sound of machinery made it hard to hear anything else he said, and there were no lights on leading their way.

“Grab on to my shoulder,” he said, or at least something like that. June couldn’t be completely sure. “Follow me closely, and watch your footing. You don’t want to trip and fall into the water.”

Water? she wondered, but Maury didn’t give her any time to question him on it. Instead, she did exactly as he asked. The sound under their feet changed from the solid thud of concrete to the light thump of wood as they walked over some kind of bridge. Then it was replaced with the clanging of some kind of metal.

“There’s another door here, then a ladder,” Maury said. “Hurry, the door is going to lock shut in less than a minute.”

What the absolute hell am I getting myself into? June wondered. But she said nothing and didn’t hesitate, instead going through the door. Inside there was just enough light to see that she was on a small platform with a ladder going down, with Maury already halfway down it. The door thumped behind her, and a few seconds later there was a mechanical click as it locked automatically.

“Okay, we’re in,” June said. “Could you please now explain…”

“Not yet,” Maury said. “We’re about to begin our descent, and we need to get out of the way of anyone who might see us.”

Descent?

Oh crap, June thought. I’m in deep now. Literally.
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